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      It was a Friday morning in the summer when I left her. I was tired, she was hysterical, and that was the way things went.

      “I’m sorry,” I told her through my open car window. Her black hair was frizzy in the New York humidity, makeup running down her face, just wanting to know why. Give her one good reason. I didn’t, because I couldn’t, but even if I could’ve, it wouldn’t have helped. She clutched the car door and screamed in my face.

      “I’m sorry,” I said again. “I love you.”

      She tried to punch me through the window. I put the car in gear. It was the way things went.

      I didn’t like it. It wasn’t something I’d planned on doing. I was a failed husband, maybe a failed man. These were serious charges, I knew, but at the time they were only uncomfortable. I meant it when I said I loved her, and on some level I knew I was an idiot. This surely wasn’t fair to her; it was downright improper, and borderline cruel, and this was the fact that made it hardest for me to leave. This was the thing that almost made me stay, in spite of everything else.

      But in the end it didn’t matter. There was still love, but the love had changed. The love was different. The love didn’t matter as much anymore. At one point the love would have kept me, but not now. The love wasn’t love; it had turned to something else. Where love had been was something different, something we and the rest of the world still called love, but wasn’t.

      So I left. Because I was trapped. And because being trapped with something vaguely resembling love wasn’t enough. It wasn’t enough for me, and someday she would learn it wasn’t enough for her, either.

      Megan kicked the side of the door as I drove away, then threw her latte into the rear windshield. The cup exploded and splashed caramel-colored liquid over the glass. I made a mental note to clean it when I got out of town.

      The sun beat down on the streets of Upper Manhattan, and soon I was sweating through my oxford. But I didn’t turn on the air conditioning; I opened the windows, and took in the sounds and smells of that godforsaken city one last time. The jackhammers and car horns and the smells of hot garbage and car exhaust. I rolled the windows down farther, all the way to the bottom, and let it all in. Let all of that shit in, to permeate the dashboard and the leather seats and my sweaty blue shirt. To sink into my skin, and stay there for a while, to remind me of what I left.

      Soon I was driving that Mercedes-Benz across the Hudson, then through Jersey and across I-78. Before long I would be riding the freeway across Pennsylvania, with the windows down and my sleeves rolled up. I was headed west, and if I had any say in the matter, I would not be coming back.
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      I was an analyst for Wilson Keen Financial Group, and I did the things Wall Street financial analysts do. Worked in the city in one of those big buildings, wore the suit and tie, regularly put in fourteen hour days plus commute, drank enough coffee to kill a horse. I was twenty-two when I got the call with the first job offer; I remember it clearly. Sitting at the kitchen table in my little apartment in Hanover, putting the finishing touches on my senior year of college, I kept myself together as they told me I’d been accepted, that I’d gotten the job, then thanked them politely and hung up. I kicked my chair back and screamed like an idiot. I yelled loud enough for all of New Hampshire to hear. I won, again. All the academic bullshit was worth it. I was a Wall Street financial analyst. It sounded good, like it was meant to be. I was ready to make money.

      And make money I did. All the big Wall Street firms paid well, even for entry-level employees with no experience. I had a degree from Dartmouth and good test scores, which was enough. My starting salary was ninety-five thousand plus benefits and potential for advancement. In exchange, I gave them my soul.

      Immediately the days were long, the pace grueling, the work mind-numbing. Admittedly, I went into the financial sector to get wealthy; any other details had hardly entered my mind. And within my first month at the company, reality began to set in. My job was to stare at numbers all day every day. The good news was I was good at numbers; numbers were easy, cut and dry, always following a formulaic progression. There was an answer for everything. The bad news was that I didn’t particularly like numbers. Quite the contrary, the long nights in college staring at financial textbooks had made me kind of despise them. This was unfortunate, given my profession. But I figured that most people didn’t like their jobs—you weren’t supposed to like your job; that’s why it was called “work.” I slogged through and forged ahead.

      It didn’t get more enjoyable, but it did get more lucrative. I was promoted for the second time on my twenty-eighth birthday, my salary increased to well over six figures, and I was patted on the back by those of my ilk. By age thirty I was a senior financial analyst, labeled a fast-riser and a future star, destined for an executive title and corner office, and completely miserable.

      Megan wasn’t, though. She loved it, all of it, and was for the most part oblivious to my complete lack of contentment. I suppose I knew that was what she always wanted—financial security, a husband with a reputable job, elite social status—but I thought she’d at least consider my happiness. I tried to tell her on a few occasions. I gave pointed hints after particularly long days at the office. She ignored me and looked back at her magazines. She was busy making plans.

      Megan and I married after graduation. She had been as excited as I had been to move to New York City. She took the lead in apartment hunting, making sure it was the perfect space in the perfect area of town, and generally dismissed the idea that something might be a little more expensive than we could afford. Credit cards. I kept making more money and we kept spending it, on a redecoration or fancy dinners out. She bought us both new Mercedes’ even though we hardly drove.

      I did love her still, but something had changed. She no longer had the goals or dreams or that bright look behind her eyes that she had in college. Meg was an English major. She was going to be a novelist. And it seemed like a good plan initially; I’d work and she would write. She could chase her dream while I brought in money. But more than five years in, she had just one partially finished manuscript somewhere on her laptop hard drive. Far fewer words on a page, far more new pairs of shoes and sunglasses and iced coffees. She was still pleasant to be around, but I never expected her to be affected so much by the money. I found it hard to respect her.

      One day she was done with New York. It was time to get out of the congestion of the city, she said, and find a quieter place. I didn’t love living in Manhattan either, but the thought of a long commute every day on top of everything else made me want to slit my throat. Connecticut, she said. Find a nice little white house with dark window shutters and decorate again. Join a country club and enter social circles and generally dick around while I rode the train for two hours every day and pored over numbers for another twelve.

      Her mother visited from time to time, and the two of them would look at properties online and giggle and disregard price tags. They would plan how they’d arrange each room, and call real estate agents for more information on the properties. Numerous times I mentioned that maybe it would be a good idea to wait a year or two. That it was okay to just look, but we might want to hold off until we had a better idea of where my job was going. Neither heard me. They weren’t just looking.

      In each potential house, in every master plan between Megan and her mother, there was one room dedicated to being a nursery. They giggled every time they said it.

      “The city isn’t a suitable place to raise children,” her mother would say, with Megan nodding in agreement.

      Neither ever asked if I wanted kids.

      One day I woke up and admitted to myself things were out of control. I’d lost any grip I’d ever had on my own life, and the only thing that was going well was my job, which was the one thing I couldn’t stand. It was a predicament. I tried throwing myself into work even more, putting in extra hours above the usual twelve or thirteen, hoping to find some sort of purpose there. I told Megan we were slammed. Work was the one thing I knew I was good at, so I thought by spending more time there I’d develop a fulfillment from my skills, or something. Of course, I didn’t. I just hated it more.

      I was exhausted, and the exhaustion is what triggered it. Too many days of waking up at five and getting home at midnight, and I could hardly open my eyes when the alarm went off. I was a zombie at the office, staggering around with an empty face and downing pots of coffee that did nothing. Megan was asleep when I left in the morning and when I got home at night. I told myself I just had to push through. Just keep going, a few more days or a week, and something good would happen. A breakthrough, or something. It’s what I made myself believe.

      And something did happen.

      The alarm went off at 5:03 a.m. as usual. The radio kicked on with the familiar click of a switch flipping, the volume loud because I needed it loud. I stayed unmoved from my fetal position and tried to will the noise to go away, the clock to roll back a few hours. This was how things went. Usually I lay there for a minute or two, trying to rouse my muscles from their hibernation, until Megan rolled over from her side of our king bed and hit me. But today, I didn’t.

      Once my brain woke enough to transform the noises coming from the radio from blunt, unintelligible sounds into actual voices and music, I realized this morning was different. On the radio was not the voices of over-caffeinated morning show hosts squawking about celebrity gossip, or a commercial for auto parts, or an overplayed Top 40 track, but something I’d seldom heard. It was a song; a real, actual song, but more than that. A skillful acoustic guitar came from that small speaker, with a steady rhythm that flowed like a river. There were deep, heavy drums, and a gravelly voice that forced my eyes open. And as he sang, I sat up in bed.

      Can I come home for the summer?

      I could slow down for a little while

      Get back to loving each other

      Leave all those long and lonesome miles behind

      It hit me. I don’t know why, but it hit me. It was some blend of bluegrass and Americana, but neither of those things, really. There was faithful sincerity in that song, too much sincerity for the radio.

      “Meg,” I said, sitting up in bed with open eyes.

      She grunted, her back turned to me.

      “Meg, who sings this song?”

      She grunted again.

      I reached over and turned the radio up.

      I am tired

      I am tired

      Can I come home for the summer?

      I could slow down for a little while

      I fell in love with it, all of it, as I sat there in bed and listened. It was the opposite of the usual shit I listened to. All the synthesizers and overdubs and digital vocal corrections, stuff I didn’t really like but listened to anyway because it was there. This was raw, unadulterated beauty. And I had to have it.

      I didn’t even know what it was, but I had to have it. I didn’t know what the words meant, but they sounded so good. They sounded right, like the secret answer to a secret question. They were the way out.

      The song ended, and after a second of dead air the radio went straight into a station promo. No explanation, or indication of who that might’ve been, or why they decided to play that particular song instead of the usual garbage. Just like that, time moved on, like it never happened. The promo played loudly with its sound effects and fast-talking voiceover, and Megan mumbled something and rolled over. I turned off the radio and got up.

      I walked toward the shower and my feet were light. My hands tingled. My brain was alive, and a voice filled my head. It was strong, and it was clear, and it repeated one thing.

      Go, it said.

      Go. Go.

      I stopped where I was, and looked down at my bare feet on the hardwood floor. I glanced around the room, at the TV on the far wall, at the matching nightstands, at the minimalist, black, angular decor.

      Go, it said.

      I looked at my briefcase sitting on the floor, papers spilling out. I thought of the other stacks of papers that would be waiting on my desk when I got to work.

      Go.

      I could almost smell the sweat on the subway, feel the humidity as bodies packed together and pushed against mine. I heard babies crying, cabs honking, and office phones ringing.

      Go.

      I closed my eyes tight, and I saw mountains. I saw jagged, snowy peaks that cut straight through a blue sky. I saw rolling foothills before them, blanketed in lush pines and divided by a river running through them. I saw winding two-lane roads and little standalone shops. I heard birds and the howl of a coyote, and silence. I heard silence. I smelled the outdoors, things not from the human world but the natural one. I saw, heard, and smelled all these things, even though I never had.

      Go, it said. Go.

      So I did.

      I walked to the closet and pulled out a duffel bag, and I began packing.

      

      I did my best to explain myself, but this was a weak effort. I knew nothing other than I had to go. After she awoke, there was a lot of crying, some yelling, a little pouting, then more crying.

      “Will this just be for a little while?” she asked at one point, eyes puffy and voice hoarse, trying to salvage something.

      “I can’t say that,” I said.

      “Fuck you, Jules.”

      Briefly I considered bringing her along, or proposing the idea, at least. I could tell her we’d get out of the city. I’d leave my job, and we’d find a quieter place to live. There wouldn't be any country clubs or social status like she craved in Connecticut, and money would be tight for a while, but we’d figure it out. I could spin it as a new adventure, the two of us together, finding our rightful place in the world, exploring something outside the same thirty congested city blocks. I could really sell it.

      The problem was, she would say yes. It would take some convincing, but in the end she would come with me. And she would be miserable. She would come along and try to make it work, mostly due to blind marital allegiance and a crippling fear of being alone. And she would hate the new life we found, and would resent me for asking her to go, and I would resent her for going. It was a failed proposition from the start.

      Megan and I no longer shared a path in life, and denying that would be a disservice to us both. She was better off without me. I repeated this thought in my head and it brought me a small amount of comfort.
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      I drove for three days. The first was the longest, through a sliver of New York, then Jersey, then a long trek across the expansive fields of Pennsylvania. The landscape changed quickly, evening out from walls of skyscrapers to lines of trees and rolling hills, then stayed that way. It seemed unending. I stopped for a burger outside Pittsburgh.

      In the afternoon I crossed into Ohio and began the uncharted territory. The driving was easy, the heat manageable. As I crossed that open land, the miles of highway and dirt and grass and trees and signs and occasional towns, I rolled up my sleeves and scanned the radio, looking for some bluegrass or Americana. I stopped at a truck stop outside Columbus and admired my country, the sights and smells of it all that I’d missed most of my life. I washed my face and moved along.

      The final leg of the day crossed me into Indiana, and the industrial city of Indianapolis, where I stayed for the night. I checked in at a cheap motel that advertised its rates on a sign, and ate a chicken sandwich at a diner across the parking lot.

      In the morning I slept. I slept soundly, quietly, wonderfully, in that cheap queen bed, until the scandalous hour of 8:30 a.m., when I was gently roused by the lingering scent of stale cigarettes. There was an alarm clock in the room but I didn’t use it. I sat up on the bed, rubbed my eyes, and saw a missed call from Megan. No voicemail.

      I refilled my duffel bag with the few belongings I’d removed, put on a t-shirt and shorts, and hit the road, pointed west again. The duffel bag sat in the back seat, holding my only belongings, a small reminder of the many things I’d left and the few things I’d brought. Before long I was in Missouri.

      It was almost amazing to me that there was this great expanse of country that I had been aware of but scarcely considered. All of this land, hundreds and hundreds of miles, in my own country, that I’d all but ignored my entire life. It wasn’t the northeast. It wasn’t New York or Boston or Philly or some Ivy League town. So it didn’t matter. Indeed, the drive was monotonous at times, but there was a beautiful simplicity to it. Even the farm country, with the endless fields of corn and soybeans, the scattered windmills and occasional red-sided barns, had a wholesome glow, a serene sense of purpose. This was America. This was the America I’d missed while holing myself up in the only area of America that was supposed to matter.

      This day on the road was shorter than the last, and by five o’clock I was in Kansas City. I paid for a room at the Marriott downtown and ate the finest rack of ribs of my life. I called Megan back from the hotel but she did not answer.

      My last day of driving took me across Kansas, past hundreds of miles of wheat, through the city of Topeka and by a different Manhattan, over a state that once again seemed impossibly large, to Colorado. I reached the border and pulled to the side of the road.

      Welcome to Colorful Colorado

      It’s what the sign read. Confusing, to me, because I didn’t see much of anything colorful, and I was fairly certain I wasn’t even seeing Colorado. Behind me was brown grassland and thorny shrubs, as far as I could see, and in front of me, the same.

      When I was ten years old, I had flipped through a magazine at my parents’ home in Boston. It was one of my dad’s car monthlies, Motor Trend or Car & Driver or something similar, which I’d often pick up and peruse while waiting for dinner. Mostly I didn’t bother with the words, but enjoyed looking at the images of fast cars and ads for razors and cologne. As I turned the pages on this particular evening, I stopped on a page of blue and white. It was a different kind of ad, not one promoting Ford or Chevy or Gillette, but a simple image. Blue and white. Deep blue sky and snow covered mountains, shimmering in the midday sun in some other universe. Find Your Freedom, was printed in block letters at the bottom, followed by short information for Colorado ski vacations.

      I bugged my mother for a year. Can we go? Can we please go? Even at ten years old, I felt the pull of adventure, the call of uncharted land and the mystery that was Colorado. Colorado. The very word sounded like a western fairytale. Having never been west of Pittsburgh, the thought conjured images of foreign utopia, a place nearly inaccessible, in a way that can only happen in the mind of a ten-year-old. Colorado. It dominated my mind. I doodled mountains on my notebook paper in school, and visualized the open countryside while lying in bed at night. I knew nothing more of the place than a single picture in a magazine, but my imagination created the rest. Colorado. The thought alone was magical.

      We didn’t go. Even as a family of three, there was scarcely enough money to spend on recreation, much less a cross-country jaunt based on the whims of a ten-year-old. My mother asked me why. Why Colorado? Why all of a sudden? And I had no real answer. I knew there was a why, just didn’t know how to put it into words, even in my head. Explaining the why wasn’t as important as the why’s mere existence.

      The thought faded eventually, falling into a bin with all the other temporary impulses of adolescence. A distant memory, not totally forgotten, but no longer salient. It was replaced with words from textbooks and after school activities and summer jobs. It was pushed out of my consciousness, through the subconscious all the way to the unconscious, and it rested there for decades, until one morning I heard a song I’d never heard before.

      Perhaps it was naïve to expect the Rockies to majestically jut from the earth into the sky, just like they did in that picture, as soon as I crossed the border into Colorado, but nonetheless I felt a tinge of disappointment. Here I was, finally in that foreign land, and there were no mountains. It was just more Kansas. I squinted into the distance, but even on the far horizon there was only flat land meeting a hazy sky.

      It was confusing. I got back in my car and kept driving.

      Two more hours across bland farmland and mostly flat countryside, the elevation slowly and imperceptibly creeping upward, and finally I was able to make out the Rocky Mountains on the horizon. Through the clear summer sky the image came into view, starting as a wisp, an illusion of sight, and soon coming into focus in grand, far off splendor. I slapped the roof of my car and yelled, and honked the horn three times. Three days of driving across America’s heartland, a lifetime of harboring an unconscious dream of mountain peaks and blue sky and open range, and it was real. Finally, it was. A decade of slaving away in a pewter gray box, a sweatshop in the sky, secretly dreaming of freedom, and it was real. I found it.

      The highway led me gently to the edge of civilization. The road became more populated with cars, the highway signs more plentiful. The mountains came into focus, and I could make out specific features; certain peaks separated from one another, small blotches of snow at the highest altitudes.

      I saw Denver. Driving through the eastern suburbs, past industrial centers and railroad tracks, I had a good view of downtown. It was small, no more than a dozen skyscrapers, flanked by twice as many smaller buildings, and this made it welcoming. That was the city center, but Denver sprawled for miles.

      The highway took me north of downtown and closer to the mountains. The elevation again rose steadily, then dropped, quickly and sharply, and I made the descent into my final destination. Boulder. A town I knew nothing about, other than the little Anthony had told me. But as my car crested the hill and made that drop into the valley below, I slowed down to take in the beauty that lay before me. Lush trees and shrubbery broken up by small, scattered buildings. A town nestled at the base of the foothills, with green mounds rising from the earth just beyond the city, blanketed in pine trees. To the immediate west were gigantic blades of sandstone rock, carved out of the hills and marking the city. The Flatirons. The sun began to set and cast a golden glow through the valley, falling gracefully and directly on the town itself. An oasis.

      My car glided down Highway 36 and through town, past the Tuscan architecture of the University of Colorado. I turned on Broadway and followed it north across Pearl Street, then took a left on Mapleton and climbed another hill. I parallel parked the car under an oak tree on a divided street, looked at the address I’d written on a piece of paper, and found the house. It was a small, ranch-style home with Victorian styling and overgrown shrubbery in the front. It was beautiful, but everything was.
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      “You just left?”

      “I did,” I said.

      He looked at me a while longer, waiting for some further explanation, but I just shrugged my shoulders.

      Anthony squinted his eyes and shook his head. “So…Megan’s okay with this?”

      I shook my head. “Not really.”

      “Are you getting a divorce?”

      “Hmm,” I said and rubbed my chin. “Hadn’t thought about that. Hadn’t gotten that far. But probably, I guess. Yeah, that would make sense.”

      “You’re being flippant.”

      “I’m not.” I wasn’t.

      He squinted his eyes further and shook his head more vigorously. “I don’t get it.”

      “Honestly, still trying to figure it out myself,” I said. I looked around his home. Small, two bedroom, decorated by some tasteful hippie. Hemp rugs and abstract paintings, low ceilings and wood floors. “I appreciate you letting me crash here.”

      The comment rolled off him. “When’s the last time I’ve seen you? Five years?”

      “Seven. You guys came back for the family picnic.”

      “Damn,” he said, shaking his head. “Seven years.”

      “Yeah. Seven years. Sorry about the lack of notice.”

      “I appreciate you letting me know this morning.”

      “Least I can do,” I said, a thin attempt at humor. “Anthony, I know this is weird. But you’re the only one I know in Colorado. I would’ve just gotten a hotel, but those were getting old.”

      He got up and started pacing the room, mumbling sporadically to himself. This was something he’d done as a kid, and it made me smile that he’d carried the trait. Seven years. He was the older cousin—four years my senior—but our houses were five miles apart and our parents got together often. He was the epitome of cool back then –always seeming so old, sophisticated, advanced. I didn’t know what to think now. It’d been seven years since any contact, and far longer than that since contact on a regular basis.

      Anthony stopped near the window and looked back at me. “Why Colorado?”

      “Why not?”

      He moved closer and shook his head for the last time. His voice was quieter. “What are you doing?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I have to figure that out still. But I had to get out.”

      “So you’re just, ‘getting out?’”

      “Yes. And for right now, that’s all I’m doing. I’ll decide the rest later.”

      He sighed, took his glasses off, and rubbed his eyes. Then he smiled, a pensive, defeated smile, and walked to a sliding glass door on the other side of the room.

      “Well,” he said, “welcome to Boulder.”
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      I slept on Anthony’s couch that night. His wife came home an hour after I arrived and greeted me like an old friend. There were no mentions of how many years it had been, or what the hell I was doing. Nothing said about how she and I had only met a handful of times, and now I was setting up shop on their couch for reasons she probably didn’t understand. Julia. She was a kind soul.

      Julia made us dinner, and afterward we sat on the back porch and drank pale ales. She asked about me a lot, never poking or prodding, but nibbling around the edges of who I was and what I was doing there. I told her as much as I could. The sun set and extinguished the soft glow of summer twilight, and we were left in darkness.

      Anthony and Julia had married eleven years prior, in Massachusetts. I was not at the wedding. Shortly after, they moved west so Anthony could take a position helping start a technology company in Boulder. The company flourished and they bought a house.

      A half hour passed and they moved inside; there was work in the morning. I stayed on the porch for another beer, sipping it slowly and looking out into the darkness. Through a hole in the trees I could see the moon reflecting off the foothills, casting its silver glow on the rock and pine. I thought about money. Three days ago I left a generous salary and prestigious title without a word to anyone at the company, and now I had no prospects for future employment, and no real plan on what to do. Since leaving Wilson Keen, I’d traveled one thousand, eight hundred miles and received sixteen voicemail messages and countless emails, all wondering where I was. The messages started Friday morning and continued through the weekend, growing more agitated. On one level this was amusing; shouldn’t these people be doing something else with their weekends than worrying about a single employee that didn’t show up on Friday? But it wasn’t just that. I didn’t show up Saturday, either, and I didn’t swing by or at least check in and answer emails on Sunday. There were no weekends as a senior analyst. So yes, I had been MIA for a full three days, and while none of the correspondences had explicitly mentioned termination, I was fairly sure the decision had been made. I planned on calling tomorrow to explain my situation, which would not do much good. They probably already knew. They had Megan’s number.

      I wasn’t worried about money, at least not in the near future. I had enough in the bank to get by for a while, as did Megan, and tomorrow I’d call the bank and transfer a significant chunk of what I had into her account. She would be fine without me, and better in time. She was, however, unemployed, with no tangible work-related skills, no real idea about how the job market worked, and, above either of these things, no desire to find out. And this was not her fault, at least not entirely; more than anything, it was a product of the arrangement we’d built together. I needed to make sure she was taken care of financially.

      I thought about Anthony’s question about divorce. It was an ugly word. She and I would have to cross that bridge eventually, but for now I wasn’t ready. She hadn’t called since Friday, an undeniable result of her steadfast pride, and I didn’t blame her for it.
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      For three days I relaxed and acquainted myself with the town of Boulder, Colorado. Monday I awoke to an empty house. I opened the sliding door and stepped out on to the back porch again, the landscape now illuminated with sunlight and color. A circular temperature gauge mounted on the house read 71 degrees at 8:34 a.m.

      I drove to the north part of town and sat at a diner, where I ate french toast and drank coffee and read the Denver Post. The forest fires were being kept in check for the time being. Two local politicians were sparring. The Rockies were in last place.

      That afternoon I drove west to the foothills and attempted to hike. I parked on the side of the street and followed a trail that led from the roadside into the trees. It was hot now; nearly ninety, and my t-shirt stuck to my skin. The trail quickly reached a clearing and started upward, becoming a series of rugged steps, and the elevation and my general lack of physical fitness quickly caught up with me. I had to stop and catch my breath.

      I continued this process for an hour—climb for a short time, rest for almost as long, repeat—until I came up around the backside of a large rock formation. I followed a trail inlet through a gap in the rock, sat down on a boulder, looking east, and was startled by how much elevation I’d gained. I hadn’t hiked far, and the trail continued up long past where I sat currently, but from my perch I could see all of Boulder. Sweat dripped down my face and off the end of my nose and the sun beat down on my neck as I scanned the town and the flat land to the east. I saw the highway I took into town, spotted a reservoir to the north, and if I squinted through the sunny haze, I could see the outline of downtown Denver to the southeast. Two young girls, in their teens or early twenties, briskly passed by on the trail behind me, holding a conversation and laughing and not visibly out of breath.

      This, my first hike, was a pathetic attempt at reaching the romantic mountain heights I had dreamed of as a kid. I was out of shape and un-acclimated to the altitude, and was able to cover only about as much ground as one might on a casual neighborhood stroll after work. My legs burned as I walked, and my head spun from fatigue. I was acutely aware of all of it, of how ill-suited I was for such an activity, and still the reward of the trek was every bit of what I could have hoped. I was doing it. I was in the forest, away from the stoplights and taxi cabs and skyscrapers, among the birds and rocky cliffs, and I was hiking. I was terrible, but I didn’t care. I was doing it.

      Later that afternoon I made my phone calls. My boss told me I was fired, and Megan did not answer her phone.

      Tuesday and Wednesday I explored. I drank coffee and drove up the winding switchbacks of Flagstaff road, then back down. I went up through Lyons and Longmont and even Estes Park, and down to Golden for a Coors. I ate sandwiches for lunch. I took the dirt road down to Eldorado Springs, its name too enticing to simply pass, and swam in the natural pool. I waded in the crystal blue water and let its water wash over me, splashed it on my face, through my hair, in my eyes. I swam underneath and came up for air, again and again. The rock walls of Eldorado Canyon stood tall on either side, sealing me in, alone with this pool of natural spring water, joined by a few strangers, but alone just the same. I let the water wash me clean. I dunked my head and Wilson Keen was gone. Dunked it again and New York was gone. Then I stayed above water.

      At night I roamed Pearl Street, Boulder’s downtown walking mall, and ducked into shops for a look and bars for a drink. I paused near the street performers, joining small crowds curious about their bizarre acts, and threw dollar bills into their buckets.

      And on Thursday I met her.

      Anthony returned home from work and sat down on the couch.

      “Let’s get a beer,” he said. Julia was working the night shift at the hospital.

      “Done,” I said.

      “There’s a brewery on the east side of town. Best beer in Boulder.”

      We jumped in his Subaru and were there in ten minutes. It was a small building, unassuming, hidden back in an industrial area between auto shops and a car wash. A few hasty picnic tables outside, a small sign on the door displaying the brewery’s logo. Anthony opened the door and we stepped inside, and to my surprise, the place was buzzing.

      It was an L-shaped room with low ceilings, draped in the comforting scent of barley and hops. On the south side, a long oak bar snaked along the wall, displaying dozens of taps. The room must have been near capacity; servers had to carefully maneuver through the humanity with trays full of beer, squeezing past groups of loud-talking people and somehow not spilling a drop.

      We wiggled up to the bar and Anthony asked me what I wanted.

      I looked at all the taps, nearly indistinguishable from one another from across the bar, and shrugged. He nodded and raised two fingers at the bartender, who materialized quickly. Soon we had two dark and strong brews, and we clinked them together and drank.

      “You talk to Megan?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “Tried her a few times. Just rings and goes to voicemail.”

      “You leave one?”

      “No. She knows I’m calling.”

      “She moved on faster than you thought,” he said, and offered a smirk.

      I shrugged. “Still pissed off, I’m sure. Don’t blame her.”

      “Me neither.”

      “She’ll pick up one of these times.”

      “And then what?”

      “We’ll talk. I already moved the money over.” I downed half of my beer, and Anthony his. “I’ll figure something out.”

      Anthony shook his head and took a drink.

      “I won’t be bugging you guys much longer,” I said. “Another week. Two, tops.”

      He waved his hand. “Stay as long as you need. It’s no trouble. Julia likes having you around.”

      “Is that so?”

      “It is.”

      “Somewhat surprising.”

      “Very surprising.”

      “I just mean, considering what’s happened. It’s odd considering what happened. She knows the story, right?”

      He nodded. “Told her everything. Not sure she cares much. People have problems in their marriages. She gets that.”

      “And you?”

      He shook his head and laughed. “Every man walks his own path.”

      I laughed too and faced the bar, not knowing what he meant by it. Not knowing what he thought of me. Not knowing what I would’ve thought of myself if I were someone else. Not knowing, precisely, what I did think of myself.

      I chuckled and thought about it, I scanned the line of taps on the bar, and then I met her.

      She was standing to my right, and she turned to face me. Randomly, and without explanation, but with poise, she turned to face me.

      “You gentlemen need anything?” she asked.

      She wore a loose flannel over a black tank top, not dressed like a server, but that didn’t much matter in a place like this.

      “No,” I said, “thank you. I think we’re good.”

      “Ok,” she said, “but let me know if you do. If you do need anything, I can get it for you. I know everyone in here.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I don’t work here,” she said. “But that doesn’t matter.” She extended a hand. “I’m Suzanne.”

      “Julian,” I said, and shook it. “Pleasure.”

      Her skin was fair and her hair a fiery red, waving slightly as it fell down to her shoulders. Her eyes were brown, or black.

      “You’re not from Colorado,” she said. It was a statement.

      “No,” I said, “New York.”

      “New York,” she said and her eyes widened. She put her hand on my chest. “New York. That’s precious. You’re precious.”

      Her hand slid off and she looked at me, and I looked back. She raised two fingers toward the bar and a bartender was there.

      “Hey babe,” she said and leaned toward him. “Two Belgian’s for these gentlemen, please.”

      In a moment, they were poured.

      “Now aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend?” she asked, sipping a beer of her own.

      “Sure,” I said, and introduced him.

      “You two are cousins?” she asked, excited again. “That’s delightful.”

      “It is?” Anthony asked.

      “Yes, Anthony, it is,” she said. “Positively delightful.”

      I looked at him and he looked at me, and neither of us knew what to say.

      “Thanks for the beers,” I told her finally.

      “I told you I’d take care of you.” Her eyelashes fluttered a little, just enough to notice. She wouldn’t have caught my eye in a normal setting. Pasty skin, a button nose, a simple haircut. Slender, flat chested. Not beautiful, but cute, in a quirky sort of way.

      These were my thoughts the night I met her. Suzanne. She was not beautiful, perhaps she was cute. She was odd, but the oddness was intriguing. The oddness made me want to know more. I identified this immediately, and it never went away.

      She gently grabbed my hand and led me across the crowded room.

      “Come, both of you,” she said, motioning for Anthony to follow. “Meet my friends.” He picked his beer up and came along.

      She leaned in to me as we walked, squeezing between groups and dodging waitresses. “Now, Mr. Julian, how long ago was New York?”

      “Like, how long have I been here?”

      “Yes, Julian.”

      I thought to myself. “Five days.”

      “Five days!” she exclaimed. “Straight from New York?”

      I nodded. “Drove the whole way.”

      “Oh,” she said, smiling and putting a hand on my back, “what a world.”

      I again looked back at Anthony, who shook his head. We stopped moving, and stood before a circular group of ten.

      Suzanne spoke, raising her voice. “Everyone, this is Julian and Anthony. Julian and Anthony, this is everyone.”

      They were a friendly bunch. Immediately they descended upon us—both of us—with handshakes and questions. Everyone had some sort of beard or nose ring or tattoo. Suzanne made an announcement about New York—New York—and the mixture of men and women buzzed with congratulatory excitement. I shook hands and learned many names I would not remember. One particularly tall man told a story about passing through Manhattan a number of years ago, and two women to his side listened and laughed.

      I was near the bottom of my second beer now, and it began to cloud my mind. The pours were big and the concoction was strong. My head became foggy, and Suzanne appeared beside me once again.

      “Julian,” she said.

      “Suzanne.”

      “Tell me about yourself.”

      So I did. Not everything, and not in depth, but I told her. How I left a job I hated in New York and drove three days out here. That I was staying in Boulder, on Anthony’s couch—I motioned toward him as I said it. He was engaged in conversation with a flannel-clad couple. I told her how I was trying to figure out what to do next.

      “Will you stay?” she asked.

      “Maybe. I like it here.”

      “You must,” she said. “You simply must. It was fate that brought you here.”

      I said nothing. I was confused, but the way she spoke was captivating. One notch from the deep end, but her cadence had a rhythmic quality, and her flowery words put me in a trance. There was no one like this in New York, even Brooklyn, no matter how hard they tried.

      “There is a home for you here, I can sense it,” she said. “I can feel it. Already I can tell. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” I said, and nodded, because I didn’t, but I wanted to. Then I asked her about herself, and she shook her head.

      “Don’t worry about that,” she said. There was a small golden locket around her neck, hanging down to the top of her tank top. “I’m just Miss Suzanne, the belle of the mountains, and that’s all you need to know.”

      I nodded, but I didn’t know why. “So you live in Boulder?” I asked.

      She shook her head again. “Oh no. No, we’re just down for a soiree, shall we say.” She made a sweeping motion with her hand that covered the whole group. “We come down from time to time.”

      “Down?”

      She giggled. “Yes, from the mountains, Julian.”

      Anthony appeared beside me. “You two enjoying yourselves?” he asked.

      “Very much, Anthony,” she said, delicately. “We very much are. But it looks like you gentlemen need another round.”

      “Would love to,” he said, “but we gotta split.”

      Suzanne looked at him, then me. “Is this true?”

      I glanced at Anthony, who wore a stern, matter-of-fact look. He nodded at me.

      “Yeah, I’m afraid so,” I said. “It was great meeting you.”

      “Yes,” Anthony said, “it was a pleasure, Suzanne. Thank you for the beers.”

      She frowned. “Very well then. The pleasure was all mine.” She turned to me just slightly. “I do hope to see you again.”

      She handed me a napkin with something written on it, and we walked out the front door.
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      “I would’ve left you,” Anthony said in the car, “but you’re still married. Remember?”

      I scoffed. “You think I was actually interested?”

      “Couple more of those Belgians, interest isn’t so hard to come by.”

      “No,” I said. “No. Nothing wrong with being social.”

      The oncoming headlights reflected off the windshield.

      “She was weird,” I said.

      “She was,” he said.

      “Interesting though.”

      “I thought you weren’t interested.”

      “Well, I wasn’t interested, but she was interesting. Like, the way she was. The way she talked.”

      “Yeah, an odd duck,” he said. “That’s Boulder for you.”

      “She said she wasn’t from Boulder.”

      “No?”

      “No. She just said, ‘the mountains.’ What does that mean?”

      “Could mean a lot of things. That’s all she said?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Just means west. Up I-70 probably. Breck or Silverthorne or Avon or something.”

      These were words with which I was unfamiliar.

      “She sure liked you,” he said.

      “I think she just liked anything.”

      He shrugged. “Think what you want.”

      We returned to Anthony’s house and I again lay down on his couch to sleep, and when I did I thought of her. I thought of Suzanne, and the way she was, and what it represented, and whether it meant anything. I thought of her friends, the friendly group of outcasts that were so quick to welcome us in their circle, at least for the evening. I thought of the beer we drank, cloudy and strong, and how I wanted another. I thought of the tap room we stood in, the smell of brewing, the crowd I never met, and the rustic décor. But mostly, I thought of her.
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      In the morning when I woke, I had a voicemail from Megan. I rubbed my eyes and studied the phone. Message received at 5:57 a.m. local time, 7:57 eastern. I scarcely remembered her being awake before nine.

      I walked to the back porch with a cup of coffee and sat down. Then I played the message.

      “Julian,” she started. Already there was something wrong with her voice. Something scratchy or distant or off, but then that was to be expected.

      “It’s Megan.”

      The composure was there. She kept it together well, her top lip holding strong and communicating poise. I heard it waver just once, briefly, in those opening lines, and that was only because I knew her well. Had I been a casual acquaintance, I would have been fooled into believing her guise of detached tranquility. But we were past that. We shared a bed for seven years.

      “I’m just returning your call. I’ve been busy.”

      It was rehearsed, but I couldn’t blame her for that, either.

      “Call me when you get a chance, if you still want to talk.”

      She said nothing about the large sum of money I’d transferred into her account, nor was she obligated to.

      “I wanted to tell you I saw Brent last night.”

      What.

      “I figured you should know.”

      What.

      “That’s all. Talk to you soon.”

      What.

      My hand shook. I listened to the message one more time to make sure I had heard right. When she said his name, the pretense fell off her voice, and she spoke clearly. And when I heard it, my feelings of sympathy dissolved immediately. Sympathy was out of the question now, which should have made me happy.

      “I wanted to tell you I saw Brent last night.”

      I replayed it in my head, and heard again the way she spoke it. The waver gone instantly, replaced with genuine confidence. Satisfaction? Comfort, in the pain she knew it would cause me? Perhaps. Not that it mattered.

      Brent. That fucking clown.

      It shouldn’t have killed me the way it did. I waived my right to heartache when I put that car in drive. And I should’ve known. If I’d been looking long term, and doing any prognostication, I should’ve known there was a chance that would be the first place she’d go. It made sense. The dots connected. But still. But still.

      I hiked again that day, this time through the meadow of Chautauqua at the foot of the Flatirons. My lungs burned again and I turned back after an hour. The beauty was overwhelming, though I didn’t allow myself to enjoy it. In the afternoon I walked to Boulder Creek and sat down. I found a grassy spot, just above the water’s edge, and watched the creek move. Summer was well underway, but still the water was high and fast, the masses of snowpack in the mountains slowly melting and trickling down the canyons, steadily gaining power until it became a force like this one. Upstream some college students swam in the creek, staying close to the side and laughing. At one point a young couple floated by, quickly, on black inner tubes. They smiled at me.

      By 3 p.m. I was drinking. Still at my perch above the creek with a bottle of Seagram’s whiskey at my side. The water moved and I took a swig from the bottle. Throughout my life, when I looked at a river like this one, I trusted the water would always move. I had never given it much thought, never asked where the water came from, or why it moved. Just blind faith, that as a river flowed today it would also flow tomorrow, and the day after that. Sometimes the water would rise or fall, perhaps even freeze, but it would be there, always, because it always had been there before. I hadn’t once pondered where the water ended up. We see the stretch of river in front of us, and trust that we always will.

      Sitting there with the bottle, I realized I had been naïve. Assuming the river would flow forever was an exercise in entitlement. This creek could dry up. Any creek could dry up, anytime the natural world saw fit. The supply of water could be cut off, and the creek would dry up, and all that would be left is a dry sandy bed. Or maybe that bed would close up, the land on either side would join together, and there would be no evidence of the creek ever existing. Or maybe it never did exist at all. Maybe I’d come to find I’d imagined it, or thought I saw something I didn’t. Maybe.

      I watched that creek until the sun set. Hours later, in the dark of the Boulder night, I finished the whiskey and walked home.
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      A week passed and I drank too much. I walked Pearl Street and drove the hills, drunk at night and hung over in the mornings. Anthony and Julia noticed a change. In the evenings, when the sun dipped behind the mountains, I would duck into a bar and sit alone. Sometimes I watched the other patrons, young and vibrant and laughing, and sometimes I watched my drink.

      One evening I found myself at a bar far south of Pearl, cloaked neatly in the embankment of the highway. It was an inconspicuous joint. I stopped there after wandering farther than usual, determined to get away from the main drag and explore a quieter area. After walking a few miles, I needed a beer.

      Inside was dimly lit with low ceilings. The décor was an interior designer’s nightmare, various unconnected pieces scattered over the walls in a seemingly random fashion. Wagon wheels, old signs, pictures of people who were dead now. You could crawl through it for a lifetime and not see everything. The place smelled of stale beer, cheap beer, but the feel was homey. I did not feel out of place walking into that bar alone, like I did at so many others.

      “What can I get you, bud?” the bartender asked, and I told him. He wore a green t-shirt adorned with the bar’s logo.

      It was a Tuesday, and the establishment was quiet. Small groups talked over pitchers at scattered tables, but the bar area was nearly deserted.

      “You from Boulder?” he asked, sliding a beer to me.

      “No,” I said and took a sip. It was light and flat. “Most recently, New York.”

      “Right on,” he said. “Vacation?”

      “Not really. I just moved out here actually.”

      “Sweet,” he said with enthusiasm. “I think that calls for a shot. I’m Kyle.” He was young, with long blonde hair parted in the center.

      “Julian,” I said, and shook his hand. He poured a syrupy liquid into two shot glasses, and we drank.

      “How you finding our town?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “It’s nice. Beautiful. Not sure how long I’ll be sticking around. Kind of came out here on a whim.”

      He nodded.

      “Didn’t really think it through. Kind of impulsive. Stupid, really.”

      “What made you come out?” He was pouring a vodka/soda.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Early mid-life crisis or something.”

      He laughed. “That’s funny. Early mid-life. I figured you couldn’t be that old.”

      I nodded and took a drink.

      I sat at that bar for a long time, long after Kyle had moved on and was conversing with other patrons. I stared at the bar, stared at my drink, stared at the liquor bottles hastily arranged against the wall. Occasionally I glanced at the TV, displaying the late innings of some baseball game. I thought about the brewery from last week, and more than once considered going back there. I could walk; finish my drink and pay my tab, point myself in the general direction, then ramble along until I reached the front door. I could get a cab and be there in a few minutes. And when I arrived, I’d enter and order another beer, and maybe she would be there again, and maybe she would turn to me and tell me she could get me whatever I wanted again. Maybe she would be there, and maybe she would look at me the same way she looked at me then. Maybe. But probably not. Probably, she was back in the mountains, wherever that was. Probably they all were.

      “Kyle,” I said, raising a finger.

      He walked over.

      “You know of a brewery around here? One with a good sized tap room?”

      He laughed. “Way more than one brewery around here, bud. This’s the Napa of beer.”

      “Yeah. Just trying to remember what it was called. I was there last week. It was out east a little.”

      “There’s a few out east,” he said, and went back to the other patrons.
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      On Friday morning I called her. I pulled the napkin from where I’d left it, loosely crumpled in the bottom of my duffel bag, and stared at the number for five minutes.

      Suzanne

      I dialed it into my phone, then waited another two minutes before hitting the call button. When I did, my stomach rose.

      It rang twice, then once again. There was a pause and I heard a click.

      “Hello?” came the voice, annunciated and clear.

      “Hi,” I said, “Suzanne?”

      She paused. “Yes?”

      “Hi. Um.”

      “Who is calling?” she asked.

      “It’s Julian,” I said. “From last week. How are you?”

      Another pause, then a giggle. “Julian,” she said, like revealing the answer to some riddle. “Hello Julian. I thought you might not call.”

      I stuttered. “Well…I did.”

      “How have you been?”

      “Not bad. A little bored. And you?”

      “You don’t mean to tell me you find your new home boring, do you?”

      “A little.”

      “That’s a shame.”

      “Yeah. Well hey, I just wanted to say hello. Maybe see if you were still in town, if you wanted to get a drink sometime or something.”

      “Well I’m afraid I’m not in your neck of the woods anymore. We weren’t in Boulder but one night, my darling.”

      Her darling.

      “Of course,” I said. “Figured it was worth a shot.”

      “It would be lovely to see you again, Julian. You know I feel this way. You knew before you called.”

      I paused again. My relationship with this person was fleeting and trivial, yet I could not recall someone who had put me at a loss of words so often in such a short time.

      “No I didn’t,” I finally said, firmly without grace.

      She giggled.

      “What’s funny?” I asked.

      “Nothing, Julian. Nothing is funny. What are your plans for this evening?”

      “I have none,” I said. Her diction was contagious. Without realizing, I began mimicking her style of speaking, if slightly.

      “Marvelous. Then you will join us in the mountains.”

      “The mountains?”

      “Why yes, the mountains. We’re having a bit of a soiree up here, and it would be fantastic if you would join us.”

      “A soiree?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m not sure I’m invited,” I said.

      “I’m inviting you now. And I will not entertain any more ambiguity. You are coming to the mountains this evening, and you are joining our soiree, and that’s final.”

      And it was. She gave me the address, told me to show up around nine, then hung up the phone.

      At 7:15 I showered and dressed for a soiree. My best jeans, square-toed shoes, a black button-up, and a small dash of cologne. I grabbed my keys and considered bringing my duffel bag before deciding against it. I’d be back.

      On my way out, Anthony asked where I was going.

      “A soiree,” I said.

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Just a party.”

      His eyes narrowed and his lips pressed together. He knew.

      “I see,” he said.

      “See you later,” I said, and walked through the front door.

      I hopped in that Mercedes-Benz, dustier now than usual but still looking good, and turned south on Broadway. The sun had dipped behind the Flatirons, casting a shadow across most of Boulder. The GPS estimated the drive at just over two hours.

      I followed the road south, through Boulder and out of town, where the land opened up and I could see farther. To my right were rolling hills, still covered in summer green, an occasional inlet road leading west. To my left were plains. It was as if it was a different world—the wide-stretching flats of Denver and beyond to the east, and the sudden jut of the Rockies to the west—divided by this two-lane highway. I passed Eldorado Springs and saw cattle grazing, spread widely in the valley before the hills and seemingly unfenced.

      In Golden, the topography changed. At once the green turned to red, and the rolling hilltops flattened into mesas. The first time through, it had reminded me of New Mexico—desert with crude rock and short shrubs. I drove past town—bigger and more sprawling than I’d expected—and turned on I-70.

      I was pointed west, finally, and west is what would do it. West would get me there. The road rose immediately, slanting up to meet those hills, and to deliver me to them. It was a freeway now, a real interstate, three lanes on each side, and other cars scattered the road—some fast, some slow, all with their headlights on. We drove west, up, through the last bits of Golden and past its flat mesas, until the hills were green again.

      Up, through the foothills. Up, past grassy meadows. The road curved from time to time, quickly putting the plains and Denver and the real world out of sight. We went up, and the car’s engine worked to maintain speed. Up, up, up.

      Then down. The road turned down, quickly, and I crested the hill. And on my way down, through the glow of twilight, I was greeted with an unencumbered view of the Rocky Mountain Range. Jagged peaks just in front of me, many miles ahead but right there just the same. They did not roll or sway, they just stood, rocky and proud and unforgiving, specks of snow still visible near the tops in the dead of summer. The magazine had not lied.

      The road went down sharply and leveled out. I passed a small mining town, and once again began climbing. I climbed another hour, the road carving through mountain valleys and over passes, the land blanketed in rocks and evergreens, and I was finally in the mountains. I was not at the beginning, or around the edge, or nearly there. I was there. The mountains had taken me in, enveloping me in a welcoming embrace, as night had now fallen, and still I drove west.

      Through one final pass, and one long tunnel, the road then turned down, and I passed through the town of Silverthorne. Just a few miles past it, I exited I-70, and made a sharp left on a side-road. Twenty more minutes and I reached Otter Ridge.

      It was a charming little mountain town, with a quaint yet alive downtown strip flanked by budget hotels and free-standing homes. In another situation, I would’ve stopped, parked my car and strolled main street for an hour or two, maybe sit down for a coffee somewhere. Take in the vibe on a clear summer evening. But I had somewhere to be.

      That tiny town was the end of civilization, at least in my evening. I turned east, onto a poorly maintained side road, which led me up again. The hills were smaller this time, the Canyon tighter, but still I went up. The road turned to gravel and curved sharply, and I followed it up. Up, up, up, winding through a blur of evergreen, until I was sure I was lost. Up, and suddenly I was there.

      I pulled into a wide gravel driveway. The night was pitch black, but my headlights showed a dozen other cars parked. Jeeps, 4x4’s, beat up pickup trucks, an all-wheel drive station wagon. I parked my Mercedes and walked up.

      She was the first one I saw, thankfully, for the room was filled with vagrants I didn’t know. We met eyes and she approached me immediately. Just broke off whatever conversation she was in, and approached.

      She smirked as she walked, crossing the large room with elegance, and I couldn’t help but smirk back. She moved through a thin haze of smoke, and a thick blanket of exotic smells, wearing a long, flowing red dress adorned with an oriental design. The sleeves were long and loose, like a wizard’s, and the fabric shimmered in the soft light. At once I felt both over- and underdressed.

      She reached me and gently grabbed my hands, and held them between us. My stomach rose.

      “Hi,” I said.

      She leaned in and moved her lips next to my ear. Her cheek brushed my skin and the hair on my neck rose.

      “Are you staying?” she whispered.

      “I…don’t know,” I whispered back.

      She pulled back and smiled. Then, releasing one of my hands and holding on to the other, she led me across the room.
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      I met them all that night in the mountains. I met Damon and Pilov and Gretchen, all seated on a loveseat in the corner and playing guitar. I met Stephanie and Willa, and their Finnish friend Elias. I met Ryan and Danielle, who informed me I’d met them before.

      “At the Brewery,” she said.

      “In Boulder,” he added. “We talked about New York.”

      I met this ragtag group of friends, acquaintances, whatever they were, and they accepted me. And I met Vince, but not until later.

      Suzanne and I sat down on a firm couch, across from three of them. They passed a joint to Suzanne.

      “So,” Willa said, “you’re from Boulder?”

      “As of a few weeks ago, yes,” I said.

      The man sitting next to her produced a beer and handed it to me. I thanked him.

      “And before that?” Stephanie asked.

      “Julian drove all the way out from New York,” Suzanne said.

      The three looked impressed and murmured congratulations.

      “What’s that, like a twenty-hour drive?” Willa asked.

      “Twenty-five,” I said.

      They murmured again. Suzanne offered me the joint, I declined.

      She touched my hand. Didn’t try to hold it, or caress it. Just reached over and touched it. Her red hair was straight tonight, and it fell over her shoulders softly, easily. She touched my hand in a simple way and looked me in the eye. I looked back, then away, across the room at nothing. I felt excitement and guilt. I hadn’t done anything, wasn’t planning on doing anything, but still there was guilt. I still felt connected to my life. Still felt an obligation to Megan, regardless of her seemingly swift ability to move on. Despite Brent. I accepted then this was something I would feel for a long time.

      I felt excitement and guilt, in equal amounts. These fed each other.

      There were more beers handed to me, and later there was music. The trio playing guitar began a bluegrass song, and others joined in singing. Suzanne was the loudest, because she was the best. I had not expected such a sweet voice to come out of that mouth, but she sang confidently, and without missing a note.

      The songs continued for a half hour, six or seven voices chiming in through the haze of cigarettes and pot smoke. The joint made its way back to me, and this time I accepted. It had been since college. I inhaled briefly, careful not to overdo it, and sat back and listened.

      It was after the last song of the evening, a mellow, somber tune, when I met Vince. He materialized to my right, hands in pockets and a smile on his face, and quietly watched until they were done singing. He was not just one of this gang. He was something else.

      The song finished and everyone applauded. A few laughed, and someone turned a stereo on.

      “Julian?” he said to me, extending a hand.

      I shook it. “Yes.”

      “I’m Vince. Pleased to meet you. This is my place.”

      I stood up, realizing for the first time that this house belonged to someone. “Thank you for having me.”

      “Of course,” he said. “Suzanne…speaks highly of you.”

      He flashed a smile her way, and she smiled back. He was a big man, over six feet tall with a thick build. His hair was short and blonde, and a full beard covered his face. There were wrinkles around his eyes.

      His voice was calm, and strong. “If there’s anything you need, do let me know. Good to have you.” And with that, he returned to the ether.

      “This is his party?” I asked Suzanne.

      “His party? What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know. Like, he threw the party. This is his house.”

      “Julian,” she said. “No. The party belongs to no one. And party—that’s not the word for it. A gathering among like-minded friends. A soiree.”

      “Uh huh,” I said.

      “There is no host. Vince, he’s just Vince. He’s a good man, a great friend, and yes, he does own this house and is very generous with his time and space. That’s all there is to it.”

      “Where did he go?”

      “I’m never sure. That’s just Vince. It seems he always has some business to attend to.”

      I took a drink of beer, feeling good and buzzed now. I let my mind wander. A bunch of strangers, fairly odd ones, in a house in the mountains, hours from the nearest familiar face. There was a time I would’ve declined the invitation. There was a time I would have felt threatened, by the unknown. But I knew now that was stilted and unnecessary. It was just a party. Or, soiree. A collection of friends enjoying a Friday night, playing music and talking and getting fucked up. And I had been invited, because one of them was interested in me romantically. And I had gone, because I was bored, and intrigued, and seeking some sort of fellowship and interaction and excitement.

      The house was big. From the entrance it seemed modest, but the living room opened up into a large open space, and now I noticed halls. There were two long hallways off the main room in which we sat, plus a staircase leading to the basement. It was rustic, but not shoddy, like a mountain chateau. And now I realized why she’d asked if I was staying. Everyone was staying.

      One by one, or sometimes two, the people of the mountain soiree disappeared, dispersing down one of the hallways or the stairs, without so much as a “goodnight.” I drank beer and watched it happen, made small talk with those who were left, until there were none.  The spacious living room was deserted, except for Suzanne and I, sitting on the couch in silence.

      I turned to her. “Guess it’s time to hit the road.”

      “You’re not driving,” she said with conviction. “You’re drunk.”

      She was right. Simply, quietly, she again took my hand, and led me down one of the halls. We walked to the end and entered the last room on the left, and when the door closed, she kissed me for the first time.
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      After my last promotion at Wilson Keen, I worked like a damn dog. With the extra money and new title came a heap of new responsibility, all of it in addition to my previous duties. The work was never finished; there was always something else to do, some report to finish or some godforsaken document to look over. I was in by six every morning, and came home late in the evenings, well after the sun set.

      One day in the dead of winter, I was spared. My supervisor walked into my office at 4:15 p.m.

      “Go home, Meyer,” he said without greeting.

      Hunched over a heap of documents, I looked up at him and motioned to the mess on my desk. “Can’t,” I said.

      “It’ll be there tomorrow,” he said without compassion. “You look like shit. Go home and get some rest. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.” Then he walked out.

      I considered staying anyway, because that was what I was conditioned to do, but it was a clear order, and I desperately needed it.

      Feeling relieved, exhausted, and a little guilty, I rode in the back of a cab. It was a bitterly cold day, I remember that, and the sun was already going down.

      Megan would appreciate this. We saw each other so little during the week, it would be nice to have one evening together, even if it only meant ordering takeout and watching TV until I fell asleep on the couch at nine. She got annoyed with how much I worked, but she and I both knew it was necessary. It would be nice to surprise her. It would be nice to give something to my marriage, after years of taking from it.

      I opened the front door and entered the apartment, and it felt wrong. The TV was on—I could hear the ambiguous hiss—but the sound was down. Nothing out of the ordinary, just wrong. I walked through the kitchen and into the living room, and saw her sitting on the couch, and him sitting next to her.

      It was unexpected to me, because I hadn’t heard about any male friends, and certainly none that would be sitting on my couch while I was at work. She, too, was surprised.

      “Julian,” she practically yelled, straightening up on the couch, “you’re home.”

      “I am,” I said. I examined the half drank cocktails on the coffee table, and then the mystery man himself. His hair was blonde, fashionably pushed to one side. His pants were form fitting. I motioned in his direction. “Who’s this?”

      He struggled to his feet.

      “Well,” Megan said, “this is Brent.”

      “I’m Brent,” he said, now standing before me and extending a hand.

      “Brent,” I said.

      “Yeah,” he said.

      “Welcome to my home, Brent.”

      “Brent’s a friend of mine,” Megan said, still on the couch. “I got done with work early, so I invited him over.”

      It was troubling, whatever was happening. That much was sure. But what infuriated me most was her referring to whatever she did during the day as work.

      “Boss let you off early?” I asked.

      “Jesus, Julian,” she said. “You don’t always have to be a prick.”

      “Prick?” I asked. “You’re here drinking, in the afternoon, on a weekday, while you’re assuming I’m at work, with some guy—Brent—I’ve never met. I’m the prick.”

      “I should probably go,” Brent said, and reached for his coat.

      “No,” Megan said, “you don’t need to. Stay.”

      “No, you should probably go,” I said.

      He acted like he hadn’t even heard her suggestion; just tucked his jacket under his arm, put his head down, and went straight for the door. No goodbye, no eye contact, just straight for the door. And that’s how I knew there was something going on that wasn’t right.

      There was a good deal of yelling after the door closed. She started; something about me overreacting and never appreciating the things she does. I brought up—loudly—that it’s hard to have respect for someone drinking in the afternoon on a weekday, and oh by the way who the hell was that guy I’ve never met in my home alone with my wife while I’m at work? She quieted down after that, and that’s how I knew.

      He’s just a friend, she told me, and nothing inappropriate had happened. I believed her on the latter point. I was stupid for it, but I believed her.

      I slept on the couch that night—my choice—and we didn’t speak for three days.

      That was Brent. I never saw him after that, never heard of him, though I knew it wasn’t the end of it. Whatever it was, that wasn’t the end. I found it harder to trust her. It didn’t matter if it was him, or someone else, or just the thought of someone else. Only she knew the lengths it went, and that was the thought that ate me from the inside.
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      It was time to look for a job. I wasn’t running low on money—was hardly spending any—but I was lacking purpose. I browsed the Boulder job boards. There’s wasn’t much with dignity—mostly student employment and entry-level kitchen work—though there were a few openings for servers. I waited tables at a restaurant for two years in college and didn’t hate it. I could do that for a little while as I got things figured out. It didn’t sound terrible.

      Back in town after my night in the mountains, Anthony and Julia took me to dinner. I protested; it was ridiculous for them to buy me dinner, considering the free lodging and refuge they’d already provided. But they insisted. We went to a classy French place one block off Pearl Street, with dim lighting and fancy décor. I felt underdressed.

      Anthony and I ordered steaks, Julia the duck, and they asked me about my evening.

      “It was nothing special. A good time,” I said. “Interesting.”

      “Interesting?” she asked.

      “Just the people. They’re interesting people. Free-thinkers, I guess. Some sort of neo-hippies.”

      “Remind you of Brooklyn?”

      I laughed. “It’s different though. Brooklyn’s all tight jeans and mom-and-dad money. This is…different. These mountain people…”

      “Mountain people?” Anthony asked.

      “Yeah. It’s like they have their own culture up there. That’s how it felt. Like a real, legit, live-in-the-woods-and-make-our-own-clothes thing.”

      “They make their own clothes?” Julia asked.

      “No. Not that I know of. It’s just the vibe I got. Like, salt of the earth people, I guess. All just kind of doing their thing in the mountains.”

      “Do they work?” Anthony asked.

      I shrugged. “I assume. It was a big ass house.”

      They both wanted to ask more, but the food came, and we moved on.

      “I’m looking for jobs,” I said between bites. The steak was a perfect, buttery medium-rare.

      “Good,” Anthony said, and Julia agreed. “How’s the job market for stockbrokers in Boulder?”

      Stockbroker. Just about everyone since I had started at Wilson Keen, almost all my friends and family insisted on putting what I did under the overarching umbrella of “stockbroker.” My job as a financial analyst had as much in common with a stockbroker as a supermarket checkout clerk, but when explaining this I was usually met with blank stares and empty eyes. I stopped correcting them a long time ago.

      I shook my head. “Wouldn’t go back if they wanted me. Time to try something else.”

      Julia raised an eyebrow. “Clothes-maker?” We laughed.

      I told them I might start looking for server jobs, just to stay busy for a while, and I mentioned moving out soon, even though I hadn’t begun to figure out where or how. Neither of them seemed concerned. I finished my steak, we drove home, and we all turned in for the night. The couch was becoming familiar.

      In the morning, my father called. I’d lost track, but I pegged it around six months since we’d spoken.

      “Colorado?” he asked.

      “Yep.”

      “So they weren’t lying.”

      “Guess not.”

      He paused.

      “Julian, are you going to tell me what the hell is going on?” There was a sober irritation in his voice, which was nothing new.

      I told him. Most of it, anyway. I glossed over some parts, and embellished some others, if slightly. I told him enough to get the point across, enough to explain myself. And not much more.

      “You really aren’t coming back?” he asked when I was done. He had less bite now. We were past scolding.

      “Probably not.”

      “What about your job?”

      “Oh, they fired me. I called the Monday after I left to give my resignation, but they told me they were already actively filling my job. Mitch talked to me like I was a stranger. You’re just an asset to them, dad. Nothing more.”

      He sighed, long and loud. “What’s the plan, then?”

      “Still figuring that out. I will, though.”

      “Okay,” he said, pausing to think. He wasn’t used to losing. “Okay. Just keep in touch, okay? And let me know if you need anything.”

      “Thanks, dad. Will do.”

      “And if you decide to come back…if you come back, let me know. We’d like to see you.”

      “Of course,” I said, and we hung up the phone. He was getting old—they both were—and the guilt of a being a shitty son hit me. Even when I’d lived close by, just a three-hour drive away, I hardly saw my parents more than on select holidays. Too busy.

      They’d always liked Megan. My mother was crushed, probably, by what I had done. She would have gotten on the phone normally. I could picture them standing in the kitchen, trying in vain to sort it out. What is happening to our son?

      Their only kid, bailing on his wife and family to run off across the country on some damn mental breakdown. Shameful. They were getting older and Megan was alone, and I was at fault for all of it. The shame came over me now. Covered me up like a wool blanket, and for the first time in Colorado, I fought back tears.
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      I’m singing tonight. Come up.

      Suzanne sent me this text on Tuesday. We hadn’t spoken since Friday.

      I was driving around Boulder and dropping off resumes at any restaurants advertising help wanted. I didn’t know how far senior-level experience in the financial sector would get me in the service industry, but I had nothing else to give, other than anecdotes about my time as a server in college. I gave both, and they said they’d call me.

      Where? I responded, sitting in my car.

      McNeil’s, in Otter Ridge. Meet us there.

      She was singing. In some public forum, I assumed, with musical accompaniment. This didn’t surprise me; after hearing her sing just a little, I knew she was good enough. She had the voice of a woman who loved to use it. Of course I went.

      The drive was shorter this time. Once again I rode through the hills during sunset, and cruised past Georgetown as night fell. Then, through the tunnel and down the steep hill into Silverthorne. The moon cast a sharp glow down into the valley. It was nearly ten when I turned off the highway.

      I told myself it was nothing more than looking for a good time. Exposing myself to new experiences, in a new place, with new people—strange, yes, but interesting people—was exhilarating. It was exciting. The mountains were exciting.  Suzanne was exciting. I’d missed excitement. But it was something else, too. Companionship, maybe. The feeling of being desired. I knew there was no future with her, or with any of them, probably. It was a temporary fix. But she wanted me around, and for now, that was good enough.

      I followed my GPS to McNeil’s. It took me through downtown Otter Ridge, the quaint little area I’d pondered on my last trip, away from the high-dollar resort lodging of some other mountain towns. There was a turn down a side street, and another five-minute drive and I was there. It was a large building, bigger than expected, tucked into the side of a hill. There were a few houses around, but nothing commercial. I parked on the street and entered.

      My walk to the front door was lit dimly by the moon, and I entered into a golden glow of warmth and movement. McNeil’s was one large room—high, vaulted ceilings, large panel windows on the far side. An open seating area with tables covering the floor and a long bar on the edge. The place was packed. Across the room sat an old grand piano, and a middle-aged man behind it. And next to them stood Suzanne, adorned in a long red dress, in front of a microphone.

      She sang, he played, and the people of the bar listened. Some carried on conversations, but most listened and watched. I walked to the bar and ordered a drink.

      “Hello, fella,” came a voice beside me. I turned and saw it was Vince, leaning against the bar just as I was.

      I was happy to see a familiar face, and greeted him in kind.

      He motioned to the bartender to put my drink on his tab.

      “You don’t need to do that,” I said.

      “Come join us. We’re over in the corner booth there.” He motioned with his hand and started walking.

      I grabbed my drink and followed him. Suzanne’s voice filled the large room, reverberating off the floor and bouncing off wood columns. They played and sang through a cheap house PA system, but she was clear over the muddy piano. She sang a jazzy song, crooning every word.

      I slid into the booth after Vince, where a handful of his people sat. I recognized most of them this time; Damon was on the end, his heavy dreadlocks giving him away. Then there were Ryan and Danielle, with whom I’d discussed New York, and others I couldn’t place.

      We sat and drank and listened mostly. They wandered through a few old-fashioned tunes, the piano slow and her voice low, then switched to up-tempo. Once I caught her eye and she winked. Her voice was beautiful.

      “Julian,” Vince said, leaning my direction, “are you still in Boulder?”

      “Right now, yeah,” I said over the piano. “Trying to find a job right now. Just bartending or something. Part time, maybe. Just a way to fill the time.”

      “Having any luck?”

      “I just started, so no. Not yet.”

      “Well, fella, maybe you should think of browsing the job market here in the mountains.”

      I paused. “Hadn’t really thought about that. Can’t imagine there are many jobs in these little mountain towns.”

      “Not a lot, but enough. You could find a bartending gig if you tried. It’s practically all service industry up here.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yes. I know a lot of the bar owners here anyway. You’d have a pretty easy in.”

      I thought about it. Bartend in the mountains. Find a little apartment in Otter Ridge, or Frisco or Dillon. Watch the leaves change in the fall, work nights. Stick around for ski season, drink coffee and watch tourists. Ski during the day, party at night. It wasn’t the worst idea.

      “Of course,” he said, “if you’re looking for something more lucrative, I could probably help you out with that, too.”

      More lucrative.

      “Like what?” I asked.

      He shrugged, and the band took a break.

      Suzanne came directly to our table and slid onto my lap.

      “You came,” she said, staring me down.

      “I did.” We faced one another; our eyes and lips close, almost touching but not. She smelled sweet, like flowers.

      “Jeez Suzy,” Vince said, “take it easy till you get a room at least.” The rest of the table laughed. They were paying attention.

      “Don’t call me that,” she said sharply, and slid off my lap on to the bench beside me. “I told you not to call me that.” She fixed her gold necklace. “I’m Miss Suzanne.”

      “Well I’m sorry, Miss Suzanne,” he said. “Music sounds great tonight.”

      I agreed.

      “Thank you,” she said, producing a wide smile. “I’m glad you’re all here.” She was bashful now, almost sheepish.

      “Our pleasure,” Vince said, and the others agreed before going back to their own conversations.

      “Julian,” she said, turning back to me, “how ever was the trek?”

      “Not bad,” I said. “It gets easier.”

      “Well, I don’t know when you’ll quit this ruse and just move to the mountains.”

      This was the third time I’d interacted with these people, and they were asking me to move to their town. The line between flattering and creepy was hard to place.

      I motioned to Vince. “We were discussing that, actually.”

      “I think it’s a splendid idea,” she said. “Skip the drive, be with friends. You have no ties to Boulder.”

      I nodded and said I’d think it over. Then the piano started again, and she was back to the stage.
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      The next day, I packed my things. It was easy, being they all fit in a single duffel bag, but it felt symbolic. In the late afternoon, I said goodbye to Anthony and Julia, thanked them profusely for their hospitality, and told them they must come visit once I got settled. They said it was their pleasure, come back anytime, and of course they’d come visit. They stood on their front porch and waved as I drove away.

      Vince was right. Suzanne was right. There was no reason to waste my time in Boulder anymore. I was a burden on my cousin and his wife, and I had no job, nothing to occupy my time, and no prospects. There was nothing for me there. I could be unemployed anywhere, and I had no problem paying for a place to stay, at least not yet.

      They were not creepy. They were good, salt-of-the-earth people who wanted what was best for me, no matter how fresh our relationship was. I needed to start accepting people’s goodwill rather than shunning it.

      There was something about the mountains. Something about that little town nestled in a valley, and the little towns around it, and all the roads leading into the thicket. Something about Vince’s hilltop chateau dropped in the middle of nowhere. There was a spirit to the mountains, and like a whisper from a friend, quiet yet powerful. That spirit—that whisper—is why I came to Colorado. To deny it would be wrong.

      After she sang that night, I stayed at Suzanne’s place. A little apartment between Frisco and Otter Ridge she shared with another woman who wasn’t home. Everyone hung around the bar for an hour after she finished then disbanded. When we got to her apartment, we split a bottle of wine, listened to Patsy Cline on vinyl, and went to bed.

      I was invited to a party later that week, again at Vince’s. I realized then there was no weekdays or weekend with these people. None of them seemed to have to wake up early for anything, be it a Tuesday or a Saturday. Work was a necessary part of adult life, no matter how freethinking you fancied yourself, but I hadn’t yet heard anyone mention a job. There was no week or weekend, just one constant stream of life, socialization, and partying.

      I drove up to Frisco and checked into a motel. Suzanne pushed me to stay with her while I looked for apartments, but it was best to decline. I enjoyed her company, but it seemed presumptive. I thought about Megan, and what she might be doing right then. I thought about Brent. If I stopped moving for long enough, I’d feel the pull of loss. I’d start to miss her. So I kept moving.

      My first morning in the hotel, I awoke without an alarm just after dawn and stepped outside for a walk. The air was cool, almost cold, which I was not used to in the summer. At over nine thousand feet of elevation, I was beginning to learn the temperature could swing wildly from day to night. The sun was shining over the tops of the pines, and the weather forecast called for a high of seventy-eight degrees.

      I strolled down to Lake Dillon, a conspicuously large body of water that the highway wrapped around. It was early, but there were already boats hoisting up sails and navigating slowly through what little wind there was. The sun reflected off their white canvas, and again off the tiny ripples in the water. I made a mental note to get myself on a sailboat.

      I stopped into a bagel shop and got a coffee and a breakfast sandwich. I ate and drank and read the local newspaper, scanning the real estate listings for rentals. The pickings were slim and the prices were steep. After breakfast I called the phone numbers of three apartments in my price range. There was one answer, so I got my car and met the agent at the property.

      It was a small walk-up studio, in a natural wood building with a shared porch. The complex was near downtown Otter Ridge, but a mile off the main road. It felt secluded. The agent was tired-eyed but helpful, no doubt just starting her day. She held a large coffee and wore a flannel button-down. In my wrinkle-free dress shirt and designer jeans, I was dressed nicer than she was, and again I was the one who felt out of place. The apartment, she said, was just under seven hundred square feet, but it felt even smaller. The amenities were nice, if a touch rustic; clean and working appliances that were only a decade out of date, natural finished walls, and dusty hardwood floors. It was partially furnished—a bed, small couch, and one dresser—which suited me perfectly. I loved it, put a deposit down on the spot, and agreed to move in the next day.
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      Vince put me in touch with a man named Wes, who managed the Lounge, another bar in town. I went to see him one afternoon about a job.

      “You know Vince?” he asked from behind the bar. He was a handsome man. Strong. Brown hair slicked back, sleeves rolled up, tattoos down his forearms. Short stubble on his face.

      I nodded.

      He looked satisfied. “Friend ‘a his is a friend ‘a mine. You got any experience?”

      I nodded again. “A little. Back in college, in New Hampshire.”

      “You from out east?” He loaded glasses into a washing machine.

      “Yeah. New York most recently.”

      His eyes brightened. “You bartend in New York?”

      “No. I was…something else. A financial analyst.”

      He looked puzzled.

      I paused. “It’s like…a stockbroker.”

      “Hot damn,” he said. “The hell are ya doing here?”

      He gave me a job. The pay was low, but there would be tips. I would start Friday.

      

      For two weeks I worked nights and explored during daytime. I hiked around the area, kicking around trails, gaining elevation, and stopping frequently to breathe. The views were gorgeous, and the trails uncrowded. I liked the feeling it gave me, to go up and gasp for air and sweat. I didn’t scale any mountain peaks, but there was always a reward—a lower summit or a big rock to sit on. One morning I saw a herd of elk, and fumbled with my camera until they moved on.

      The job was fine. At first it was exciting, almost adrenaline inducing; it had been so long since I’d been behind a bar, slinging drinks to thirsty customers, sweating as I paced from one end to the other. I had to relearn certain drinks, get familiar with the computer system, and be on my feet for six or seven hours at a time, while trying to keep a bar full of patrons happy and drunk. The wall of people waiting for drinks was often two bodies deep. It was the opposite of staring at numbers and sitting at meetings, and in that way, it was excellent. But as the days went on, the work got monotonous, and I mostly opened bottles of light beer and mixed vodka with sweet liquids. I calculated the money I was making, and it would be enough to cover my rent and necessities, but not much extra. I remembered why I took the Wall Street job in the first place.

      And then there were more parties, or gatherings, or soirees, or whatever, always at McNeil’s or Vince’s place in the hills. To each I was invited. Sometimes I didn’t go, but sometimes I did. With Suzanne, always, entering together and leaving together, a regular couple. Except we weren’t.

      I didn’t plan on taking a girlfriend while I was still legally married, for whatever sort of salvaged decency that was worth. My justification about seeing Suzanne was that while my legal marriage remained, my actual marriage was gone. I knew it and Megan knew it. It still existed on a piece of paper, but that was all; it was over in reality. I’d run off to the mountains, and she was banging Brent or somebody else. The reasons for these things mattered less than they once had. Now, it just mattered that they were.

      Suzanne now filled whatever vacuum was created, albeit differently. She was exciting, entertaining; something completely different from what I’d ever been around in my lifetime. She was odd, bordering on eccentric but never quite crossing the line. It was a balance, and it worked for her. Being around her made my heart beat faster. But Suzanne was not a partner. It was never to be a relationship. I could never introduce her to my friends or family, or make a life with her. And I wouldn’t have been surprised if she had the same thoughts about me, even though she showed an outward desire to get closer. In the end, she was fun, but she was a gimmick, and so were we.

      Still, we spent time together, and attended the parties together. And it was at one of these parties when Vince approached me about making runs.

      It was supposed to seem as if I was approaching him, and at the time that’s exactly how it felt. But looking back, I know it was his plan, regardless of who initiated that very conversation. He’d planted the seed that night at McNeil’s, and he knew what would happen. He was very good.

      We were in his mountain chateau, surrounded by dozens of people this time, most of whom I didn’t recognize. Secluded in the hills, through cigarette smoke and the haze of four beers, I told him about my bartending job, because he asked.

      “It’s work,” I said. “I appreciate you making the connection.”

      He waved his hand. “Don’t mention it. Wes is a friend. They paying you alright?”

      I shrugged. “Not terrible. I’m coming from Wall Street, though. Nothing seems like enough.”

      “Ah,” he said, “the curse of the big city.”

      “Exactly. That’s why I left; it was all about money. It controlled my life. Need to remember it’s not important.”

      “That’s the right attitude,” he said.

      “I realize I never asked,” I said, “what is it you do?”

      He took a drink. “Freight. I have a little freight business. We move material locally, from town to town. Small loads mostly. Boring stuff. Pays the bills.”

      “It must,” I said, and motioned around the house.

      He smiled. “Business has been good. I’m able to live comfortably and pay my drivers well.”

      My mind then made the connection. I mentally flashed back to McNeil’s, our conversation about jobs, and Vince mentioning something “more lucrative.”

      “What qualifications do your drivers need?”

      “Two working hands and a steady right foot. A brain in their heads. And a drivers license, I suppose.” He laughed.

      “Class A license?”

      “No. Just a normal license will do. Like I said, small loads.”

      “Interesting,” I said.

      “You aren’t looking for new employment already, are you?”

      “No. Of course not. I just…it’s an interesting thought. I’m not a professional driver, though.”

      “Neither were most of the guys I hired. Listen, if you ever wanted in to the business, we could probably make that work. It’s a good gig, and I like you. Suzanne sure is happy since you showed up.”

      I laughed. “We’re just having fun.”

      He laughed, too. “You don’t need to explain yourself to me. Anyway, we pay five hundred a load.”

      With that, he walked away and left me standing there alone. Five hundred, dollars I assumed, per load. Currently, it was taking me almost a week to bring in that much in tips. The thought of earning it in one shift seemed ludicrous, especially for something as simple as driving. I did quick math in my head. Say it was a normal five-day workweek (which was a massive assumption, but no matter); that was twenty-five hundred per week. Ten thousand a month. Well over a hundred thousand per year. Suddenly, I was back in the neighborhood of Wall Street earnings, simply by driving a vehicle from one place to another.

      I was massively simplifying things, and I knew this. But the pull of the money, no matter the variables, outweighed most else. This was how the thing started.
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      “I saw you and Vince talking,” she told me on the way home. She drove, and I sat low in the passenger seat. It was past 1 a.m.

      “Yes. Talking about work.”

      “He likes to check up from time to time.”

      “He was just being polite,” I said.

      She nodded without taking her eyes off the road.

      “Do you know anything about his business?” I asked. “The freight business?”

      “A little,” she said. “A few of my friends have driven for him. Or currently do.” Her eyes remained fixed on the road.

      “What’s the story?”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Well, is it a good gig? Seems like it pays well.”

      She thought about it. “It’s good work, from what I know. I’d advise you to accept the job if it’s offered.”

      I nodded. “See, I’m not sure if that’s what’s happening or not. But I might look into it more. I’m not sure how many days a week I can spend working in a bar.”

      She nodded. “I understand.”

      “So, you never completely told me what you do for work,” I said. “Something in a restaurant.”

      “I wait tables,” she said. “I shared this with you.”

      “I know. But you don’t ever seem to be working.”

      She inhaled and scowled in my direction.

      “No offense or anything,” I said. “I don’t mean it like that. I’m just trying to figure it out. Does anyone work up here?”

      She looked back at the road. “Of course. It’s true, I only work part time. I’ve been blessed with savings and minimal expenses, so I don’t have to work as much as some. It leaves me time for other projects.”

      “Painting?” I asked. Half of her bedroom was filled with stretched canvas. Some finished paintings, some half-done or abandoned, others waiting to be touched. It was her expression, she said. Abstract stuff, mostly, but not awful.

      She nodded. “Among other things. There’s always another realm to be explored. I’d rather explore than work.”

      So would I, I thought. I mentally formed a sentence about the luxury of replacing work with painting and singing, but didn’t say it out loud.

      We reached my apartment and entered the front door. The move-in was still incomplete—the walls were bare and things were stuffed in certain corners—but it was coming together. I lay down on my bed and looked at the ceiling. Suzanne kicked her shoes off and positioned herself beside me, also on her back looking above.

      “What is it you seek, Julian?” she asked. I still hadn’t gotten used to the way she spoke.

      I inhaled. “That’s a tough question, Suzanne.”

      “And why here? Why this state, this place, above all others? You realized you must leave the life you had. But you could have gone anywhere.”

      “Yeah. It could’ve been anywhere.”

      “But it wasn’t.”

      “No, it wasn’t.”

      “And why?”

      I thought for a moment. The apartment was silent.

      “When I was a kid, my parents got these magazines, and in one of them there was an ad for Colorado. From the tourism department or something. It was basically just a picture of the mountains, but it stuck with me. The Rockies, all covered in snow. Can’t really put my finger on why. But I had to see it.”

      “The mountains,” she said, as if understanding perfectly. “The mountains called to you.”

      “I guess.”

      “Their spirit. The mountains have a spirit that is unlike the plains or the ocean. Their spirit is different. And it called to you.”

      “I guess it did.”

      She turned to her side, propped up on one elbow, and faced me.

      “I’ve wondered, too, what brought you here,” she said. She touched my chest with one finger. “Not to Colorado, specifically. But to Boulder, and to the brewery that night, and to the mountains thereafter. What brought you to me.”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “And what did you decide?”

      “Oh,” she said, “there’s no decision. I can’t understand, fully. We can’t understand these things any better than we can understand the call of the mountains. The pull they have. But we know it’s present. And I know there was a reason for you—that things worked out how they did. I know it has meaning.”

      “You just don’t know what the meaning is.”

      “Correct.”

      “Well,” I said, “that makes two of us.”

      “You have a good heart, Julian.”

      “Right,” I said. “Real good. Just up and left everyone I know to go run across the country. Left my wife, high and dry.”

      “She wasn’t good for you.”

      “You didn’t know her.”

      “Of course I didn’t,” she said. “Of course I didn’t. I only know her through what you’ve told me. But the relationship was destructive, Julian. I’m sure of it. You practically told me as much.”

      “As much my fault as hers.”

      “But why does that matter? What is the importance of placing blame?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “It always seemed important.”

      “Julian, if the relationship was fallacious—if it wasn’t beneficial to both parties—it doesn’t matter which party is at fault. All that matters is recognizing fault exists. And you did that. Rightfully. There’s no need to tear yourself down for it.”

      “That’s not how it feels.”

      She lay back down on her back, looking up at the ceiling. “What about the man?”

      “The man?”

      “Yes, the other man.”

      “I can’t prove that,” I said.

      “Do you need to?”

      I thought about it briefly, then stopped, because thinking made it worse.

      “Suzanne, you have a certain way of looking at things.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “I’m not sure it was a compliment.”

      “It was.”
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      For another week I worked the bar in the evenings. I hiked two new trails near my apartment, each time combing through dense pine forest until elevating to exposed rock. The views from there were breathtaking. One led me to a sheer, rugged trail, which overlooked the valley, and I ascended until I was dizzy. I sat there for thirty minutes, eating dried apricots from my pack, the gentle mountain breeze blowing in my face. At that moment, if at no other, I understood what she said. Suzanne’s words—seemingly nonsense in the dark of night, inside a man-made structure—rang true. The spirit of the mountain. Vitality.

      Other days I drove. I went west on I-70, farther into the hills. Up, up, up. Past Copper Mountain, over Vail pass, and then down. Eagle County. Down into West Vail, and through town, I exited and parked on a side road. Vail, of grand mystique and lore, the quintessential rich-man’s mountain getaway, at least in the thoughts and dreams of easterners, and in magazines. Vail. The word evoked thoughts of high-dollar fur parkas, pristine skiing, opulent condos. At Wilson-Keen, partners would often talk of ski vacations to Vail. Flying directly into the Eagle airport, spending thousands on airplane tickets, then tens of thousands more on a week of lift tickets, mountain lodging, and shopping in Vail Village. Then it was back to work for a gauntlet of eighty-hour weeks until next year.

      I got out of my car and made my way toward the base of the mountain, and the center of the action. The freeway literally ran straight through town, which I had not expected. It was hard to fathom a quiet mountain getaway here. I strolled though Lionshead and Vail Village, and this was where the money was. Overpriced specialty shops, thousand-dollar clothes hanging in windows, restaurants advertising happy hour. Manufactured cobblestone roads. In the summer, it reminded me more of an outdoor mall than a ski town. But I could imagine it blanketed in white, milling with blonde trophy wives and salt-and-pepper millionaires, carrying skis and outfitted in the latest trends. Vail. I stopped into a café for a fifteen-dollar burger and fries, and was on my way.

      The next day I awoke earlier, setting an alarm for 7 a.m. after my shift ended at 2. I made coffee and drove west again, but past Vail, through Avon, Edwards, and Eagle. I drove until the scenery changed from pine-covered rocks to low-standing bushes and prickly shrubs. The rocks flattened out and turned to red, and the road cut through an enormous canyon along the Colorado River. There were rafts and kayaks. I drove farther, until the road began to descend, and took a right exit for Glenwood Springs, a small town just off the road. An hour drive from Vail, but a world away in terms of culture. There were no buxom blondes or cobblestone streets in Glenwood Springs, only quaint homes and modest two-lane roads, with just enough activity to know the town was awake. The shops were not lavish but sensible, and the dress was mountain flannel. It was simple and modest, and in that way, it was beautiful.

      Glenwood represented the last real stop in the high Rockies, before the land dropped down into the western slope of Grand Junction, and on past to the great basin of Salt Lake City. I found the closest thing I could to downtown and parked my car on the street, then strolled to a deli and ordered an egg sandwich with chips and a Coke. Seven dollars all in. The woman behind the counter was tired and short but polite. I ate at a counter by the window and thanked her.

      The morning was overcast, a rarity in that region from what I’d seen. The early parts of the day were always clear and sunny, the air rapidly warming and hitting in the seventies by noon. In the afternoon came the showers, quick but fierce. They rolled through and soaked the land for a half an hour, then cleared the area for late afternoon and the evening sunset. I had seen more of the outside world in the last month than in my entire adult life, and knew now what I had been missing.

      I strolled Glenwood Springs for an hour and bought two beers at a street-side café. Then I got in my car and pointed east again, back to my apartment to prepare for work. On the drive, I thought again about my conversation with Vince, which may have been a coincidence or may not have. I changed lanes and looked at my hands on the steering wheel, moving slightly from side to side and navigating the car down the freeway. I accelerated and set the cruise. It wasn’t that hard, driving. It wasn’t hard at all. I’d mostly avoided it in New York, because it wasn’t necessary, but it had quickly again become second nature. It wasn’t that hard. Money was not yet an issue, but that was bound to change. At some point, maybe soon, maybe not, I’d look at my bank statement and realize I was nearing the end. And then it would be a problem, and then this would all be for nothing. I passed a slow-moving van on the left. It wasn’t that hard.

      That afternoon I returned to my apartment, showered, and dressed for work. And then he showed up, there, without warning or without knowing the directions. He showed up just to talk, which I had not expected.
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      He arrived without announcement at the front door of my apartment, then immediately came inside. He did knock, for knocking was polite, but he didn’t need to. He knew this, and now I did. He knocked twice and let himself in.

      “Hello, Julian,” he said with a nod, and walked to the small kitchen.

      “Vince,” I said.

      I watched as he opened a cabinet, pulled out a glass, and began filling it with water from the tap.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      “Nothing much,” he said, still focused on filling the water glass. There was an aura about him, something I thought I’d only noticed surrounded by people, in his element. But no, it was there, alone with him in my apartment, unexpected.

      He turned the water off, eyed the full glass of water, and tipped it back for a long drink. He put it down on the counter and smacked his lips.

      “So,” he said, finally looking me in the eye, “have you thought about my proposal?”

      “Proposal?”

      “Yes, Julian. My proposal. I’m not the type of man who asks twice.”

      I fumbled mentally for the words. “The job thing?”

      He smirked and shook his head slowly, looking at me still from across the room. “Yes, the job thing. Have you given it any thought?”

      “I…yes. I have.”

      He raised a palm. “And?”

      “And…” I searched for words, suddenly afraid of saying the wrong ones. “And, if you’ll have me, I’d be interested. In learning more about the opportunity.”

      He nodded and walked out of the kitchen, into the living room, toward me. “There’s not much learning. It’s a simple operation. You’re a bright guy; I have no worries about your abilities to handle it. You’re either in, or you’re not.”

      My mouth was dry.

      “Okay,” I said, “I’m in.”

      He nodded again, then walked closer and patted me on the shoulder. His touch was strong.

      “Very good,” he said. “That’s the right choice.”

      He walked toward the exit and opened the inner screen door to the outside. “We start tonight,” he said, turning back.

      “I…I have work tonight.”

      “Yes,” he said. “For me.”

      And with that, he left.

      

      There were questions, of course, and the questions would be answered. But only the pertinent ones; not the hundreds of others that could be asked. Those would be answered later, or not at all. The pertinent questions—the ones that must be answered to start any job—were answered by Damon.

      He arrived at my apartment an hour after Vince left. His knock was sincere, and his smile was calming. He was there to help.

      “Been workin’ for Vince for over a year,” he said. “You and I will be workin’ together, sorta. I’ll be gettin’ you up to speed.”

      What exactly was the work?

      “Just drivin’, plain and simple. Moving freight. Small amounts. Vince has a big inventory of goods he buys and sells, and it’s our job to get them where they need to go.”

      What kind of goods?

      “Everything. I’ve moved all kinds of stuff before. T-shirts—big boxes of ‘em—furniture, sports equipment, lab supplies. Anything and everything.”

      What should I wear?

      “Nothin’ special. A long sleeve shirt and pants. It’ll get chilly later.”

      When did the work start?

      “Sundown. Always sundown. Just the way it shakes out.”

      I didn’t have a commercial license.

      “Not a problem. Me either. Loads aren’t big enough to need it.”

      It was a New York license.

      “Hmm. Not sure about that one. I’ll talk to Vince.”

      What about tax forms? W-4? 1099?

      “We’ll handle all that in the future.”

      What should I tell my current job? I’d miss my shift at the Lounge.

      “Vince already has it taken care of. You’re no longer an employee of the Lounge.”

      At all?

      “At all. Shouldn’t bother you, either. You’ll make more in a few hours with us than you did in a few days there.”

      I tried to think of other questions, pertinent ones. I knew there were more, but drew a blank.

      “Great, then,” Damon said. He had light skin and bright eyes. His brown dreadlocked hair was pulled back and hardly seemed to move. “I’ll pick you up here at sundown. Be ready to go. We’ll ride out to the western slope, and that’s where we’ll grab the loads. Simple, simple stuff.”

      I thanked him, and he left.

      In the evening I sat by the window, providing a partial view of the parking lot through the trees. I watched the sun dip behind the mountains, burning yellow turning to orange, then red. That afternoon I’d fought anxiety, mentally retracing how I’d so quickly found myself in a job I knew nothing about. I knew these people, but not well. The old me, the one still in New York, would’ve turned the job down and run the other way. He would’ve embraced the familiarity of the status quo, no matter how much of an illusion that was in the mountains. The old me was the one feeling anxious now, worrying about the unknown. He tried to convince me to bail. Cut and run, get in my car and drive somewhere else. He assailed me with apprehension; you hardly know them, the job sounds too good to be true, something just seemed off. You’re being stupid.

      The old me spoke, and the new me listened, until the new me felt more like the old me. Then I remembered why I’d chosen to ditch the old me in the first place, and the new me shut him up. These were good people. Hospitable, welcoming, generous. Friends. I was going to work with them, and the work was as simple as driving a car from one point to another.

      The anxiety was stupid, and I felt ashamed.

      Just after nine, Damon pulled up in a silver Jeep Grand Cherokee. I locked my apartment door and got in the car.
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      The drive was quiet, mostly. The sun was down now, gone behind the hills and slowly extinguished, the road lit only by streetlights and the Jeep’s dim headlights. It was an older model. The leather seats were cracked, the paint faded. Damon kept his eyes on the road.

      He explained the process early on, just after I’d buckled my seatbelt and we headed toward the freeway.

      “It’s really simple,” he said, wearing an industrial gray button down. He smelled of loose tobacco. “We grab the cars at the start point and drive them to the destination. There’s a GPS in your car with the address already plugged in. Rides are usually around an hour and a half, sometimes longer.

      “When you get there, leave the keys in the car an’ get out. Someone will be there to give you a lift back to town. And that’s it.”

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s it. Easy money.”

      “I don’t need to help with unloading cargo?”

      “Nope,” Damon said. He lit a cigarette and cracked his window. “Vince’s got people for that. We’re just the drivers. We never handle cargo.”

      Damon drove us west on I-70, the same route that had taken me to Vail and Glenwood Springs. But we passed these towns, hardly recognizable to me in the darkness of night, and continued on. I looked out the window as we drove through Vail, only a soft glow from the village making its way to the highway. The buildings were lit, the foot traffic about town seemed nonexistent. Everyone was in for the night. Glenwood Springs was dark.

      “Just make sure to keep it under the speed limit,” Damon said, on his second cigarette. “You’re a professional driver now, and speeding tickets ‘r real frowned upon. I knew one guy who got busted doin’ eighty in a sixty-five on a run, never saw him again. Use your cruise, you shouldn’t have a problem.”

      “What about my New York license?”

      He took a drag, on his second cigarette now. “I talked to Vince about it. Ain’t a big deal. Just keep it under the limit.”

      We stayed west on I-70, and the highway pitched down and we lost elevation. The road was dark now in a dead period between civilization. We drove for another half hour and I saw lights.

      The road dumped us down into what looked like a miniature metropolis, with hundreds of buildings pushed up against each other, none taller than a few stories. The lights were plentiful but dim. The air smelled of rural America, with hints of hay and manure and machined steel. It was smaller than Denver and poorer than Breckenridge or Vail, and it all seemed out of place.

      “Grand Junction?” I asked.

      Damon nodded. “Most of the loads come out of here. Place ain’t worth a damn. But we never gotta stay.”

      Another twenty minutes and we were outside a warehouse at an edge of town. It had a factory feel; dark, dirty and grease-stained. Every town had them. Damon parked the jeep and we got out. He left the keys in it.

      “Aren’t you going to lock your car?” I asked.

      “It isn’t mine.”

      He motioned for me to follow him and walked through an alley so dark I almost reached for his shoulders to guide me. On the other side was a yellow street light, and beneath it two cars. Sedans, nondescript. One black, one blue. Damon handed me a key.

      “That one’s yours,” he said, pointing to the blue one. “Like I said, GPS already has the destination plugged in.”

      “Which is where, exactly?”

      He shrugged. “A place in the hills. Back the direction we came.”

      I nodded and looked at the car. It seemed almost new, its clear coat glimmering in the dim streetlight. There was nothing in the front or back seats. I peeked around at the trunk, but it was closed.

      “You should have what you need,” Damon said. “You good?”

      I nodded. As good as I would be.

      “Cool,” he said. And in one smooth motion, he got in the other car, started the engine, and backed out.

      I was left standing there in that vacant industrial lot, alone with a single car and streetlight. A dog barked somewhere far away. The temperature was cooler now, but still somewhere near seventy. I wondered briefly what I was doing.

      I’m just a driver.

      Just a driver.

      There was nothing wrong or illegal about driving a car from one place to another. I repeated this a few times. Alone, in a vacant lot in a strange town on the western slope of the Rockies, with no car except for the one I was to use for the job, I repeated it in my head. Just a driver. I mouthed the words until I believed them. I had no other options.

      I got in the car and adjusted the seat, then started the engine. The GPS system, mounted on the dash, began speaking directions. I located the speedometer and made a mental note of the speed limit.
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      The morning after my first run was calm. The sun crept in my open window at 7:30 and woke me from sleep. I rolled over and threw the blanket off. The cool mountain air filled my apartment and touched my skin, clean, and crisp. This was the renewal of morning, when the sun and the air moved in and washed away the darkness of night. Once again, today erased yesterday, and this would always be. The thought was comforting.

      I walked to the front door and opened it, revealing the outer screen door. On my phone was a text message, from an unknown number, sent at 3:55 a.m.

      Envelope: between screen and main door.

      Sure enough, taped to the bottom wooden slat of the inside of the screen door, was a sealed envelope with my name on it. I peeked my head out to see if any of my neighbors were outside this morning, and as usual they were not. I had only seen a handful in the time I’d been there, and we exchanged nothing more than a polite nod. I pulled the envelope off the door and took it inside, where I opened it to find five one hundred-dollar bills.

      Sitting on my bed, I looked down at the money in my hand. The entire run the previous night had taken six hours. It was a decent hourly wage.

      Holding the money that morning, I again felt the power that came along with it, even in such a nominal amount. The truth was, there was little difference between my days as an analyst at Wilson Keen and the drive I’d done last evening; each was a lucrative realm I’d entered for purely financial reasons, with the penchant to pay more than one man should realistically earn for such tasks. Each allowed me a shortcut, a way to skip the hard part. It was only five hundred now, but it would quickly double and triple, and as weeks passed it would multiply enough that I would lose count.

      I thought back to last night and remembered my anxiety about the job. Eyes darting between the speedometer and road. The way my hands sweat on the steering wheel. It seemed silly now, in the light of a new day, that I’d put myself so far on edge about a simple drive. So what if I didn’t know every last thing about the operation? Employees rarely did.

      The drive back had been straightforward. As Damon had said, mostly retracing the path back to the Otter Ridge valley. Ten miles west there was a turn off that took me up into the hills, and I followed a winding road for thirty minutes. The GPS led me down a driveway to a small residential property with a cabin and a pole shed, where I got out of the car, leaving the keys in, like I was told. A nondescript young blonde man greeted me and drove me back to my apartment in silence. I arrived on my front porch, partially confused and amazed how easy it had been.

      Now, I held the money and felt its power. It was less money, but it was easier than it had ever been on Wall Street. Far easier. There was no next run scheduled yet, it would come. Even if it wasn’t for a few days—hell, a week—I’d be fine.

      That evening, Suzanne and I went to dinner. Sushi, her idea. We sat at a small two-top in the corner, ordered four rolls and sake, and she asked me questions.

      “How was your first evening on the job?”

      “How’d you know?” I asked.

      “Please,” she said. “We’re a family here.”

      “Huh.”

      “It’s not a bad thing. You shouldn’t see it as a bad thing. It’s a community. Family.”

      “Just different from what I’m used to.”

      “Isn’t everything?”

      I took a drink of sake out of the tiny ceramic cup. It was warm and sweet. “The first day was good. First night, I guess. It was good.”

      “Wonderful,” she said with a smile.

      “I just wonder how much…I guess I thought there would be more to it. It was so easy.”

      She shrugged. “That’s what a lot of the guys say at first. I’m not sure what they expect.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know. It was just driving.”

      “Did you feel unchallenged?”

      “No. I wouldn’t say it was that. I don’t know. I got paid already. In cash.”

      She nodded. “That’s how Vince works. He’s very mindful to take care of his employees. He appreciates what you all do.”

      I smiled and wondered silently about the next run. She held my hand on top of the table and told me about her life—her latest painting, an abstract blue whale, wasn’t coming together how she’d hoped. She sang at McNeil’s last night, and two Loretta Lynn renditions were crowd pleasers. I did love the way she sang.

      We drank sake and ate, and she told me about painting and singing, and we did not discuss the runs anymore. Then she told me about Friday.

      “It happens every year,” she said, “to celebrate the end of summer.”

      “Summer’s ending?”

      She nodded. “Officially, yes. In the mountains, summer lasts only from June to July.”

      “That seems unbalanced.”

      “The mountains are unbalanced. You will learn this.”

      “When does it get cold?”

      She shrugged. “Could snow in August. Could wait until December. It’s not wise to try to predict. But what matters, right now, Julian, is Friday.”

      “What did you call it?”

      “The Ball.”

      “The Ball.”

      “Yes, the Ball. It’s the second biggest event of the year, bigger than all the soirees. It’s imperative we attend.”

      I hesitated. “I don’t know my schedule yet. I might have a run Friday.”

      “You won’t.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I just do. Vince will not do runs during the Ball. He wants everyone there.”

      I shrugged. “What do I need to do?”

      “Nothing extreme. Do you have a suit?”

      I laughed out loud. For almost a decade, I wore a suit everyday. My closet was filled with tailored coats and pants; high-dollar wool and imported silk. Two racks of hundred-dollar ties. Cuff links, watches, and vests. I’d left almost all of it behind, but the thought of this woman asking me, now, in all sincerity, if I owned a suit, for some reason struck me as funny. I’d owned more suits than most of these people had seen in stores.

      On that hot summer morning I’d started my drive, I took one suit with me. My favorite navy blue ensemble, always hung at the end of the closet, with matching shirt and tie. I stuffed it hastily in that oversized duffel bag with the other essential items, something frowned upon in any formal circle for a garment of its quality, but I didn’t care. Now it was hung in my tiny apartment closet, still wrinkled and dirty, but one trip to the cleaner would bring it back to life.

      “What’s funny?” she asked.

      “Nothing. Yes, I have a suit.”

      “Most excellent. Then we are set. You need nothing more than to attend, as my companion. We will attend, and we will be fabulous.”
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      She was right, as she always was. There was no run on Friday, or Thursday, for that matter, but I was assured the work would ramp up next week. Everything was relayed through Damon, who had become my main contact and de facto mentor for the job. On Friday, he said, we were to focus on the Ball.

      A formal invitation came on Thursday, taped to my screen door just like the envelope of cash. It was printed on fancy stationary, like a wedding invite. It had details of the event, but Suzanne had already filled me in.

      “We’ll arrive at eight for cocktails and hors d’oeuvres. We need not bring a gift. The music starts in earnest at nine, and all else follows accordingly.

      “It’s like a normal party in a lot of ways. But it’s different. It’s very different.”

      When we showed up to Vince’s mountain home, cars were already lining the driveway. My suit was freshly pressed, hugging my body the way it had for so many years. There was something oddly surreal about wearing that suit, here, in the mountains of Colorado. Like when you run into a friend from high school years later in a town hundreds of miles away. I glanced at myself in the rearview mirror before getting out of the car, and what I saw was the old me. The New York me, the corporate me, the married me. He looked out of place here, and he felt it, too. I loosened the tie just slightly, enough to breathe better but not enough for anyone to notice, and remembered again that that person was gone. I had seen a ghost in that mirror.

      Suzanne was, as predicted, fabulous. She wore a long yellow dress and held the bottom as we walked over bare ground. Her red hair was piled high on her head almost professionally, and her makeup was heavier than normal, accentuating her eyes and cheekbones. The familiar gold locket hung around her neck. It was during moments like this that I began to question my reservations about her. Maybe, I thought, it was silly to keep her at arms length, when our companionship was so effortless. Her oddness was ever present, but it intrigued me, and its novelty had not yet worn off. She wasn’t a knockout, but she was pretty enough, and in times like this, when she put herself together and presented the whole package, she could compete with most.

      She took my hand and we walked to the front door, where we were greeted by the host, Vincent Decierdo. It was the first time I’d seen him since becoming his employee.

      “Well,” he said with a handshake and a warm smile, “if it isn’t the royal couple of the mountains.” His burly hand engulfed mine, and I was reminded of how physically large he was.

      “You hush now,” Suzanne said, and leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. The three of us shared a laugh.

      Vince’s home was lavishly decorated with elegant hanging lights, art on the walls, and a small chandelier suspended from the ceiling. The couches had been moved out and replaced with modern square furniture; black and white footstools and ottomans and small loveseats. There was a large area cleared in the center for a dance floor. At the far end of the room was a wooden bar, and behind it stood a man with a vest and slick black hair. The home had been transformed from subculture haven to luxurious banquet hall.

      “You’ve outdone yourself this time,” Suzanne told him as we entered the room. A dozen people milled about and held drinks, all dressed for a formal affair. Dark suits and tuxes. Neck ties and bowties. Cocktail dresses and legs.

      “My dear, may I have a minute with sir Julian?” Vince asked. He wore a deep green smoking jacket. “Perhaps you could get us a round from the bar.”

      “My pleasure,” she said, and walked off.

      Vince watched her for a moment, then turned his attention to me. His face was straight, somber, but in good spirits.

      “Good work so far,” he said.

      “Thank you. It was just one night.”

      “Yes, a trial run. But you passed. You’re in.”

      I nodded. A trial run. This was news to me. “Great.”

      “Were you nervous?”

      “Nervous? No.”

      “Julian,” he said, cocking his head to one side, “remember, you’re not the first person I’ve trained.”

      I paused. “Alright, maybe a little.”

      He let out a belly laugh. “Very good. That’s normal. Don’t worry, it’ll get easier. Now, enough business. We’re here to have a good time.”

      Suzanne approached, holding three glasses in front of her. Her long dress drug across the floor, leaving a virtual wake.

      “Vodka for me, scotch for the gentlemen,” she said, and handed me a short glass of caramel liquor. I thanked her and eyed the glass. Straight booze, no ice. Vince raised his glass, and Suzanne and I followed suit.

      “To good friends, community, and the conclusion of another summer,” he said, and we all drank. The scotch burned my throat, reminiscent of the grain alcohol I’d chugged in college. I tried not to make a face, given it was supposed to be a delicacy or something.

      More guests arrived and Vince went to greet them. A waiter in black appeared beside me and offered prosciutto and toast from a platter. I felt a hand on my back, and turned to see Damon; big, toothy grin on his face, adorned in a white suit. He gave me a handshake and a hug, like old friends. He hugged Suzanne, and introduced the woman standing behind him.

      “This is Laura,” he said, and she stepped forward to shake hands. A little thing, not much taller than five feet, and she wore an aqua dress and white scarf. I said hello, thrilled to meet someone else new to this group.

      Suzanne stuck out a dainty hand and shook Laura’s. “Charmed,” she said.

      Music started, 1950’s old school swing bands. I sipped the scotch and talked with Damon. He was interested in my time in the mountains so far; how my apartment was, where I’d explored. He’d been there three years, he said, originally from Arizona, and didn’t plan on leaving.

      More drinks were served and the women talked amongst themselves. I greeted other familiar faces—the guitar players from the first night, a quiet couple from McNeil’s. The music seemed to get louder. I looked up and the room was full. There must have been fifty people in that living room, transformed into a ballroom, everyone and everything dressed to the nines.

      Suzanne took my arm and led me toward the bar.

      “I need a drink,” she said.

      “You have one.”

      “I need another.”

      The bartender poured a vodka for her and a scotch for me, and nudged them our way. Suzanne downed half of hers in front of the bar.

      “You alright?” I asked.

      “He should know better than that. He does know better.”

      I looked around. “Who?”

      She shook her head and took my arm again, leading me around the perimeter of the room. “Damon. That woman he brought. She’s an outsider. She’s not one of us.”

      “Does that…matter?”

      She was speaking in hushed tones. “Yes. In a way, it does. It’s in poor form, and he knows that.”

      “She seemed nice.”

      “That’s not the point, Julian.”

      I looked around the room. “So all these people are on some sort of approved list?”

      “Not all things can be simplified into one sentence, as you often try.”

      I shrugged. “Okay. But, wasn’t it about a month ago when I was an outsider?”

      “It’s different,” she said. “It’s not the same thing, to enter our circle as you did, as to show up at the Ball unannounced.”

      I took a drink. “Okay then.”

      The lights had dimmed and the music slowed, and from the crowd emerged a woman. She was tall, tan, and, blonde, and she walked toward us. We made eye contact, I think, but that was incidental. Her loose curls fell down to her mid-back, a tangled web of highlights and lowlights and midtones. A gray dress stopped at her knees, displaying her legs. The woman’s heels clicked on the hardwood floor as she walked.

      She walked and walked until she finally reached where we stood. And she and Suzanne embraced.

      “So wonderful to see you,” Suzanne said, smiling broadly.

      “Pleasure’s mine, girl,” the woman said.

      “It’s been weeks.”

      “You know how it is,” the woman said. Her voice was deep, a touch husky. It had command. “Sometimes business calls.”

      “Adeline,” Suzanne said, “this is Julian.”

      She turned to me and extended a hand. Her fingers were long, like the rest of her, and her nails were painted deep red.

      “Julian,” she said, “it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’ve heard so much.”

      I shook her hand. Our eyes met and stayed for a moment, looking. Looking. Her eyes were where it all came together. They were blue or green or maybe hazel; I don’t remember. The color didn’t matter.

      I released her hand because I had to. I could smell her perfume. She fell back and said something to Suzanne. Her eyes were captivating—dark, light, then dark again.

      I heard Suzanne’s voice. It sounded like I was under water.

      “Julian?” she said for the second time.

      “Yeah?”

      “I said Adeline is Vince’s partner.”

      “Partner?” I asked, still stuck between water and land. “Like, business partner?”

      They both laughed. “I’m Vince’s girlfriend,” Adeline said, in that voice, with those eyes. She had to be nearly six feet tall.

      “Julian occasionally likes things to be said in common vernacular,” Suzanne said, rolling her eyes.

      Adeline laughed again, but it was a kind laugh. Polite. She looked at me again. Stop, I said to myself. Stop looking at me.
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      There were four runs the next week, each just as easy as the first. A drive to Grand Junction with Damon, then picking up a vehicle and driving it back. Sedans each time. Money was always delivered in an envelope the next morning. With every run, the nerves died down, and in the place of nerves grew curiosity.

      That night at the Ball, we partied until dawn and slept again in the last bedroom in Vince’s hallway. My thoughts stayed with Adeline. For the entirety of the night, from when I met her until Suzanne crawled on top of me in bed, I thought of Adeline. I followed her eyes across the room all night, until I got too drunk to follow. Our interaction was short, but it was enough. When I looked at her, when I smelled her, when I heard her speak, my mind wandered.

      She was Vince’s girl, which meant she was untouchable. Furthermore, I had been slotted as one half of a couple already, and whether it was my doing or not, that’s how we were thought of. The “royal couple,” as Vince said, and while I wasn’t sure what that meant, clearly we were considered an item. I didn’t particularly like it; I wanted to be able to control the perceptions of my relationships. To decide when I was part of a couple or a relationship, or something different, or nothing. But terms were defined by others, and that was the way it was.

      I hadn’t spoken with Megan in nearly a month. At first, I’d thought of her numerous times a day, hoping she was all right, wishing I could check up on her, hating myself for hurting her. Now, days passed when I forgot she existed. I told myself she would contact me if she needed money. I told myself she would be fine. She had a Brent or another guy, and fuck that guy. The only times I was reminded of the love we had shared were when I thought of her with another man and the anger bubbled up inside of me. Brent. Fuck her for whatever relationship they had had, and fuck him for existing. In thinking of Megan, I was always led back to finding the two of them in my apartment that afternoon, and this temporarily allowed me to believe I was not the worse of the two of us.

      Adeline. I saw her face when I woke up the morning after the party, and every morning thereafter. I wondered where she’d been up to that point. Why she seemed to materialize from nothing. I thought of her with a curious reverence reserved only for those we know nothing about. She was Vince’s girl, and she was untouchable. Anyone’s girl should have been untouchable. That was how it was supposed to work. But there were rules, and rules could be bent, and often times even the thought of bending those rules could be enough. Just thinking about it would do the trick. But with Vince’s girl, even thinking about bending the rules was crossing the line.

      Suzanne held my arm tighter, slept closer. She showed up at my apartment more often. These things were becoming problematic. I wondered, on more than one occasion, if it was me she was infatuated with, or just what I represented. A new man, fresh blood, rolling in to town from the east coast and mostly clueless. Someone she could convert, someone she could shape. Someone tall and dark, who knew how to comb his hair and cut a cigar. Someone different. Someone.

      On the fifth run, I began asking questions.

      “Why do we always do these at night?” I asked Damon from the passenger seat of another mystery vehicle, pointed west toward Grand Junction.

      He shrugged. “Always been that way. Something about the timing of the deliveries, probably.”

      I scratched my chin. “But who would need something delivered in the middle of the night?”

      “No clue.”

      “And you don’t wonder?”

      “Used to. But I learned a long time ago not to ask questions.”

      “Why not?”

      “Why not ask questions?” He looked my direction.

      “Yeah.”

      He looked back at the road. “Just doesn’t get you anywhere. Guys start asking questions, they get booted. Vince doesn’t particularly like it.”

      “Yeah, but why? What’s so bad about knowing what you’re hauling?”

      “See, this is what I’m talking about,” he said. “It never goes anywhere good from here. Way I see it, it’s his choice to run his business how he wants.”

      I nodded. It never goes anywhere good from here. He didn’t know anything.

      We parted ways in that industrial parking lot and, as always, stepped into separate vehicles. Mine this time was a Chrysler sedan. I turned on the lights and the engine and watched Damon drive down the road and disappear into the night.

      The plan, initially, was to do the run. Business as usual. That was my plan, because that’s what I’d always done, and that’s what I’d been told to do. But somewhere along I-70, the plan changed, and that’s what got me in trouble.

      I drove west along the interstate and the questions ruminated in my mind. All kinds of questions; long ones, short ones, the ones I’d asked Damon and the ones I’d omitted. I’d made a few thousand dollars cash, and initially the payment dampened the questions. The light of day dampened them. But now, in this car, in the black of night, the questions were forcing themselves out.
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      There was a frontage road to the north of I-70. Connected to this was a county road that split south. This county road traveled for just over two miles, into the woods and up a slight pitch, until a narrow, poorly maintained dirt road connected to it. It was on this dirt road that I finally stopped and put the car in park.

      I turned off the engine and the lights. I sat in the driver seat, making sure the coast was clear, and watched two minutes tick by on the dash clock, then quietly opened the car door and stepped out. The outside was silent, except for the faint hum of highway noise. I gently pressed the car door closed and waited another minute. Finally satisfied, I opened the trunk.

      The trunk lights flooded out and illuminated the space around it. My eyes adjusted and saw the trunk was mostly empty; clean, tidy, and simple. In the center was a small mound, three feet wide, covered by a blanket.

      I paused. This was the cargo? This was what I was being paid to haul? Whatever it was, there wasn’t very much of it. It could’ve fit in a wheelbarrow.

      I reached for the blanket slowly, but stopped my hand inches from it. Perhaps it was better, simpler, if I stayed oblivious.

      Perhaps there was a consequence to knowing.

      I looked around me, through the pine trees, down the bumpy dirt road. I was alone. I was very alone.

      I pulled the blanket off.

      Underneath, there were computers. Still neatly boxed and sealed in clean white packaging. Apple laptops, a dozen of them, worth well over twenty grand together.

      So he’s an electronics dealer?

      I reached over and touched one of the boxes. They were stacked on their sides in a wooden crate, all arranged in an orderly fashion. One box had a small defect—the corner was pushed in, as if it had been dropped. Everything else was pristine.

      I put the blanket back over the stack of computers and slammed the trunk. Once in the car, I sped down the dirt road and tried to make up for lost time.
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      The run finished as usual, a few minutes later than it should have, but no one seemed to notice. My driver back to my apartment was mute and boring as always. We listened to Fleetwood Mac.

      In the morning I received the envelope. In it, as always, was five hundred cash, and also a handwritten note.

      

      See me today. 3:30.

      - Vince

      

      Immediately I began sweating. It was in the middle of the woods, and I was confident I hadn’t been followed. I was alone. There was no way for him to know.

      More baffling was why it would matter, even if he did know. There were laptop computers in that trunk. Odd cargo to haul in a Chrysler sedan, yes, but not scandalous. Certainly not illegal, or even close. So the questions. Why the secrecy around the cargo? Why the clandestine operation?

      Why was I now being summoned by the boss?

      I left my place at just after three, my palms already sweaty. I reminded myself I had no reason to worry—I hadn’t done anything wrong—and it did little to comfort me.

      I drove my car up the mountain road, winding through the trees and hills until I again reached the driveway of Vince’s chateau. This time, the driveway was empty, and there were no other cars. The sky was overcast and the air was still.

      I parked and knocked on the front door. When there was no answer, I knocked again, louder, and waited longer. Still nothing. A third knock and I waited. Nothing. Finally I pushed the front door open.

      The house was as I’d remembered it, arranged in the cozy, down-home fashion of that first evening in the mountains. But the lights were off, and even in midday, the living room was dim. Shutters were drawn, windows were closed. There was the distinct smell of someone else’s home. I looked around and saw no one.

      “Hello?” I said, startled by how timid my voice sounded.

      I tried to sound bolder, louder.

      “Hello? Vince?”

      I waited and heard silence. Slowly, tentatively, reminding myself again I had no reason to be frightened, I made my way into the house. I checked the kitchen and the rest of the large living room, knowing I’d find nothing. I called his name one more time, then started down the long hallway, where the bedrooms were. The doors were closed, and I passed them one by one until I’d reached the door Suzanne and I slept behind. I walked past it and noticed one last door, the final one on the right, was cracked open.

      I pushed it open slowly, and there he sat.

      “Julian,” he said through a smile. “Please, come in.”

      He sat behind a large, weathered oak desk, across the room from where I stood. It was bigger than I expected, at least twice as big as any of the bedrooms. There were floor lamps and ornate rugs and a small couch and chairs. There was a small dry bar with whiskey and glassware. It was his office.

      His voice startled me initially, and I must’ve jumped.

      He chuckled. “Did I scare you?”

      “No,” I said, lying. I looked at him from across the room, still sitting behind the desk. He welcomed me in, but did not stand. Even from twenty-five feet away, he looked big behind that desk. He was a big man, but there, in that room, alone with him, he seemed enormous.

      “Please,” he said, and welcomed me with his hands. He smiled even broader.

      I walked toward him in spite of basic human instinct. The shutters were closed in the office, and the room was dim except for the soft glow of a desk lamp.

      “Have a seat,” he said, and I sat down in the large plush chair facing his desk. There was a black bear skin pinned to the wall behind him. I tried to slow my breathing. There was something about this man. There was something about this house, about this day, about this meeting. There was something.

      “Thanks for coming by,” he said, and leaned back in his chair. He was putting on a guise of effusive happiness; his smile would not go away. It made me uneasy. Since the run, everything had made me uneasy.

      “No problem,” I said in a mostly normal voice. “What’s up?”

      He paused and raised his eyebrows. “Up?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “What’s…up? Why did you invite me here?”

      “Oh,” he said, shaking his head, “no reason. I just wanted to check in. See how things are going. You’ve been with us for a few jobs, and you’ve done well. I like to check with the employees every now and then. How’s it going for you?”

      He stared and waited for my answer.

      I shrugged. “Good. It’s been good.”

      “It has.”

      “Yes. It has. Thank you again for bringing me on. I appreciate what you’ve done for me.” My pulse slowed, and I was able to get the words out without wavering.

      “Of course,” he said, waving a hand. He pushed back his chair and stood up, and walked around the desk. “Do you…have any questions?” he asked, walking past me and stopping beside the small bar.

      “Well, no,” I said, now looking at the wall and listening to him pour liquid behind me. “Not really. Everything’s been pretty self-explanatory.”

      There was a pause as he finished pouring the drink. I didn’t turn around.

      He appeared next to me again and sat down at the desk. There were two glasses of whiskey, no ice, both half full. He slid one my way.

      “Are you sure?” he asked. “Nothing at all?”

      I shook my head. Of course I had questions. All kinds of them; numerous things I’d pondered on those long drives. I’d planned to ask him about all of it. But here, in his office, alone with him, something screamed at me not to. That it wasn’t the right time. That asking questions was a bad idea, even though it was specifically what he was offering.

      “Nothing that sticks out,” I said.

      He nodded. “Very well.” He then raised his glass and invited me to do the same. “To new friends and positive ventures,” he said.

      I nodded and we each took a drink. I swallowed and set my glass down, still full of whiskey. Vince downed the whole thing like water.

      “Because, you know,” he said, setting the empty glass down, “if there was something you needed to know—if there was a question you had, that you felt was necessary to get answered in order to do your job effectively—then the proper thing to do would be to ask it. Dealing with your questions in any other way wouldn’t really fit with what we’re trying to do.”

      He stared at me. The smile was gone.

      “Of course,” I said.

      “Of course,” he said. “So, being that you’ve indicated you’re happy with the job thus far…”

      He raised a palm and waited for my acknowledgement.

      “Definitely,” I said.

      “…and you see yourself continuing with us for the foreseeable future…”

      Another pause.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “…then the pertinent thing to do would be to ask any lingering questions that you may have. Because these things can affect job performance, and we need to get them taken care of and move on with the work. So, I will ask you one last time: is there anything you need to ask me?”

      My palms sweated again. He looked straight in to my face. The glass of whiskey sat in front of me. The room was silent.

      “Well,” I said, measuring my words carefully, “I guess I was never really told what it is we’re hauling, exactly.”

      He sat back and bridged his hands. “Is this information required for you to perform your job duties?”

      “I…well, no, I guess not.”

      “Julian, I’d like to give you a small piece of advice: don’t concern yourself with things that don’t require your concern. Here we have a prime example: you’ve been making runs for me in an efficient manner already, without having knowledge of what, exactly—as you said—you were hauling. Clearly, you don’t require this information to do the work, and I can’t imagine another purpose for it.”

      I nodded.

      “Concerning yourself with these trivial things—that, quite frankly, are not your business—is not a good practice in commerce or in life. I did not get to where I am professionally by stressing over things that don’t further my cause. Am I making sense?”

      “Yes.”

      It was odd to think back to just over a month ago, sitting in the offices of one of the most powerful financial firms in the world and rubbing shoulders with old and esteemed gentlemen who were all filthy rich. Through it all, I couldn’t remember any of them speaking to me this way. Yelling, chastising, putting down, perhaps; these things were common. But they were direct. There was no room for interpretation. With Vince, right then, it was an encoded message disguised as a clear message.

      “This information was not given to you, because you have no need for it,” he continued. “My advice would be to not stress about the things you don’t know. If you needed to know it, I would have told you.”

      “I understand,” I said, and wiped my hands on my pant legs.

      “As I thought you would,” he said, and the smile returned. “I believe we’re done here.”

      I rose to my feet and tried to think of something to say, but he spoke again before I could.

      “You’re not planning on leaving without finishing your drink, are you?”

      I looked down at the glass. “I don’t usually drink liquor in the middle of the day.”

      He gave a polite chuckle. “It’s eighteen year-old single-malt. I’m afraid it cannot be wasted.”

      He stared at me and waited. I picked up the glass and examined it, then tipped it back and swallowed the rest of the liquid. It must’ve been three shots of alcohol, and unfortunately I was still unable to tell the difference between good scotch and bad scotch. My eyes watered and I forced a straight face.

      “Atta boy,” he said, and slapped me on the shoulder from across the desk. “Thanks for coming by.”

      “Of course,” I said, and walked to the door. As I was leaving, he spoke one last time.

      “Electronics,” he said.

      I stopped and turned around. “Excuse me?”

      “Electronics” he repeated, looking at his desk, then back at me. His voice was flat and dry.  “Consumer electronics are what you’re hauling. I buy direct and act as something of a wholesaler.”

      I paused and again tried to find words. “Okay then,” I said. “Thanks for telling me.”

      He nodded and turned his back.
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      After our conversation, I did not expect to be retained as Vince’s employee. It seemed I’d irked him in some way, whether he knew about me snooping around the trunk of that Chrysler or not. It was possible, I suppose, that our meeting was not out of the ordinary—that he was just “checking in,” as he said—but that was not how it felt. Leaving his house that day, I wondered if I had done my last run, and if that had been the case, it would have served as a relief.

      But the runs continued—three in the next week—and the cash was piling up, easy and tax-free. No matter the denomination, there was something refreshing about not immediately handing a third—or, in my later years, half—of the money to the government. I kept what I made stacked in my sock drawer. I hardly had any expenses. When I was raking in the big bucks on Wall Street, it never felt like getting ahead, because more money was always quickly followed by more spending. New furniture, redecorations, extravagant dinners. Car payments, Manhattan rent, and mounds of student loan debt from both of us. But now, finally free of so many of those things, I made a point to limit my debt and financial obligations as much as possible. I’d paid off my credit cards shortly after arriving in Colorado, and after the most recent run, I found a buyer for my Mercedes in Denver and he paid me in cash. The sale was at a discount, but I didn’t care; I was free from car payments, and I didn’t need a luxury machine in the mountains anyway. I used a fraction of that money to buy an old Ford Explorer that smelled like mothballs but ran well and had four-wheel-drive. I was proud of myself.

      Due to the odd meeting with Vince and the numerous runs I’d been on, my mind was mostly occupied with the job. In my downtime, my mind reflexively wandered into trying to solve the puzzle of everything I did not know. It became exhausting, to think about it constantly, and I asked myself whether I would actually be able to separate the things that concerned me from those that did not, as Vince suggested. Between the actual work and the ruminations about work, I did little else. The hikes stopped, the exploration stalled. I saw Suzanne occasionally, but hers was another puzzle I did not have the energy to try and solve. I thought of little else but the job and what to do about it.

      One morning, that changed.

      I strolled down to the local coffee shop after rolling out of bed around nine. The air was hot already; the weather report said we could be seeing highs of ninety in the mountains. Denver was bracing for record temperatures. I ordered a bagel with cream cheese and black coffee. After I paid, I heard a voice to my left.

      “Julian, right?”

      I might not have recognized her dressed down, out of her slick dress and into jeans and a green fleece. I might not have recognized her with her long, tangly hair hidden underneath a brown beanie, an odd choice for this weather. I might not have, if it was anyone else, but it was her, so I did. I recognized her immediately, before I saw her face. I felt her presence, just as I had the first night, and her gravelly voice was unmistakable. Her eyes were unmistakable.

      “I’m Adeline,” she said, when I didn’t respond right away. She reached out and shook my hand as if I needed a refresher on who she was. Her smile was effortless.

      “Of course,” I said. “I remember you.” She stood eye-to-eye with me, or just a little shorter. She smelled of faint perfume. She owned the room, again. I got the self-conscious feeling of being watched, as if the other scattered patrons had all turned to stare at us, to see how I handled the interaction. I looked to my right. They hadn’t.

      “You’re Suzanne’s guy,” she said.

      “Something like that,” I said. “You’re Vince’s girl.”

      “Something like that,” she said, and laughed.

      Later, I would replay that line in my head a thousand times, analyzing the tone, dissecting the laugh, deciding the words meant nothing then reopening the case again five minutes later. Something like that. It would haunt me, because it suggested a glimmer of hope. And the human spirit will strive heedlessly towards the smallest glimmer when it is looking for hope. I found myself spending hours and days exploring the vast possibilities that lived inside that one innocuous statement.

      And I wanted her. I didn’t know why, exactly, and it didn’t seem to matter. I just knew I wanted her; hard, fast, and terribly. We’d exchanged only a handful of sentences, but I knew it from the beginning. I had never believed in love at first sight, and I still didn’t. It wasn’t love. I didn’t know what it was. It was just a firm, hard, iron-gripped wanting, the way a child wants a popular new toy. I desired her. The hair, the flawless skin, the legs, the eyes. My god, the eyes. Outwardly, she was as close to perfection as I had seen.

      She asked me to sit down and I almost said no, because I didn’t want to disappoint her. My mind thought of excuses—had to be somewhere, was late for some thing—immediately, without my consent. I was afraid of her, and of what she represented. But I did sit down.

      We made small talk and drank coffee, normal conversation between normal people. She kept asking about Suzanne, and I kept remembering she existed.
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      The weather began to cool. It was only August, but already I could feel the season change; summer was holding on, but its days were numbered. I needed long sleeves in the evenings. One by one, slowly, leaves began to change colors.

      The runs continued. I once considered quitting. Just telling Vince thanks, but I was done. Wasn’t for me. I could bartend again or get another hourly job as I figured things out. I mapped out the whole conversation mentally. He would understand. But the money was good and I struggled to find a tangible reason to quit. I only had the feeling of unrest in the pit of my stomach, and that wasn’t enough. I couldn’t justify throwing away a good paying job on a premonition.

      On the way to Grand Junction, Damon asked me about my meeting.

      “Didn’t know you knew about that,” I said.

      “Yeah,” he said, steering us along I-70, “small community we got.”

      I sighed. “So what do you want to know?”

      He shrugged. “You don’t gotta tell me anything. I’m just curious, I guess. How it went down, and all.”

      “Let me ask you something,” I said. “Is that a normal thing? Him calling us guys up to his place, back to his office, just for chats?”

      He thought about it. “Certainly happens from time to time. Wouldn’t say it’s standard operating procedure.”

      I sat silent for a few moments and digested the information. Vince had said it was normal. Just a chat with an employee, to check in. Something he did all the time.

      “It was weird,” I finally said. “It was like he was on edge or something. I sure as hell was. But there wasn’t even a point to the meeting, really. It was like he just called me up there to ask me if there was anything I wanted to ask him.”

      “He asked you if there was anything you wanted to ask him?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And that was it?”

      “Sort of, but not really,” I said. “Not sure I know the guy well enough to read him or anything, but there was something else going on. It was like there was something he was waiting for me to ask. Like he expected a certain question.”

      The car was silent, except for the steady drone of a radio turned down low.

      “Did you ask him anything?” Damon asked.

      “Yeah. Well, not right away. It seemed like he was tricking me or something, so I didn’t want to. But he kept pushing. So I just asked about the cargo. What it is we’re actually hauling.”

      “And?”

      “At first he didn’t answer. He just gave me this lecture about staying focused on the things you need to know. But then, right before I left, he told me.”

      “And?”

      “Electronics,” I said. “That’s what he told me. All different kinds. But I’m sure you knew that.”

      He shook his head. “Nope. Woulda guessed something else, to be honest.”

      “No way,” I said. “You didn’t know? And you’ve been doing this for how long?”

      “No man. That thing you said about minding your business—that’s how it works.”

      I looked at him and lowered my voice. “You’ve never…looked?”

      “Looked?”

      “Yeah. Taken a peek in the trunk.”

      “God no,” he said. “No, sure wouldn’t think ‘a doin’ that. That’s askin’ for trouble right there.”

      I shook my head. “I think you’re a little dramatic. It’s not like we’re involved in some cult.”

      “Course not. That just isn’t our business though. This is a good job I’d like to keep. Followin’ directions has worked for me so far.”

      “And you don’t care why he’s so secretive.”

      “Not really,” he said. “But man, he just told you. You asked and he told you what you were haulin’. So it’s not even a secret.”

      “Right,” I said.

      “So there. Case closed. We can get on with it.”

      We could see the lights of Grand Junction now. The highway pitched down and turned right.

      “Just doesn’t feel right,” I said. “Something about it.”

      “Well, if it helps, I can tell ya’ I’ve been doin this for a long time, and never had one problem. Not one. You keep your head down and do the work, you’ll be fine. It’s a good gig, ain’t it?”

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      We sat in silence while he drove down the long hill and approached the edge of town. The night sky was cloudy. There were no stars or moon.

      “How’s the girl of yours?” I asked.

      “Ah,” he said, “’fraid that didn’t work out.”

      “Already? Bummer.”

      He shrugged. “Way it goes.”

      He drove us through town and to the drop spot. I had the route memorized at that point, and could have driven us there with my eyes closed. Always the same exit, always the same turns, always the same industrial lot. We parked and before getting out, he turned to face me.

      “Listen, man,” he said. “All these questions and stuff. Just be careful with all that.”

      “This is what I’m talking about. What’s with the paranoia?”

      “Not paranoia. Nothin’ like that. It’s just, I like you. I like drivin’ to the runs with you, talkin’ in the car, all that. You’re a good dude. I wouldn’t want to see ya get booted just because you got a wild imagination, ya know?”

      “Yeah,” I said, “I get it.”

      We both exited the car and went opposite directions. Him to a GMC Yukon, me to a Ford F-150 truck with a bed cover. I stopped behind the truck and looked at the sealed cargo area. Glancing across the parking lot, I saw Damon standing outside his vehicle, looking at me. I gave him a thumbs-up and got in the driver’s seat.
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      “Speak to me, Julian. Speak to me honestly.”

      “I am.”

      “You are not. I can feel your insincerity. I don’t fault you for it. But it’s there.”

      “It’s not.”

      “Tell me, my dear. What is it?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Do you take me for a fool? Do you think I don’t see the way you’ve changed? You’re distant. You’ve withdrawn.”

      “I’ve been busy.”

      “Is it me?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Is it something I’ve done? Should I give you more space?”

      “It’s not…it’s fine. Nothing’s wrong, Suz, okay?”

      “I told you not to call me that.”

      “I’m sorry. Suzanne. Nothing’s wrong.”

      “You do take me for a fool.”

      “I don’t.”

      “I can handle you withdrawing. I don’t like it, but I can handle it. But I cannot handle a man in my life considering me a fool. I am not a fool, Julian.”

      “I know you aren’t. Listen…I’m just trying to figure it all out. Everything happened so fast, you know? It wasn’t long ago I was married, living in New York. My life changed. It’s hard to deal with.”

      “Are you unhappy?”

      “No. I wouldn’t say that. It’s just a lot to take in. A lot to think about. Maybe I need a little time to adjust.”

      “You need space.”

      “I…maybe. A little. Just for a little while.”

      “Very well. I don’t like it, but very well.”

      “It’s not a bad thing.”

      “Again, a fool. I’m beginning to wonder how you’ve thought of me this whole time.”

      “Don’t be silly. I adore you.”

      “Possibly. But I know what this is. This idea of space is only a precursor to the end.”

      “You’re being dramatic.”

      “Perhaps. But we both know it. At least I admit it.”

      “We don’t. Stop it, Suzanne. I care about you. I just need some space.”

      “And as I told you: very well.”
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      I visited that coffee shop every morning for the next week. Every morning I hoped to see her, but felt relief when I didn’t. I had no idea what I’d say if and when she showed up again. I had no idea if she would ever come to that coffee shop again. I just had to see her, even if I was happy every time I didn’t.

      On the sixth day, at 9:15 a.m., she walked in. She wore a wool sweater and the same knit cap. My eyes locked on her as she walked to the register, and immediately my heart beat faster. I looked twice to make sure, but I knew it was her the first time. I briefly considered putting my head down, pretending I didn’t see her. Hiding out for a little while, until she left. Avoiding the situation altogether. What was there to gain? What was my goal with this game I was playing?

      Nothing. I had none. But still, there I was. Something made me go there every morning, and on that day, something made me stay. I was powerless over it, and powerless over her.

      She made her order and I gave her a halfhearted wave, trying to grab her attention while still playing cool. She sat down across from me and said hello.

      “Fancy seeing you here again,” she said.

      “I come here a lot.”

      “Apparently.

      We made small talk and she sipped her fancy steamed mocha concoction, me my black coffee. She was a runner. We discussed hiking spots, and she let me in on some new ones. Vince came up, and Adeline rolled her eyes.

      “I don’t get him sometimes.”

      My heart jumped. I took a sip of coffee. “Meaning?”

      She shook her head. “Relationships. You’ve been married, right?”

      I nodded.

      “Sometimes it feels like that. A marriage. Even though we both said we wouldn’t.” She looked at the table. “It was exciting once. At the beginning. Now he’s so damn into his work all the time.”

      “That does sound like marriage,” I said, and we laughed.

      “I shouldn’t be saying this,” she said. “You’re his employee. That’s one of the rules.”

      “Rules?”

      “That’s another thing. There never used to be rules. I bet that’s how it is with Suzanne. No rules.”

      “We’re on a break,” I said. I couldn’t wait to tell her.
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      It was at the end of August when I finally found it. The air was cold and the leaves were changing, and in the pitch black of night I drove a dusty Dodge Intrepid east down I-70. It was a normal run, with Damon miles ahead of me, the boss’s girl on my mind, and Grand Junction ninety minutes in my rearview. It was that night, for some reason, my curiosity overcame my fear, and my romantic longing for Adeline clouded my head enough to make me think I could get away with it.

      We had gone hiking earlier that day. Just the two of us; Adeline and me. We met at a trailhead she liked called Mitchum Pass, and followed above the tree line, far higher than I had ever been. It took all I had just to keep up with her, and I gasped and heaved as the air thinned. The temperature at the top—after two hours of hiking up—was in the fifties, and the view was splendid. We spoke quietly and looked out over Otter Ridge canyon while I caught my breath, the two of us side by side. She leaned on me then. She leaned on me slightly as a cool wind blew.

      “I like hiking with you,” she said.

      Then, we started down.

      It was the intoxication of this moment replayed in my head that fooled me into thinking I was invincible, and made me do the stupid thing on that run that night.

      I pulled off the interstate near the same spot I had those weeks before. It wasn’t the same road, but it might as well have been. Frontage road, turn off into the forest, two miles down a poorly maintained side road blanketed in pines. Dirt road, lights off, trunk open. Sweat, bewilderment, second-guessing, and the final realization that I was completely and totally alone.

      It was heroin. I couldn’t pinpoint it exactly right away—just knew it was drugs of some sort—but through some research later, I confirmed that was what it was. It was heroin, and a lot of it. Smack, right there in my trunk. I’d been hauling heroin underneath those consumer electronics, not just this time, but every time. Dozens of times. Fucking heroin.

      Heroin. If it had been the white stuff, I would have confused it for coke. I know I would have. But it was brown heroin, neatly wrapped into little packages, stuffed into the spare tire compartment in the trunk of that Intrepid. There must have been twenty little bricks, sealed in cellophane. I was afraid to touch them.

      When I opened the trunk, I saw a scene similar to last time: a mound in the middle of the space, covered by a blanket. Under the blanket were smartphones this time, not laptops. It almost ended there. I almost just put the blanket back, scolded myself for snooping again, got in the car and drove off. I actually did three of those things. But when I sat in the drivers’ seat, I couldn’t take it out of park. Something pulled at me; premonition or subconscious or some meddling deity. It was the same pull that drew me to Adeline, violently and irrationally. The same thing that woke me up at night with images of her. It was the same pull that brought me to Colorado in the first place—the one that opened my eyes when I heard that Ray Lamontagne song that summer morning and convinced me to leave my life in New York. It was the pull that had become the guiding hand of my life, and I realized there, in that Dodge Intrepid in the woods off I-70, that in the end, it made the decisions for me. I hadn’t even tried to fight it, ever, because I hadn’t wanted to. I didn’t want to this time, either. I got out and opened the trunk again.

      This time, I slid the crate of smartphones all the way to the back of the trunk, then grabbed the handle on the pliable trunk bottom and yanked up. The pull told me to do it, and still I expected to find nothing. But I did. I did. The bottom came up easily, revealing the compact spare tire, tire jack, tire iron, and twenty small bricks of brown heroin neatly wrapped in cellophane.

      I closed the trunk instinctively and looked around, then pretended like I wasn’t looking around, on the off chance someone was watching me. I tried to play cool, failed miserably and sat on the ground, leaning against the trunk. Heroin. Even if I didn’t know exactly what it was yet, I got the gist. I knew enough. I was a drug smuggler. And I was in deep shit.

      I reopened the trunk again and rearranged the contents the best I could. I had to make it look normal. My hands were numb. My feet were numb. My head was light. I touched the brown packages as little as possible. Fingerprints. I remembered fingerprints halfway through stuffing them back where they came from, and halfheartedly wiped each package with my shirt.
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      After that, I entered into paralyzing fear. From the time I returned the car to the drop point, I expected to be caught. By the police, by Vince’s men, by Vince. According to the law, I wasn’t supposed to be smuggling drugs across the state, and according to my employer, I wasn’t supposed to know I was smuggling drugs across the state. They’d tricked me into moving drugs without knowing it, and now I’d committed numerous felonies. I pictured how the ignorance defense would play in a courtroom. Not well.

      I drove the car to that hidden property in the hills like normal, and there I expected to be caught. I waited, to be confronted or handcuffed or clubbed over the head. But there was nothing. I got in the car with the silent man, expecting him to pull off the road and shoot me in the head and dump my body in a drainage ditch. But he did not. He drove me back to my apartment as we listened to classic rock on low, like always. I expected someone to be waiting at my apartment. I expected someone to be there when I woke up. And so on. And so on. For a week.

      I stayed in my apartment, for the most part, and worried. I avoided open spaces if I could, even secluded ones; there were no hikes, no exploring. I didn’t go back to the coffee shop. I stayed by myself and looked over my shoulder, and thought. I worked through it in my head, trying to figure out what my next step should be. I thought about asking for advice, wondered who I could have asked, and mentally meandered through all my old relationships that I had either destroyed or that had dissolved through simple negligence. I felt very alone. I didn’t see Suzanne until she showed up unannounced one afternoon.

      “Thought you could use some company, soldier,” she said through the screen door, holding a six-pack. I invited her in.

      “You’ve been discreet,” she said.

      “What does that mean?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. Her voice was soft, unguarded. Not her normal flamboyance. “I haven’t seen you. No one’s seen you.”

      “No one? Who else do I see that often?”

      “No need to get defensive,” she said, and sat down on my loveseat. She opened two beers and I sat next to her. “How’s work?”

      It felt like a knife jabbed into my ribs. The conversation could not go there. I hadn’t figured out my plan of attack, and until I did, I couldn’t risk telling her. I wanted to tell her. I wanted to tell anyone. But she was still one of them, and I didn’t know how far it went.

      “Fine,” I said, and took a long gulp. “Slow right now. Nothing this week.”

      This was true, and only put me further on edge. There had been no runs since the night I found the heroin. I could not imagine a world in which this was a coincidence.

      “Something seems off,” she said.

      I shrugged.

      “Is everything okay, Julian?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you unhappy?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I’m trying to…figure out what I’m going to do.”

      “In what way?”

      “Like, how long I’m going to stay here.”

      She looked around. “In your apartment?”

      “No. Here. I might be leaving.”

      It was an idea I’d been kicking around for days; it struck me immediately after seeing the drugs and had stuck in my mind. It was the easiest solution to all this, and to most things. Cut and run. Bail. Grab a few belongings and jump in the car in the middle of the night or the middle of the day or whichever time would draw less attention, and head east. Back to New York or Boston or even Hanover, and put thousands of miles between myself and this mess. Just get away from it. Try to resurrect my old life or start a completely new one, either way. Figure it out when I got there.

      These were thoughts I had, and really, I should have acted on them. It would have been easiest.

      She sighed. “I didn’t know it was this bad.”

      “It’s not…bad,” I said, trying to avoid the real issue. “I’m just not sure if it’s going to work out for me. Here.”

      “And may I ask why?”

      “A few things.”

      “And they are?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing specific.”

      She took a drink and looked at the floor. “It’s me.”

      “No,” I said, “it’s not.”

      “I understand you trying to spare my feelings. Valiant.”

      “It really isn’t.”

      “I suppose I just don’t understand.”

      “Suzanne.”

      “How can it degenerate this quickly? In the beginning—recently—it was so good.”

      “Suzanne,” I said, “it really isn’t that.”

      “Have I not been giving you adequate space?”

      “Well, yes.”

      “Do you need it to continue?”

      “The space?”

      “Yes.”

      “Yeah, that would be nice.”

      She frowned. “I knew it.”

      “Knew what?”

      “That this was a precursor to the end of our relationship.”

      “What relationship?” I asked, louder and meaner than I should have.

      She stood up and put a hand on her chest. “How dare you?”

      “You’re kidding, right? You call this a relationship?”

      “And just what would you call it?”

      I threw my hands in the air. “Convenience? A fling? Those seem to sum it up.”

      That hurt her. I knew it right then, but didn’t care, at least not at the time. I didn’t have the energy to sugar coat it. Later, after everything that happened, I’d look back on these comments and feel a terrible amount of regret. But at that moment, I just needed to get rid of her.

      She stared at me and shook her head, and her eyes glassed over. I didn’t know she could cry. She didn’t, totally, but she got about as close as a person could without. She looked to her left, drank her beer quickly, threw the bottle on the floor, and left my apartment.

      For most of the night, I paced the floor and forced my brain into motion, making plans then poking holes and scrapping them. The easiest fix was to just leave, and it seemed no matter what maze my mind wandered through, each time it ended up at the same solution. I didn’t want to leave; the options were starting over again somewhere completely new, or—even less appealing—returning east with my tail between my legs. I liked the mountains, and I had fallen in love with the new, simple life I was making, until I opened that trunk.

      I drank four beers and tried with everything I had to rationalize a way to stay, but in the end my conditioning as an analyst took over and I could not ignore the mountains of risk associated with each solution. I had to leave. It was the only way. I decided this three times, the first two backing out in a hopeful effort to find another route. But the third time I accepted it: I would have to leave. It was the only realistic option, and it is what I fully intended to do.

      Around 11 p.m., just after moving to the more specific stages of plan-making, and pulling my duffel bag out from under the bed, my phone buzzed. A text. From Suzanne, I assumed. I sighed and walked to the dresser, where it sat.

      Are you home? it read. It was from an unknown phone number. It was not from Suzanne.

      Who is this? I responded. I waited a minute and threw a few socks into the duffel bag, when the phone buzzed again.

      Adeline, it read.

      I stared at the phone in my hand.

      How did you get my number? I wrote.

      Like it’s hard. Are you home.

      Yes.

      Three minutes passed between my response and her next text. It felt like thirty. I wondered if she did it on purpose.

      Can I come over?

      The questions again. Hundreds of them now, swirling somewhere semiconscious but never making their way to the action part of my brain. I thought of possible responses. I must have gone through a hundred. But in the end, there was only one.

      Yes.
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      She was drunk when she arrived, that much was certain. She stumbled up the stairs and knocked loudly on the door.

      “Hi,” I said when I opened it. Her beauty and charm put me on edge, and the prospect of her visiting my apartment after dark made my stomach contort. But it was more than that. She was one of them; not embedded in the movement of drugs from what I could tell, but close enough to those who were. If Vince knew what I knew, chances were, she knew too.

      It was stupid to invite her in. It was stupid to even engage her—she could be setting me up for something. I thought about this between the time I told her to come over and the time she showed up. Paranoia, I told myself, it’s just paranoia. But that wasn’t totally true. I should have just left the text message unanswered.

      I didn’t, though. I answered it. I couldn’t not answer it. It was Adeline.

      Her eyes were bloodshot. She wore tight jeans, a fitted flannel shirt, and a smile. I smelled cigarettes and booze.

      “Hi,” she responded.

      “Did you drive here?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      I eyed her. “How did you know where I live?”

      She giggled. “Aren’t you going to invite me in?”

      I stepped to the side and motioned her in. “Do you want a drink?” I asked.

      “That would be great,” she said, and walked to the refrigerator. She wasn’t slurring or stumbling.

      “How did you know where I live?” I repeated.

      She took her time and selected two pale ales from the refrigerator, then walked toward me. She twisted the tops of both and handed me one. Still no response. I tilted my head and squinted my eyes. Waiting.

      “You really think it’s a secret where anyone lives?” she said finally.

      “No,” I conceded. “But…you didn’t have my phone number or my address, far as I know, and now magically you have both.”

      She shrugged. “I have my ways.”

      I had more questions, and I was going to ask them. I started to, pressing her on what her “ways” were, exactly, but she stopped me. She stopped me because she knew she could, and so did I.

      “Shhhh,” she said, putting a long, slender finger over my lips. Her touch made my skin tingle. “No more talking.” And then she kissed me for the first time.
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      In the morning she slept. The sky was clear as usual, the sunshine rousing me just after seven. I made a pot of coffee and waited for her to wake up, but she didn’t. She lay on her side and slept, her breathing rhythmic, her face and hair still perfect. There was no morning slump for her, and this did not surprise me.

      With a mug of coffee, I sat on the edge of the bed, and she rolled over and smiled.

      “Good morning,” she said without a yawn.

      “Good morning,” I said. She put her arms around me like we were old lovers.

      “Why did you come here last night?” I asked after a long silence.

      She paused, then looked up and answered. “I wanted to be with you.”

      “Is that all?”

      “What else would there be?”

      I nodded and left it at that.

      She stayed for a cup of coffee. She did not scurry off like a drunken mistake. It put me on edge, her being in my apartment in the light of day, but she didn’t seem bothered by it, and I wasn’t going to tell her to leave.

      “What do you do?” I asked her.

      “Whatever I want,” she said, and flashed her smile.

      I would have pressed anyone else. But not her.

      And she was in my apartment. And she belonged to my boss. And he smuggled heroin. And all of the things associated with it. It was problematic.

      “I probably don’t need to say this,” I said when she was leaving, “but this should just stay between us.”

      She smiled and kissed me. “Julian, this doesn’t have to scare you. It’s not like I need to ask permission for anything. I’m my own woman.”

      “Certainly. But you’re also Vince’s girlfriend, correct?”

      “Yes, but I’m not his property.”

      “I understand,” I said. “But I’d appreciate if you wouldn’t say anything. For me.”

      She touched my face. “You don’t need to worry.” And she left.

      Soon after, my phone buzzed. It was Damon. We had a run.

      These odd coincidences piled up, coming one after another without a break. There wasn’t time to think, to sleep on decisions, to deliberately determine where my path would go. Instead, the path led me.

      I still had a partially full duffel bag by my bed. I could hop in my Explorer and drive to Denver in a few hours, and figure out the next step once I got there. But this was hardly a consideration this time. Her scent was still on me, her spell was over me, and I couldn’t imagine not seeing her again.

      I would not be leaving. I was a Dartmouth grad and a Wall Street swinging dick. These were mountain people, and I could beat them. The old competitive streak that had propelled me though high school, then college, then the job market, suddenly reared its head. It had been dormant for months, successfully suppressed and ignored since my trip west. But it was back. I was something, he was nothing. The thought came on like a fit of anger. I could beat him.
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      Damon picked me up at my apartment at the usual time, and I told him.

      “It was heroin; I’m sure of it,” I said as the car rolled west down I-70. It was a risk, but I had to take it.

      He had a look on his face; glazed over eyes and sweat forming on his temples. I watched him closely as I told him, to try and pick up cues. If he knew about it, he would have a tell. A twitch, fake bewilderment, something. So I watched him closely, to see if I could identify these things. I couldn’t. He was the one I trusted the most; we had become friends, even if only out of convenience, and when he told me he didn’t know the exact contents of what we were hauling, I believed him. He seemed credible. It was a stupid thing to do, to tell him like that. For all I knew he would immediately call the boss once I got out of the car and I would be dead before morning. But I took the leap. I needed an ally.

      “There’s no way,” he said, eyes wide and fixed on the road.

      “Is it really that hard to believe?” I asked. “Look at the facts: they purposely keep the cargo a secret. They pay us way more than they should to drive a car for a few hours. If Vince was hauling normal freight, wouldn’t it be in semis or something? We drive sedans and pickups.”

      He shook his head. “Shit man. Shit. Shit. Shit.”

      “I know,” I said.

      “Fuck. There’s no way.”

      “There is. It doesn’t take that big a mental leap, when you think about it.”

      “Listen man,” he said, putting a hand on his head. “I’m not as smart as you man, alright? Big east coast stockbroker and all that. I’m from Leadville, man. I don’t think about shit the way you do.” His voice rose. It was sinking in.

      “I thought you were from Arizona.”

      He shook his head. “Born there, yeah. But I grew up in Leadville. I’m a mountain boy, that’s it.”

      “It’s not that I’m smarter,” I said. “You just didn’t think about it. I’m more nosy, I guess.”

      He shook his head. “No man. That ain’t true at all. Fuck. How could I be so stupid?” he yelled.

      “Thinking that way won’t help us,” I said. “We’re both in this. We have to figure out what to do.”

      “Fuck,” he said again, and shook his head. “Are you sure?”

      “Positive.”

      “You don’t think,” he said, pausing to look around the car, then lowering his voice, “you don’t think the car is…like…bugged?”

      He exited and parked on the side of a frontage road, and we both got out.

      For ten minutes we both searched the inside of his car, neither of us knowing what we were looking for. We looked under seats, beneath the floor mats and on the roof. He emptied the glove box. I ran my hands along the door jambs and trim, feeling for signs of foul play. There was nothing.

      We gave up and rode in silence the rest of the way. When we reached our destination, we got out and stood in the dim light of that industrial warehouse district. He looked at me, confused, waiting for me to figure out how to get out of this mess. An Oldsmobile Cutlass and a Chevy Malibu sat parked a few spots down, waiting for us. Mocking us. Damon looked at the cars, then back at me.

      “Here’s the plan,” I said, and made it up on the spot.

      We would get in the cars and drive east like usual, because they could be watching. We would drive—Damon following close behind me—until we reached the spot I’d pulled off and parked last time. There, we’d open the trunk of his car and examine the contents. This would alleviate any lingering doubts he might have about my story, and seal his allegiance to me. Then we would complete the run like normal, and regroup the next day to work out a long-term plan. At this point, we were knowingly committing a felony, but I didn’t see another viable option. We couldn’t abandon the run without risking a disastrous backlash from the management, the nature of which I did not know and did not want to find out. Furthermore, we had both committed this felony numerous times—me, dozens, him, hundreds, probably. Legally, we were so far up shit creek already, a few more strokes of the paddle wouldn’t make much difference.

      This plan—though hastily arranged and moderately risky, with us diverting from our route and snooping through the trunks—went fine, at least the part we discussed. Damon followed me down I-70 until the exit and frontage road, which the memory was still fresh enough to find easily. I checked my mirrors often. My hands began to sweat when we turned down the dirt road, now deep in the woods. I imagined he was on edge as well.

      The contents of the first trunk were eerily similar. It still baffled me they weren’t locked, but once again I pressed the trunk release button and it popped open, flooding light into the darkness of the mountain night. I instructed Damon to do the same, and we peered into the trunk of his Malibu.

      “Speakers,” Damon said, motioning toward the scattered boxes that lined the bottom of the trunk. Probably two dozen of them; small, desk-sized speakers.

      “It’s always electronics on top,” I said as I shoved them to the edges, clearing a space in the trunk. I found the handle for the spare tire compartment—placed a foot from the last car I’d driven—and pulled up.

      Spare tire. Car jack. Tire iron. Brown heroin. Bricks of it.

      Damon needed a minute. He paced around and came to terms with the fact that he was a felon, facing decades in federal prison if caught, ignorance be damned.

      When he was ready to go, I patted him on the shoulder and assured him we’d figure out a way out of this, as if I had some master plan. I did not, of course. We got in the cars again and took off, me in front, him in the rear.

      When I saw the flashing lights, it was like a dream. We were no more than ten miles down the freeway from where we’d pulled off when my rearview mirror lit up with a maelstrom of blues and reds and whites. I was numb immediately, filled with the sinking feeling of impossibility. This could not be happening. There was a police officer behind me, and he was going to pull someone over.

      I glanced down at my speedometer. Eleven miles per hour over the limit; my speed had crept up to try to make up time lost by stopping. That stupid. Stupid.

      Stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid

      The lights got brighter and I slowed down, at once resigned to the fact that I’d been caught and fabricating flowery scenarios in which I wouldn’t get caught. I pulled to the right shoulder and realized he was pulling over someone behind me. The police officer with the flashing lights was pulling over another car, and not mine. My heart leapt.

      It was Damon. My heart sunk.

      My car now idling on the shoulder, I saw clearly in my rearview that it was Damon. The officer’s spotlight shone brightly on the Malibu, illuminating its burgundy paint job.

      He was screwed. Or he wasn’t. From an outsider’s perspective, there was nothing to indicate Damon’s car held thousands of dollars worth of heroin. Unless the officer had a dog, there was no way to tell. Perhaps it would be a routine speeding ticket. Perhaps Damon would play it cool, be polite, crack a whimsical joke, and send the officer on his way.

      Perhaps.

      I got back on the highway and drove. It was all I could do—sticking around would only raise suspicion. I carefully stayed under the speed limit until I reached the drop point, where I waited for Damon.
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      He never made it. I waited for an hour, insisting to the handler he would show up any minute. They got agitated, those faceless individuals who received the cars at that shadowy location in the hills, then the handler drove me home. They were always stoic and mute, going about their business with focused intention, but that night, they were agitated. They asked me questions that bordered on interrogations. Where was he? What happened? Was I involved? They were not used to things going awry.

      Initially I considered lying to them, telling them I didn’t know anything, but I thought better of it. If he was really in trouble, they might be able to help. Vince might be able to use his influence somehow, and make this go away. So I told them about Damon getting stopped, and that was when they started freaking out. A young, skinny guy put his finger in my chest. Another man dialed his cell phone and walked into the shadows. This was not normal.

      Eventually they took me home. I wanted to wait—he would be there any minute, I said—but they insisted. Whatever the problem ended up being, there was nothing I could do to help. A blonde man—who looked no older than twenty—drove me to my apartment in silence. I slept two hours, unable to get the image of those flashing lights out of my head. Then, around 3 a.m., Damon called.

      He was in jail, and he was frantic.

      “Just what in the fuck am I supposed to do?” he asked me, breathing hard into the phone and trying unsuccessfully to keep his voice down. “I’m fucked. I’m so fucked.”

      “Ok, calm down,” I said.

      “Seriously dude, fuck.”

      “Alright,” I said. “Okay. What happened?”

      “Well…fuck. The dude pulled me over. Asked if I knew why he did, but I can hardly even talk straight ‘cause I’m freakin’ out so much. I’m all sweaty and twitchy and shit, ya know? ‘Cause I know I just need to be cool and everything’ll be fine, but I was still jacked from seeing that shit in the trunk or whatever, so I was all messed up before he pulled me over. Then when he did…man, when I saw them blue lights, I just freaked. So I’m tryin’ to answer his question, but dude can obviously tell somethin’ ain’t right. So he talks to me a little more, tells me I was speeding. Meanwhile I can’t do nothin’ but nod. That’s it: just noddin’ along. So he tells me to get out of the car, and that’s when I knew I was fucked.”

      “Okay.”

      “Yeah so I get out, can barely balance to stay up ‘cause my head’s so messed up. He looks around a little, shines his flashlight into the windows and shit, asks whose car it is.”

      “What did you tell him?”

      “Told him it was a friend’s. Told him I was driving to meet him, in Frisco. Just made some shit up. He says okay, can he look in the trunk? And that was like…that was like a knife into my side or something. But I tell him yeah.”

      “You told him yes?”

      “Yeah! The hell was I supposed to do? Tell him no?”

      “Yes!”

      “Jesus, Julian, I didn’t fuckin’ know what to do. I figured dude would arrest me on the spot if I told him no.”

      I sighed. “Alright. So what happened?”

      “I’m like, listen, my dad always taught me, you get pulled over by the cops, you just go along with what they say. You just be polite, say ‘yes, sir,’ do what they ask, and you’ll be alright. So man, that’s what I was tryin’ to do. I tell the dude yeah, you can look in the trunk, ain’t no problem, figurin’ maybe he’ll just see the speakers and say alright. But right when I pop the trunk, another cop pulls up, this one even meaner. He sees the speakers, then they pull up the bottom. And I’m like, fuck, man, my life is over.”

      There was a pause.

      “So they found it?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” he said, “they found it. And they were like, total dicks about it, too.”

      “So they cuff you,” I said.

      “Yeah.”

      “And they drive you to jail.”

      “Yeah.”

      “And then what.”

      He inhaled loudly. “Then I tried to explain myself.”

      My head sunk. Fucked indeed.

      “You told them what, exactly?”

      He inhaled again. “Told ‘em the truth, sorta. Told ‘em I didn’t know that shit was back there, which up until today was true.”

      “And when they asked for the name of your friend, who owned the car?”

      “I didn’t give ‘em no names. I ain’t real smart, but I know I’m not supposed to tell ‘em that. So that’s when they got pissed, when I wouldn’t give ‘em names. And now I’m in a cell, and this is my phone call.”

      “You didn’t name anyone?”

      “No, dude, no one. Don’t worry, you ain’t involved at all.”

      “That’s not what I’m worried about,” I said.

      “Yeah, whatever.”

      There was a long pause.

      “Julian,” he said, “you’re a smart dude. I’m countin’ on ya here. What am I supposed to do?”

      I thought quickly. “We need to get you a lawyer.”

      “Alright. How do we do that?”

      “Did they read you your rights?”

      “My rights?”

      “Yeah. Miranda rights. ‘You have the right to remain silent.’ That shit.”

      “Yeah, they did that.”

      “When?”

      “Right when they cuffed me. Outside the car.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Is that bad?”

      “No, just…you need a lawyer. Alright, when this call is over, next thing you do, before they ask you any more questions, you tell them you want a lawyer. They you don’t say shit until one gets there, alright?”

      “Alright.”

      “Not a damn word.”

      “Got it.”

      “I’m gonna make some calls. You sit tight until you hear from me again. If they try to ask you questions, just keep telling them you want to talk to a lawyer.”

      “Cool.”

      “It’s gonna be fine.”

      “Alright.”
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      It was early morning by the time I got a hold of Vince. The sun came through my blinds, and a thin layer of frost melted down my window. Outside I heard a crow call echo through the trees.

      Initially I texted Suzanne to get Vince’s number. She didn’t respond, which was understandable; it was late, she was probably sleeping. I then called her, twice, to no answer as well. Eventually I worked up the courage and sent Adeline a text, not because I wanted to—at all—but because it was the only real option if I was to get in touch with him. Surprisingly, she did respond, and didn’t question why I needed to speak with him so urgently. She simply relayed his number. I tried him five times and nothing. Hours passed and I paced the room, trying every 15 minutes. A pot of coffee sat warming in the kitchen when the call came in.

      “Hello Julian.” The voice was firm and clear.

      “Vince,” I said, my hands shaking and my voice erratic. I’d been drinking coffee for hours. “Damon got in trouble.”

      “Yes, I heard.”

      I stopped pacing. “You did?”

      “Yes. Busted for speeding, I believe.”

      “Well, yeah…but…they arrested him. He’s in jail.”

      “Indeed. Unfortunately these local police can be quite disagreeable.”

      I waited for more of an explanation, and received none.

      “Well…we have to get him out.”

      Vince chuckled. “I appreciate your concern, Julian. And I imagine Damon does too. But not to worry; I have it taken care of.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes. I’ve handled the situation.”

      I looked around the room. “So Damon’s fine?”

      “Of course. It was just a routine traffic stop, remember?”

      I nodded. “Of course.”

      “I have to run, Julian. Glad we could clear this up.” He hung up.

      Taken care of. So Damon was out?

      I spent the day calling Damon’s cell phone every thirty minutes and being sent straight to voicemail. If he was out, his phone was still off. This continued until 3 p.m., my self-imposed cutoff time, when I called the jail and asked about him. They told me they couldn’t give out inmate information over the phone. So I drove there.

      Eagle County Jail. Another stupid decision. Showing my face and giving my name to the people who arrested Damon for committing the same crime I’d committed, with him, that night. Dumb. But I needed to do something. Bad decisions weren’t affecting me like they used to anymore. I had decided there wasn’t always a good decision and a bad decision, a right way and a wrong way. Sometimes there were only wrong ways, and you just had to pick one.

      The drive took an hour and I walked right in. The jail was tiny, connected to the larger Eagle County Police Department. I wasn’t nervous, but I figured I was out of nerves. It was easy; there was a small, bland reception area through the front door, just like a normal office. The only difference was the receptionist; a young man in uniform stood behind the front desk, fit and straight-standing, short blonde hair neatly pushed to one side. He was fresh off the assembly line.

      “Hi,” I said, approaching, “I need to ask for information on an…inmate.”

      “Sure,” he said, bright smile and glowing cheeks. “What’s the name?”

      “Damon Peters.”

      He clicked around on a computer and frowned.

      “Can you spell it?” he asked.

      I did. He frowned again.

      “Problem?” I asked.

      “Not showing up in our system.”

      “Ok. Well can you tell me when he was released?”

      “No,” he said, looking up at me, “that means he’s never been here.”

      I wiped my hands on my jeans. “Huh.”

      “You sure you’re at the right jail?”

      “Eagle County?” I asked.

      “Yep.”

      “Maybe…maybe he was never formally arrested.”

      He shook his head. “Shouldn’t matter. Anyone comes through those doors, they go in the system. Long as they’re charged with something, I mean. Not people like you.”

      “Right,” I said. “Is there anyone else I could talk to?”

      “You could,” he said, “but it wouldn’t do you any good. They’re lookin’ at the same screen I am.”

      I said nothing and processed the information.

      “You want me to call the guys over at Summit County?” he asked. “Could’ve been just a simple mix up.”

      “No,” I said, “thanks.” I knew I was at the right place. I left through the front door.

      In the parking lot, I tried Damon’s cell phone again. Straight to voicemail. Expected. Something was off, again. I’d been right about the drugs, and I was right about this. I knew it. I didn’t trust a single damn person.

      I zipped up my fleece and walked to my car. The parking lot was nearly empty; not a lot of action on a weekday afternoon at the Eagle County Police Department & Jail. The tree leaves shook in the gentle breeze, most already having turned striking reds and yellows, and many falling to the ground.

      On my drive back through the canyon, I was reminded of the beauty of this place. Those autumn colors lined the highway underneath a deep blue sky, like some desktop wallpaper. There was a heart to the Rockies, a crisp earnestness, a far-off wonder. And now there was an infection in it, something that started small and innocuous but grew dangerous. Something I should have caught earlier, but I didn’t want to catch. And now I would have to treat it, because it was inside me. I had let it get out of hand, and now I had to be careful, and I had to treat it.

      I was tired, physically and mentally. My mind was exhausted. I felt like a wet animal outside in the cold. I was out of worry, and out of fear. I didn’t give a shit. I called Vince, and the son of a bitch actually answered.

      He sighed and greeted me. “Hello again.”

      “Vince. Listen. Okay, just listen to me for a minute. Something is off. Something is fucked up. And I don’t know what’s going on, but it isn’t okay. It isn’t.”

      “What’s wrong, Julian?”

      “Damon,” I said, and then I told him what I knew. Told him about the jail and the database and everything, how it didn’t add up. He let me speak without interrupting, and when I was finished, he invited me to his home.

      “We shouldn’t discuss this over the phone,” he said.

      “Why not?”

      “There are things I can tell you, Julian. I probably should tell you. And I probably should have in the first place. Come up this evening, and we’ll hash it out. I promise you, it will make sense then.”

      I told him I’d be there in an hour.

      A quick stop at my apartment and a change of clothes, and I was on the road again, gaining elevation. Before I walked out my front door, I surveyed my apartment. I looked at the half-filled duffel bag, still sticking out from under my bed. I considered taking it. Having a go-bag ready, just in case things went sideways. I was tired, but I was still alert. I shook my head, and grabbed the three-inch camping switchblade off the kitchen counter and stuffed it in my pocket. I knew it was silly, but it put me at ease, at least a little.
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      At the door of Vince’s mountain chateau, I raised my hand to knock, but before I could the door swung open. It was Adeline.

      “Come in,” she said with a smile. She wore a loose, stylish wool shawl and form-fitting jeans. My adrenaline, already running, spiked when she spoke. I hadn’t seen her since she’d left my apartment. She stood in the doorway and beckoned me inside, wry and knowing, in control. Always in control.

      I kept my gaze at eye-level and followed her inside. It struck me as I entered the house that I hadn’t seen her and Vince in the same place since the night I met her. She grazed my shoulder with her hand, and I pulled away.

      “Vince is in his office,” she said. “I’ll walk you down there.”

      We walked through the living room and down the hallway, to his office at the end. He sat behind his desk when I entered, just like last time, and smiled when he saw me.

      “Thank you, Adeline,” he said, and she left us alone. She brushed my side as she walked away.

      Vince motioned for me to join him. I sat down across from him, just as I did the last time. This time, he drank coffee. He offered me and I declined.

      “You’re spooked,” he said to me. “I understand that.” His demeanor was kind, authentic. He smiled honestly. His gaze was soft. Different from before. He was a powerful man, able to flip a switch and convey whatever he wanted. I almost trusted him.

      “Well,” I said, “it’s concerning.” I made a promise to myself on the drive up to avoid hyperbole, or extremes in the conversation. Downplaying would be best. “Damon gets arrested, and calls me from jail. And then hours later, he’s gone, and they have no record of him. Just doesn’t add up.”

      “I see,” he said.

      “And I know I’m not supposed to ask too many questions and mind my own business and all that. But it’s kind of becoming my business. He was the guy I always worked with, and now I don’t know where he is. And if something like this can happen to him, why can’t it happen to me, you know?”

      “Right,” Vince said. He sipped his coffee. “Let me do my best to explain the situation to you, because I owe you that.”

      “I’d appreciate it,” I said.

      “First, I apologize for the stress all this has put you through. You didn’t deserve it, and it should not have happened.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Now, Damon was pulled over for speeding and arrested last evening. As I understand it, you were near when it happened.”

      “I was,” I said.

      “The police took him into custody, and I was immediately notified. Believe it or not, this is not the first time one of our drivers has had a run-in with the police. The I-70 corridor is very sensitive. So I got in touch with my contacts on the police force, and worked out a deal to get Damon out of jail. Very simple. This is a procedure we’ve used multiple times now.”

      “So, you…paid them off?”

      He smiled. “Julian, I’m sure you can appreciate that while I want to be as forthcoming with you as possible, there are certain nuances on which I cannot go in to specific detail. This is one of those nuances. I can tell you that ‘paid off’ is not the accurate way of describing it.”

      “Okay, so you somehow just talked to the cops and they let him out of jail.”

      “I’ve been working in these mountains for a long time,” he said, the smile fading temporarily. “I have considerable influence around here. That affords certain luxuries.”

      “Alright,” I said, “good enough. So where is Damon now?”

      “Now?” Vince looked at his watch. Rolex. His smile returned. “I can’t know exactly, but on a highway somewhere, far from here.”

      “Far from here.”

      “Yes. Damon’s on his way to Phoenix. He has family there. As part of the…agreement I’ve brokered, he needs to be out of Colorado.”

      “Temporarily?”

      Vince shook his head. “Damon will not be working with us anymore. An unfortunate necessity to make the arrest go away, but an easy decision to make.”

      I nodded. “Which is why his phone isn’t working.”

      “Correct.”

      “And why it won’t work.”

      “Correct. He’ll get a new number, but none of us will know what it is. We’ve seen the last of him.”

      Quick, surgical, and heavy-handed. But a no-brainer.

      “Makes sense,” I said.

      “I’m glad.”

      “Here’s the thing though: why was he even arrested?”

      Vince smiled and took a sip of coffee, his large hand engulfing the cup. “Ah yes,” he said. “And we arrive here.”

      “That’s kind of an important part, no?”

      Vince thought about it and shook his head. “No. Not for our purposes.”

      “I disagree.”

      “It’s not important,” he said, “because you already know the answer.”

      And there was the sweat. And the adrenaline. And the clammy palms and the increased heart rate. Time and time I thought I was out of these things, that the tank was empty, and each time they returned.

      I said nothing, and felt for my knife.

      “You know we aren’t just hauling electronics in those trunks, Julian. And I know that you know, and I would venture a guess that you know that I know that you know.”

      I did not know that he knew that I knew.

      “Heroin,” I said with a dry mouth. It was poker, we had both placed our bets, and I had laid my cards down on the table.

      He nodded and looked at the table. “Mostly. And now we reach the part in which I owe you a second apology, for willfully deceiving you about the contents of those cars. I do it to all of my drivers for reasons you can probably understand. But most of my drivers are average in intellect, and do not run the risk of putting themselves in harmful positions by inquiring and investigating. You of course are not this way, which I knew when I brought you in and which was also the reason I had a plan for you.”

      “A plan?” I tried to swallow but could not.

      “But that’s neither here nor there, at least not now,” he said with a wave of his hand. “Now I must tell you I’m sorry I deceived you, but what’s done is done. The two of us must handle the situation presented to us.”

      “How did you know…I knew?” I asked.

      He waved his hand again. “Please. If I can get a narcotic trafficking charge completely removed with no legal maneuvering, I think I can monitor my own operation.”

      I nodded.

      “But now,” he said, “we must be very careful about what happens next.”

      “I think I should leave,” I said, probably too quickly. “Just quit the job altogether. It’s probably the best solution. I could even leave the area if you think it’s necessary. It’s…you know, it’s compromised.”

      He frowned and shook his head. “I’m afraid that’s not a possibility.”

      “Which part?”

      “Any of it.” He waved his hand. “You see, I understand why you’d like to just cut ties. From your perspective, that would be the best solution. But you and I are in this together now, like it or not, and we must find a solution that works for both of us. You up and leaving, unfortunately, does not work for me.”

      “I’m sure you can find plenty of other qualified candidates to drive a car from Grand Junction to Summit County.”

      “Of course,” he said. “But the matter doesn’t simply end there. Your knowledge of my operation puts me in a problematic position.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Do I really need to connect the dots for you, Julian? You were a stockbroker in a previous life.”

      I inhaled deeply. “So your saying you’re afraid if I leave the operation, I’ll go to the police.”

      “The police, a friend who will go to the police, a family member. There are just too many inherent risks.”

      “I see,” I said.

      “It’s unfortunate,” he said.

      “But if I wanted to go to the police, wouldn’t I have done it by now? Why does it matter if I’m working for you or not?”

      Vince took a sip of coffee and smiled. “He won’t stop until he has all the answers. No stone unturned!” He raised his fist in mock jubilation. “For one, you’ll be engaging in the same activities as me. You implicate me, you implicate yourself. Two, I’ll just say it’s easier to control the things that are under your umbrella. I’m sure you can appreciate that.”

      I didn’t understand the last statement, totally, which was his intention. A vague threat is an effective threat.

      “So,” he said, “this is the situation in which we find ourselves. Unfortunate, certainly not ideal for either party, but necessary for the time being. We’ll continue on as we have been, for the immediate future.”

      “And then what? How long is the immediate future? How long does this have to go on?”

      He shrugged. “Until you and I repair the trust between us. And once that happens, we’ll decide how to proceed.”

      Repair the trust. Right.

      “In the meantime,” he said, “I’d like to move things forward on the right foot. No more secrets. And please, let me take you to dinner. The two of us, and our women.”

      And our women. As soon as he said it, the sweat came back.

      “Sounds nice,” I said, “but I’m not sure. Suzanne’s not exactly my woman.”

      He waved his hand. “Understood. Labels aren’t important. But knowing Suzanne, I’m sure she’d enjoy a private table at the Otter Ridge Steak Room.”

      “She’s not too happy with me right now.”

      Vince leaned forward, smirked, and motioned toward the living room. “She’s happy with me about once a season.”

      We both shared a laugh, and in that moment, if only briefly, we were nothing but buds. A couple of guys, talking women troubles, relating to one another. It was fleeting, but it was real. And it was dangerous.

      As we chuckled, Vince began showing me out.

      “I’ll make a reservation,” he said. “Tomorrow night. The women will love it.”

      He patted me on the back, and I felt myself slipping into his warm, comfortable incubator. I felt it, engrossing my body like a shot of morphine. I could give in. I could play the game. I could be one of the guys. And one day, before long, I could be his apprentice, or better. It could be easy; I could just keep making runs, working a handful of hours a week and making good money, and spending the rest of the time doing whatever the fuck I wanted. It could be easy. I could just keep doing it, keep playing the game, keep not saying anything, until the money grew and so did my influence. I could be him. I could have her. It could be easy.

      It flowed through my veins and warmed me, all in seconds. I understood. I understood everything he wanted me to understand, and nothing more. I was smart and strong but so was he, and so were wealth and power. They were slick bastards, and they’d taken better men than me.

      He walked me to the door of his office, and the pull came back. It came suddenly, just like that morning in New York when Ray Lamontagne sung on the radio. It arrested my thoughts, my feelings, instantly, and put an end to the warm embrace of wealth and power. It was like methadone to the heroin he injected into me.

      It told me to fight, while I still could.

      “You know,” I said, stopping in my tracks and turning toward him, “I could just do it anyway. I could just go to the police.” My voice was low and my eyes were narrow, and we stood in the doorway to the hall. I needed to show strength. The tone in the room turned easily.

      He didn’t look concerned, at least not right away.

      “You could,” he said. “And tell them what?”

      “Everything. Show up at the station and tell them what happened. Tell them you set me up. Make it my word against yours.”

      “And who,” he asked, “do you expect them to believe? A New Yorker they’ve never met? Or a man they’ve worked with for a decade?”

      I shrugged. He was right, but I couldn’t show it. “Stranger things have happened.”

      He stepped toward me and grabbed the front of my shirt, the first time he’d put his hands on me. His eyes stared into mine and his voice lowered, almost to a whisper.

      “You’d be dead before you reached the station.”

      He let go and I exhaled. We stared each other down.

      “Don’t be stupid,” he said. “I’m offering you a generous compromise, one you’d be wise to take. The last thing you want to do in these mountains is fuck with me.”

      He patted my back again and led me through the doorway.

      “Tomorrow night, eight o’clock,” he said. “I’ll see you both there.”
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      The Otter Ridge Steak Room was an opulent affair; a cozy log building the size of a home, nestled into the side of the mountains. The main dining room held no more than a dozen tables. Our table was in a small private room at the far side of the building, filled with lit candles and smells of pine and basil. The lighting was dim, the mood intimate. Our table sat beside a large window displaying a view of downtown Otter Ridge below. The lights of Main Street burned bright in the cool autumn night.

      The ambiance was welcoming; the mood at the table was not.

      By the time I convinced Suzanne to join me for dinner, she had calmed to a point that was manageable. I thought she would be fine in front of Vince and Adeline. I was wrong.

      “Come with me tonight,” I’d pleaded to her, holding her hand between mine in her apartment living room. “Please. I need you.”

      “You’ve made it quite clear that you don’t,” she said, yanking her hand away.

      “We can talk about it after. I promise. We’ll talk about everything.”

      She said nothing.

      “It’s a free dinner and cocktails at this nice restaurant. Would it be so bad?”

      “Depends on the company.”

      “Vince and Adeline are your friends. They were your friends before they were my friends. You like them.”

      “Perhaps I don’t like you,” she said, and shrugged.

      The conversation continued like this for twenty minutes until she finally softened and agreed to go. We would dress up, eat dinner, and have a nice time, and afterward we would talk things through. I really did need her.

      On the drive to dinner, me in a sport coat and her in a red dress and doused in perfume, the trouble began. I will never understand how this happened, or why. But she somehow got the notion I’d slept with another woman, despite the fact that there were virtually no signs. It’s as if she smelled it on me.

      “You’re different,” she said, glaring.

      “In what way?” I asked. I’d never been particularly good at lying.

      “You’re full of shit.”

      And it continued like that, until she accused me of cheating on her. There was the fact that she and I had never verbally defined any sort of relationship, and therefore cheating was impossible, but I didn’t dare bring it up. When we pulled up to the restaurant, she was resting her head on her hand, which was resting on the passenger side window.

      “You’re unbelievable,” she said. “Damn unbelievable.”

      “We’ve established there’s zero basis for what you’re accusing me of,” I said.

      “There doesn’t need to be. You ooze infidelity.”

      I put the car in park in the small, secluded lot, and looked at her.

      “Could you just be cool?” I asked. “You sound insane.”

      She shook her head. “You would think of it that way.”

      I sighed. “You have no idea how insane you sound.”

      “Fuck off.”

      “Listen!” I yelled. “Could we just table this shit? Could you just relax for an hour? Would you mind putting off your delusions and accusations for that long, and just have dinner with your friends?”

      She shook her head and said nothing.

      “Hey, you haven’t heard from Damon, have you?” I asked.

      She scoffed and opened the car door. I followed her inside.

      For thirty-two minutes, everything was fine. We entered, her slightly in front, and were led to the table where Vince and Adeline already sat. They greeted us warmly, and we responded in kind. For thirty-two minutes, Suzanne acted normally; wordy and cosmic. Thankful for the invite. We both thanked them. The couples sat across from one another. Vince spoke and Adeline smiled. We listened and laughed when appropriate. Cocktails were served, menus were offered and declined. Vince would order for the table. For thirty-two minutes, the mood was bright, and I had nearly forgotten I was being blackmailed by one of them and had slept with two of them and was in considerable danger because of all three.

      We spoke of frivolous matters; of changing seasons and food and music and recreation. We did not discuss work or relationships.

      “I still remember your set here,” Vince said to Suzanne.

      “You sang here?” I asked.

      She looked down and suppressed as smile. “It was a long time ago.”

      “It was fantastic,” Vince said.

      “It was,” Adeline agreed.

      “Swanky place,” I said.

      “There was a time,” Vince said, “when Suzanne sang at least once a week in the valley. Always the classiest spots.”

      It went on like this for thirty-two minutes, cordial and flattering and almost fun. The second round of drinks were served and the food was ordered—steaks for the men and seafood for the women. We talked and laughed and I didn’t think of the perils of my situation. I didn’t think of smuggling heroin. I didn’t think of Vince’s words, which hung in the air when they said them and kept me awake that night.

      You’d be dead before you reached the station.

      I didn’t think about it. For thirty-two minutes I drank martinis and ate beef tartare and didn’t think about it.

      It started with Adeline. She sat across from me, and yet I hadn’t been worried about anything going wrong with her; I’d been focused on the one to my left. Adeline gave me eyes when we sat down, and again when she took a drink of her martini. That didn’t matter; no one saw. She brushed my shoulder once when she excused herself to use the restroom. That didn’t matter. She laughed at most everything I said, and winked at me once. That didn’t matter. None of this mattered, because neither Suzanne nor Vince saw it, and because I ignored it. I wanted to stare at her and yell—Cut that shit out!—every time she made contact. But I couldn’t. I just had to get through the dinner. And for thirty-two minutes I did.

      In the thirty-third minute, Adeline touched my foot with hers beneath the table, and this time Suzanne saw it. It was a harmless, innocuous touch—less blatant than her other cues, could have even been an accident—but she saw it. She saw it, her face went blank, and she stared at me.

      She spoke eventually, but at first she just stared. Vince was telling a story about a party years ago, recounting a pot- and whiskey-fueled happenstance. He laughed, Adeline laughed along and so did I. Suzanne stared, but he kept talking.

      “You piece of shit,” she said, coldly looking straight into my eyes. “Are you serious?”

      “Excuse me?” I asked.

      Vince stopped his story. “Everything alright?” he said.

      “No,” she said, still looking at me. “Not at all.”

      Adeline said nothing. I said nothing. We stared at Suzanne and waited.

      Vince surveyed the situation, then cleared his throat. He’d seen behavior like this before.

      “Listen,” he started.

      “No,” Suzanne said, and raised a hand. “This doesn’t concern you.” She looked at Adeline, who wore a nervous smile, then back at me.

      “Actually,” Suzanne said, “perhaps it does.”

      Vince cleared his throat to speak again, but before he could, she started yelling.

      Bastard. Son of a bitch. Go to hell. All the classics, all out of virtually nowhere, all very loud. She yelled something at Adeline, too, but I couldn’t understand what it was. Something about a bitch. Her lovably eccentric demeanor was gone, and she just yelled, like a normal person. The fact that we were in a private room didn’t matter much; I could tell without looking the other patrons could hear it.

      “Suzanne,” I said, trying to calm her, “you’re acting crazy.”

      “Am I?” she shrieked. “Am I?”

      “What are you even talking about?” I asked.

      “Suzanne, honey,” Adeline said, “I don’t know what’s going on, but there’s no need to make a scene like this.”

      “Oh fuck you,” she said, finally lowering her voice.

      In the corner of her eye, I saw the beginning of a tear.

      “Fuck both of you,” she continued. “Fuck all three of you.”

      “Just what in the hell has gotten into you?” Vince asked in a hushed voice from across the table. He was becoming aggravated. His face reddened and he clenched his teeth. “You need to calm down.” He put extra emphasis on the last words, enunciating them slowly.

      At that moment, three waiters entered the room with our entrees. The conversation ceased. Suzanne held her tongue, but tipped back her martini and gulped the rest of it.

      “I’ll have another,” she said. “Ketel One, dirty.”

      A waiter acknowledged her and they served our plates. In front of me was a twelve-ounce filet and asparagus. It looked impressive and smelled delicious. I wouldn’t be able to appreciate it.

      “We’ll all have another round, actually,” Vince said, and the servers left to fetch the drinks.

      As soon as they left, she started again.

      Asshole. Whore. The words flew around the room and crashed into each other.

      “Did you know about this?” she asked in Vince’s direction.

      “Jesus, Suzanne. About what?”

      “Of course you don’t,” she said. “Why would you? You’ve never seen what’s beneath the surface. You never have.”

      She kept going, plowing straight ahead, spewing out half-sentences and disconnected thoughts that made little sense. It scared me, both the way she was acting and the fact that she knew the truth. She could ruin me. She could take me down right there. She was trying.

      I looked across the table at Adeline. She wore a blank expression, neither engaging nor concerned. Simply watching the train wreck. A spectator. When I caught her eye, she turned her head and, ever so slightly, winked at me. The woman actually winked at me. That was when I knew she was insane.

      The drinks arrived and the conversation again ceased. Uncomfortable silence hung in the air as the waiter placed martini glasses in front of each of us—mine next to my last drink, still half full.

      “You’re seriously that stupid?” Suzanne continued once they left. “These two…”—she pointed to Adeline and I—“…have been together. Intimately. They have us fooled.”

      Vince looked at her, then the two of us. His eyes narrowed, and for a moment he studied my face, and then hers. His eyes moved back and forth between us, like watching a tennis match. I should have said something, but all I could do was shake my head. My mouth was dry.

      He looked at us, back at Suzanne, and after far too long of silence, he tipped his head back and laughed. A deep, belly laugh, reserved for only the most humorous situations. He laughed for thirty seconds, and the rest of us watched. There was a nervous energy. The laughing was misplaced.

      “Oh Suzanne,” he said when it died down. “Oh Suzanne.”

      Vince rocked forward in his chair and leaned across the table, putting his face in hers. His face straightened.

      “Listen,” he said, “you need to calm the fuck down.” His teeth were gritted and his words measured. “I don’t know if you’re going through something, or you keep having episodes, or you’re just not right in the head. But you need to get your shit sorted out. This has gone on long enough, and I will not tolerate it any longer.”

      She looked down at the table, like a scolded child. She avoided eye contact and didn’t say a word.

      “Now,” Vince said, leaning back in his chair, “are we ready to eat dinner?”

      Adeline and I nodded. Suzanne still stared at the table. We all began to eat.

      The steak was probably delicious. I cut off the first bite and put it in my mouth, melting on my tongue, tasting like nothing. I sipped the martini. To my left, Suzanne gulped half of hers down. I touched her leg, trying to console her or calm her down or something, and she jerked away.

      “Don’t touch me,” she said.

      “Sorry.”

      “No,” she said. “You know what?” she pointed at Vince. “I’m sick of your shit. I’m sick of you treating me like your unstable daughter.”

      “Be careful,” he said.

      “No. Fuck that. I’m sick of being treated like I’m crazy. I’m not crazy.”

      This was between the two of them now. He said nothing.

      “Say it,” she said.

      He said nothing.

      “Say I’m not crazy.”

      “I never said you were crazy, Suzanne.”

      “You didn’t have to. But now I want you to say I’m not.”

      “Take it easy,” he said.

      “Say it.”

      He turned his attention back to his steak.

      “Fuck this,” she said, and flung her cloth napkin on the table. She slid her chair back and stood up. “You can go to hell,” she told Vince, before looking at Adeline and I. “And you can go to hell, and you can go to hell.” She lifted her martini glass, tipped back the rest of it, and threw it across the room. It shattered against the wall.

      Suzanne stormed out of the room, through the front door, and into the mountain night.

      The three of us watched her leave, slamming the door behind her, then turned our attention back to each other.

      “What was that about?” I asked.

      Vince shook his head. “I can explain some,” he said, “but I’m afraid not all of it.”

      “I should follow her,” I said, getting up from my chair.

      “No,” Vince said. “It’s best not to.”

      “It’s best not to,” Adeline agreed.

      I looked at the door. “She doesn’t have a ride. She’s probably just waiting out there.”

      “She’s not waiting,” Vince interjected. “She’s gone.”

      “She’s gone,” Adeline said.

      I looked at them. “How can you know that?”

      “I know her quite well,” Vince said.

      I expected more of an explanation.

      “So,” I said, raising my palms in the air, “where did she go?”

      “She belongs to the mountains now,” he said.

      I shook my head and raised my voice. “What the hell does that even mean?”

      “Please,” Vince said, “sit down. Let’s eat. Let’s have dinner, like we were supposed to. And I’ll explain as much as I can.”

      I looked at him suspiciously. Then at Adeline. Then back at him. When would the explaining be over?

      “Trust, remember?” he said, and held out a hand suggestively.

      I sat down.

      The steak did not regain its taste, and I kept glancing back at the door, expecting her to walk back in, teary-eyed and ashamed. But she didn’t.

      Vince explained. And for once, something made sense, if only a little.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          39

        

      

    
    
      The candles burned down as Vince spoke, their hot wax flowing down the sides and hardening into new shapes. The martinis kept coming, and the lights seemed to dim.

      “In our community,” he started, “women are welcomed with open arms.”

      He went on to explain, in depth, the community of which he spoke. It was a cooperative living effort—not under the same roof, but spread out over many apartments and homes, all owned by Vince and one of his business partners, from the sound of it. The idea was that anyone who worked for them—or “with” them, as he said—in any capacity would be provided shelter, food, and amenities.

      “We didn’t just want to build a business, but a community,” Vince said. “Where like-minded people can live together, work together, and help one another out when needed.

      “There are all sorts of responsibilities assigned to individuals. Cooking, cleaning, small construction projects. Simple things like harvesting firewood in the winter. Most jobs vary by season, and often rotate. The majority are simple, straightforward tasks to keep our community going.”

      “And the other thing,” I said.

      “Yes,” he said, “and the other thing. Probably twenty percent of the community members help out with my transportation business. Drivers and processers.”

      “So those guys that always gave me a ride back to my apartment after runs?” I asked.

      “Yes,” he said. “On my payroll. Some of the few people in the community that know the specifics of what we’re hauling.”

      “What do you tell everyone else?” I asked.

      “Most don’t ask. They have no interest in what I’m actually moving. They go about their business and live comfortably, and never once have to see heroin.”

      I looked around the restaurant, caught off guard by him mentioning the drugs so freely.

      “Don’t worry,” he said, motioning around the room, “these guys are legit.”

      I looked at Adeline. She sat quietly.

      “Why didn’t you tell me this up front?” I asked. “The community. No one told me. Is it some kind of secret?”

      “We generally don’t like to explain the community to outsiders right away,” he said. “They can get the wrong impression.”

      “Like it sounds like a cult?” I asked.

      “Cult is one we’ve heard. Or simply oddball hippie commune.” He took a drink. “We’ve found when we can bring people into the community gradually, introduce them slowly, those sorts of preconceived stereotypes are broken down by the time they’re fully involved. It allows them to see us for what we are, rather than some cartoonish assumption.”

      “So that’s what you were doing with me?”

      “In a way. Though you made it quite more difficult than most.”

      He laughed. She laughed. I laughed, because it felt right.

      “I recognized your curiosity early on,” he said. “Putting you as a driver was an error on my part.”

      They each took a bite of food, and new drinks appeared. My head was getting cloudy, and I reminded myself to stay sharp. I was driving, and I needed to process what was happening. I stopped drinking.

      “Okay, so how does this explain Suzanne?” I asked after a lull.

      Vince looked at Adeline.

      “Suzanne and I came to Otter Ridge together,” she said, patting her face with a napkin, “as friends. We went to school together in Oregon.”

      I nodded. She continued.

      “It was years ago. At that time, we were very close. Like sisters. Attached at the hip in school, did everything together. We came out here looking for seasonal work, just trying to avoid getting a nine to five and falling into a boring life.

      “We shared a tiny apartment we couldn’t afford and got crappy jobs. She was a bartender—that’s how she started singing in bars around here—and I worked at a ski resort. It was winter then. Before long, we met Vince and his people, and started working for them.”

      “Define ‘working,’” I said.

      Vince chuckled. “Nothing shady. At first, they both did a little of everything—odd jobs, keeping places clean—then they became our de facto chefs.”

      “We essentially cooked for everyone in the community,” she said. “Suzanne and I, we were a team. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner. It was fun. We were good at it.”

      “The boys loved it,” Vince said, now recounting the time with nostalgia. “We’d never had a dedicated chef before. I understand how this might come off to some—two women doing the cooking for a company of mostly men. I understand how it might sound, if you were of the closed-minded ilk. It wouldn’t surprise me if your east coast roots were tugging on your brain right now, screaming sexism or chauvinism. Not by any fault of your own, of course, but because of how you’ve been conditioned. Because of how we’ve all been conditioned, over time.”

      He was right.

      “Maybe a little,” I said.

      “The thing you have to understand,” Adeline said, “is that in our community, sexism isn’t an issue. We strive for—and come very close to—total equality. Everyone’s equal, but that doesn’t mean everyone’s the same. Suzanne and I had a gift for preparing food, so it only made sense that that gift was utilized. We could have rejected that notion, under the guise of feminism, but in the community, we were unthreatened by our male counterparts. Feminism isn’t necessary, because we’re already equal.”

      “And of course,” Vince said, “it wasn’t only women.”

      “Of course,” Adeline said. “The men would routinely help us with preparing meals, given the time. And we would help with outdoor and shop projects from time to time. In fact, there were women who did those jobs full time. Not a lot, but a few.”

      “It’s how the community works,” Vince said. “We’re looking forward to you learning more about it, and expanding your role.”

      They both looked at me. I nodded my head. This felt like a recruitment, but I was already in. One of Vince’s mind games, maybe, or maybe he really was just trying to build trust. The more and more we talked, the more and more it seemed he really did just want me to buy in.

      “Okay,” I said.

      “But Suzanne,” Adeline said. “You’re wondering about Suzanne. After being in the community for a while, Vince and I began our relationship. This of course changed things, and Suzanne never dealt with it very well.”

      “How do you mean?” I asked.

      “My role changed,” she said, “I had different responsibilities as Vince’s companion.”

      “And she didn’t like that?” I asked.

      “It was hard for her, I think. She and I had been together for so long, the move kind of took us apart. We still saw each other plenty, of course, but not in the same capacity. I moved on, and she stayed as a chef for a while, before bouncing around to other, similar tasks.

      “Part of it was jealousy, I think. She’ll never admit it, but she’s never completely gotten over it.”

      “Which brings us to today,” Vince said. “Suzanne’s been unstable for a long time now. Between her inability to cope with Adeline’s changing role, and her general disposition, things have gone the wrong direction. She was able to mask it for a while, and be a productive and positive member of our community. But lately this has not been the case. She’s been angry, distant, borderline violent.”

      “She bounced around between a number of men,” Adeline said. “I apologize for bringing that up, but it’s important.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said.

      “We were hoping you would be the stabilizing force she needed,” Vince said. “For whatever reason, that has not happened. It’s unfortunate, but not surprising. No one’s to blame.

      “For obvious reasons,” he continued, “someone in such a destructive state of mind cannot operate in our community. It’s bad for everyone. The negative energy coming from one person is enough to slowly erode everything we’ve worked for. So when it comes to this, generally the community member in question is asked to leave. It’s happened a few times, and it’s always for the best. Suzanne has been with us for a long time. She’s generally beloved, and for those reasons we’ve given her much more leeway in this regard. But it comes to a point when you have to do what’s necessary.”

      I nodded.

      “That point is tonight,” Vince said. “Suzanne has been very close to leaving on her own accord for a long time now. She hasn’t worked in some time, and generally avoids the conversation. We’ve given her the benefit of the doubt due to her longevity, but increasingly it has seemed she is no longer interested in being a part of our cooperative effort. Adeline, others with an interest in the matter, and I have agreed, if she chose to leave, we’d honor that choice. That is what happened this evening.”

      “How do you know that?” I asked. “How do you know she’s not just blowing off steam?”

      “She made the choice,” Vince said. “She has to live with it. She won’t be invited back.”

      “That’s how it works?” I asked.

      “That’s how it works.”

      I thought about it. Adeline sat straight-faced, ready to answer any questions or spit more information about the “community” and Suzanne. She was remarkably adaptive, able to pivot from provocative touches and batting eyes to cold businesswoman, the first lady of Colorado heroin smuggling. Each time I met her, she surprised me in some way.

      “She’s not getting hurt or anything?” I asked.

      “No,” Vince said with a wave of his hand. “Julian, no. Of course not.”

      “We’d never hurt one of our own,” Adeline said. “Even though Suzanne may not be a fit for the community anymore, we still consider her a friend. We would never hurt a friend.”

      I asked more questions, and each of them was answered. I asked about the dealings with the local police, and was told it was a necessary relationship that was brokered long ago, and again was assured it was nonviolent. I asked about the drugs, how much the others knew, and who was using. Vince told me a very small percent of the community members knew what was being shipped—only those who worked directly with the product—and zero percent used heroin.

      “Not a single one,” he said. “It’s strictly a way to support the community. It’s very important to us that our members don’t use. A few have gotten caught up over the years, but those cases are extremely rare and immediately dealt with.”

      “So no heroin,” I said, still uncomfortable with the word and keeping my voice low, “but I’ve seen plenty of weed smoked.”

      “Marijuana is fine,” Vince said. “We treat it the same as alcohol. Psychedelics are okay on occasion, with approval, but that’s it. Our policy beyond that is zero tolerance.”

      I asked about the future plan for me, and was told I was in control of it.

      “Of course,” he said, “we’re constrained a little at the current time. Right now, we can’t have you leave the community completely. I understand how this sounds, and I need you to understand why it is, and that it’s a special case.”

      “I get it,” I said. “We went over it.”

      “Of course,” he said. “Past that, your role is up to you. You can be as involved as you’d like. If you just want to continue doing runs and live on your own, that’s perfectly acceptable.”

      “But,” Adeline said, “Vince and I both agree, ideally, your role would expand. Despite some bumps in the road, he sees your value. We’d like to see where you could go within the community.”

      I looked her in the eye and tried to see the other side of her. The other sides of her. The girl who showed up at my apartment drunk and slept over. The one in the coffee shop who expressed uncertainty about her relationship. The knockout at the ball with a tight dress and flowing hair, making small talk with her friend. I looked in her eyes and tried to find these people, but saw nothing but a calculated CEO. I saw my former bosses, I saw Wall Street, I saw emptiness.

      We finished dinner, Vince picked up the check, and I drove home. Despite everything, I still expected Suzanne to be waiting at my apartment, but she was not.
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      Months passed and winter came. Snow came in sheets, blanketing the hills around Otter Ridge in white. The town moved slower. Temperatures dropped. The canyon was quiet during weekdays, roads packed with snow and ice. Chimneys bellowed smoke from fireplaces. On weekends, the roads were abuzz with tourist traffic, cars and SUVs motoring through town with skis and snowboards strapped to the tops. Bars were full. It snowed every third day. It was a good time.

      Snow in Otter Ridge was not snow in New York. Or Boston, or D.C. Snow in Colorado was welcomed with open arms and stuck-out tongues. Back east, the snow was a sign of depression, of winter, of the dark season, or inconvenience. Snow made life harder, the commute longer, and the locals ornerier. It fell as white flakes and turned immediately to black slush, dirtying up slacks and dress shoes and making roads slippery. Snow in New York was dreaded.

      In Colorado, it still made roads slick and driving harder. You still had to shovel, to dig out your car and your sidewalk. But life moved slower, so none of these things mattered. Snow made the town prettier, and filled the water reserves with runoff for the spring. Snow meant high rivers and few fires. Snow meant powder days at the ski resorts, which meant smiles for the locals and money for the businesses. Snow was a blessing, an offering from above, and it snowed every third day.

      With Vince’s business, I’d gradually settled in. The trust between us had slowly been built, starting with that dinner in the hills. Immediately Vince took me off the runs and reassigned me to a different task. He decided I knew too much about the operation to be comfortable and effective, and I agreed. I was moved to bookkeeping, where I kept track of numbers and made sure the money added up. Financials; just the job I’d run from in New York, but light years simpler and incomparable in scope. Days started at 10 a.m., and 5-day weeks were uncommon. The money was even better than driving. It was a much better fit for me to begin with, but I had to know everything.

      It was also more incriminating. It required me to know—and influence—the cash flow of the business. I was more than an accessory now; I was a full-blown accomplice. I was a player in the heroin trade. This dawned on me quickly, but I saw no other option. One day, a man dips his toe in the mud, just to test and see how it feels. The next he goes a little further, and the next his whole foot is in. Each step is a small one, seemingly innocuous, but before long, the man is up to his neck in shit.

      Slowly, day by day, the scope of what I was doing disintegrated from my grasp. It was a job now, and a routine one. The more I performed my tasks without seeing bags of brown heroin or a police raid or a murder or anything else I’d blindly associated with drug trades, the more it seemed normal. It was just a job. I kept my small apartment and made the rent payments myself. I maintained independence. I attended social gatherings sporadically, but saw no séance’s or cultish behavior. I began to understand Vince’s explanation of the community.

      I slept with Adeline twice more. Both times she showed up at my apartment drunk and unannounced, and both times she assured me no one would find out. Both times, in the morning, I told her it could never happen again. There was too much risk. Both times she smiled, nodded, and told me not to worry, then she did what she pleased. I convinced myself it could not continue. But I knew, deep inside me, that if she showed up again I could not turn her down. She was powerful, in control, and the most beautiful woman I’d ever met. Seeing her darken my door made my knees weak.

      I had drinks with Vince twice a week. We talked business and local happenings. We didn’t talk women.

      One night I stopped into McNeil’s, the bar in which Suzanne had sung with piano accompaniment months ago, before I’d even moved to Otter Ridge. The room was just as I remembered it, lively with overworked bartenders, and the same man was playing piano. He was accompanied by a different woman, this one short and brunette. Her voice was flat and seemed empty. I had one beer and left.

      I had tried Suzanne’s phone once after she disappeared, but my call went straight to voicemail. There was part of me that expected her to come back, that wanted her to come back, at least for a night, rather than just disappearing into nothing. It didn’t make sense, to leave like that. I asked Vince once if she’d tried to contact him, and he told me she hadn’t. After that, I didn’t think about her much.

      I didn’t think about Damon much, either. I didn’t think about either of the people who had disappeared after a while. At first their memories were fresh, and my thoughts of them wandered, no matter which explanation I heard from Vince or others in the community. I wondered where they were, and what they were doing. But as time passed and they stayed gone, and they were not mentioned, the wonder faded. My thoughts of them went from every day to every other day, then once a week, then once a month. Time has a way of making strange circumstances seem normal.

      I did not see Suzanne, and I did not see Damon, and I did not think of them much. They were gone; starting new lives, hopefully, each content in their own way. I assumed this and didn’t give them much more thought, until one evening, in the dead of winter, she returned.
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      It was an overcast winter afternoon. The sun had not peeked out that day, leaving the landscape a dull gray. The last week had been warm, temperatures climbing well above freezing and melting much of the snow that covered the town. Now the sun had gone away, the cold had returned, and the exposed ground was a pale brown.

      I went to my apartment after completing my work for the day, which I did in a small building near Vince’s house. At one point, it had been someone’s home, but had since been converted into the business center for Vince’s operation. There were three small rooms with desks, a large meeting room, a dry bar, and a porch with mountain views. It was not a bad place to spend time. On a typical day, I was joined by a handful of other men; paper pushers with pleasant but reserved personalities. I hadn’t quite figured out what they did, and we didn’t much discuss business between us. My reports went straight to Vince.

      It was late in the afternoon, not long before sunset, when she appeared. At first I didn’t believe it was her. At first I thought I was hallucinating. At very first, I didn’t even recognize her. She stood in my doorway, broken and shivering, and only her posture gave her away. She said nothing, just looked up at me with dark eyes and waited.

      There was a knock on my door and I answered it. That was all that happened. I was sitting on my loveseat with the TV on, having a beer after work, and there was a knock on my door. My first thought was Adeline, but it had been nearly a month since she had come by, and it was too early in the day. I was curious, so I opened the door quickly, and there she was.

      Suzanne, but not the Suzanne I remembered. Her skin was pasty white and showed open cuts. Her lips were chapped and quivering, and her once glowing red hair had been hastily dyed black.

      “Suzanne,” I said. “My God, come in.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t.” Her voice was faint. Where once was a strong, boisterous woman, stood a shell.

      “What?”

      “I can’t,” she repeated. “I shouldn’t even be here.” Her words barely made it out.

      I grabbed her and pulled her inside without much resistance, then shut the door. She felt lighter. I led her over to the loveseat and sat her down.

      “My God,” I said again, “what in the hell happened?”

      She looked at the floor and shook her head. “A lot. And nothing.” She looked up, and her big dark eyes examined me. They were the same eyes I knew. They were the only part of her that remained unchanged.

      “Do you need to go to the hospital?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Listen, I need to tell you some things.”

      “Suzanne, we need to get you taken care of first. Let me get you something to eat.”

      “No.”

      “Yes,” I said, standing up, “I’ll make you a sandwich.”

      “I’m not hungry. Listen, Julian, there’s no time.”

      “Let me get you a blanket at least.”

      She didn’t respond, so I grabbed the comforter off my bed and put it on her. She pulled it over her shoulders but kept shivering.

      “Where in hell have you been?” I asked.

      “You need to know some things,” she said.

      “Okay. But first tell me what’s going on. Where did you go?”

      She took a breath. “That’s what I’m here to talk about.” She stared straight ahead, put her hands around her face, and steadied herself. Then she spoke again.

      “You’re not safe,” she said. “I’m not safe. None of us are.”

      “What happened?”

      She took another breath. “Okay. That night at the restaurant. I left because I was mad at you, and mad at them. So I left and called Willa.”

      “Suzanne, I didn’t…”

      “Shut up,” she said. “None of that matters now. Just shut up and listen, okay?”

      I nodded.

      “I called Willa to give me a ride, and she did. She gave me a ride back to my apartment. Jess was home—my roommate, remember?”

      I nodded. I’d met her roommate a handful of times. She was part of the community. Gardener or something.

      “She could tell I was upset, and she asked me what was wrong, but I didn’t want to talk so I just went in my room. I smoked some weed and went to bed. That was it till later. I was just upset, you know?”

      Her eyes were the same, but the skin around them was dark, almost bruised. Her tiny frame was engulfed by the blanket; she’d lost more weight than she could afford to lose.

      She told me the story. Usually measured in her words, they spilled out of her now, less flowery and more layman than ever before. A scared girl telling her story.

      It was in the middle of the night when it all went down. She woke up in the darkness to men pulling her out of bed. She was on the floor in her evening gown before she knew what was happening. Her first thought was rape. One put his foot in her back and tied her hands together. Then they forced her to move.

      “I saw Jess in the living room. She was standing in the corner watching, scared—she was definitely scared—but she didn’t say anything. I yelled at her, asked what the fuck was going on, but she still didn’t say anything. That’s when I knew. When she watched and didn’t do anything, didn’t even say anything.”

      They drug her outside, kicking and flailing, and threw her in the back of a car. She was still in her evening gown, hands tied behind her. She asked where they were going and they hit her. She tried to sit up and they hit her. She asked about Vince and they hit her harder. Every time she moved or spoke, they hit her, so she stopped moving and speaking.

      They drove and her mind raced. They drove for a long time. She felt the car turn off the paved highway on to a smaller dirt road. Her hands were sweaty. It was cold outside but her hands were bathed in sweat, and the tie-job on her wrists was loose and sloppy. Her mind slowed enough to realize the opportunity. She lay in the back seat, listening to car tires roll across the gravel, and started wiggling. The rope loosened, slowly at first. Her hands moved back and forth, the sweat lubricating like oil between pistons, and the rope loosened slightly. She could feel a tiny gap between her wrists. The car continued, making a right turn, and the rope loosened more. Soon the gap widened, and she could feel cool air around her wrist.

      “Finally, I got one free. I could feel the car slowing down. I got my hand free and swung the door open. It wasn’t even locked, thank God, because I wasn’t thinking of that. I was just thinking of getting out. So the door swings open and the guy in the passenger seat is hitting me and trying to grab me. And I can feel the cold air from outside, rushing past, and I just feel how fast it’s going, you know? So I don’t want to jump. We were still going too fast. But then he grabbed a handful of my hair and jerked me toward him, and started to suffocate me. I don’t know if he was trying, but he put his other hand over my mouth and nose, and held them there. And he was strong—strong—so I couldn’t move. He just sat there and pushed harder.”

      His hand was covering her mouth, and she was able to bite it. She got her teeth around a finger and bit hard.

      “I bit down so hard, Julian. As hard as I could. And then he let go with his other hand, and then I jumped out of the car.”

      She ran into the woods, she said. It was dark and branches smacked her legs, arms, and face, but she didn’t trip. The woods were dense. She heard them follow after her, but she had a sizeable lead, so after a few minutes she found a pile of brush and lay down next to it. She heard their voices—yelling, blaming each other, cursing her—and periodically saw the beams of their flashlights. Once, they came close enough to hear the crackling of twigs beneath their feet. And in that time, she told me, she heard one distinct sentence.

      Vince is going to be so pissed.

      “They said it; I know they said it,” Suzanne said.

      “You’re sure they said, ‘Vince?’”

      “Positive. That’s when it made sense. Of course it was him.”

      “So, because you stormed out of dinner, he had you kidnapped?”

      She shook her head. “It’s more than that. He knew I wasn’t happy for a while. He’d been threatening me, saying, ‘bad things can happen’ if I didn’t shut up and get in line. He doesn’t like differing opinions.”

      I thought about it and looked her in the eye. She’d stopped shivering.

      “People have disappeared before,” she said.

      “Like Damon?”

      She nodded.

      “And what do you think happened?” I asked.

      “Dammit Julian,” she said, standing up and throwing off the blanket, “they killed him.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          42

        

      

    
    
      “I need to go,” she said, walking toward the door. “I’ve already stayed too long.”

      “Where?” I asked.

      “I can’t be here.”

      They killed Damon. She was sure of it. She told me this and the two of us cobbled together what we knew about his disappearance. Before Suzanne went away, I’d been careful about what I said to her. She was one of them, so I had to be careful. It was different now. It was different when she walked in to my apartment with white skin and blue lips and black hair.

      She knew about Damon’s arrest, and I told her about Vince’s explanation to me. This cemented her opinion. They paid off the police, got him out of jail, drove him somewhere and killed him. There was no new life in Arizona. They just killed him, to get rid of the problem. The killed him and stopped talking about him, so we’d stop thinking about him. They killed him, just as they had probably done to others, they were going to do to her, and they would do to anyone else who caused problems.

      “Still,” I said, “it doesn’t make sense for them to kill you over something so small.”

      She shook her head. “You don’t know how they are. They’re crazy about little things. Vince takes things very personally.” She looked down. “I’d been thinking about leaving the community for a while. I just didn’t know how to do it. I was afraid. You haven’t seen his violent side.”

      I nodded. “I have, actually.”

      “When?”

      I told her the whole thing. How I found out about the drugs. About the meeting with Vince. About what he told me when I threatened to go to the police.

      You’d be dead before you reached the station.

      She massaged her temples. “Drugs. Of course.”

      “You didn’t know?”

      “Not specifically,” she said. “I knew something strange was going on, something that probably wasn’t right. Something they wanted more people for. But they’re very careful to keep specifics from us. Adeline; when she started being his…leading woman or whatever. She started being very discreet about the things that went on. She never told me any specifics about the operation. I was always curious, but she never told me anything.”

      “Where have you been living?” I asked.

      “I need to go,” she said again. She looked at the door, then looked at me, and reached over and touched my hand. Her fingers were ice cold.

      “Julian,” she said, “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “For bringing you into this. It’s my fault.”

      “No it isn’t,” I said. “I came up here on my own.”

      She shook her head. “Not really.”

      “Yes, really.”

      “No,” she said. Her eyes were solemn. “It wasn’t complete chance.”

      I sighed. “Call it forces of the universe or whatever you want, Suzanne, but we make our own decisions. I decided to move here, and I decided to work for Vince. I’ll deal with the consequences of my decisions.”

      “It wasn’t chance, that night, in Boulder,” she said.

      “This is not the time to ponder the metaphysical properties of the universe.”

      “I was a recruiter.”

      “We need to find out how to get you… what?”

      She nodded. Her demeanor was timid, shameful.

      “What did you say?” I asked.

      “A recruiter. That was my job in the community. I recruited people.”

      I tilted my head. “A recruiter.”

      “Yes. Men mostly.”

      The truth was in front of me now, undiluted by guesses and intuitions. The truth. Finally.

      “Okay,” I said, processing. “How many?”

      “Enough,” she said. “And that’s what I did to you. I brought you in to work for Vince. You need to know this. You need to understand.”

      I put my hands on my head to process, then stood up. I thought for a long while, processing what it was she said. Recruiter. I examined what that meant, or tried to, and then I stood. I stood and got mad, because I had earned that right.

      “So what are you, a whore?”

      She winced. “No. But if that’s what you need to call it…”

      “That is what I need to call it, because that’s what it is,” I said, raising my voice.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “So all that was bullshit?” I asked, pacing the room now. “The whole thing? Just a ploy.”

      “No,” she said, standing up and moving toward me. “It was at first, but not at the end. I really did have feelings for you.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “I did, Julian, and that’s why I’m here,” she said. “It wasn’t like with other men. You were different.”

      “Other men?” I became incredulous.

      “I told you…”

      “Shut up,” I said, and turned away.

      She took a step toward me. “I loved you, Julian. I do love you.”

      I exhaled and looked at her. It was an irrational statement, but nothing had been rational for a long time. Maybe it was my surroundings—the town, the valley, the people—or maybe it was me. Maybe I was going insane, slowly and quietly, and I didn’t even know it. Do the crazy know they’re insane?

      I put my hand up to stop her. “I don’t even know who you are, honestly.”

      “Yes you do.”

      “What can I do?” I asked, palms up. “What can I do?”

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      We stood there for a minute. Both of us stood there until I calmed down. The volume in the room lowered.

      “What can I do,” I said quietly, “to help you?”

      “Nothing. I made my bed, and I’m trying to prevent you from doing the same.” She walked toward the door. “Get out, Julian. Find a way. Be careful, but get out, somehow.”

      “I’m trying,” I said.

      She opened the door. “Try harder.”
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      Suzanne left me for good that night. She gave me one more apology, one more warning, and one more piece of affection.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, holding the door halfway open. “I really am.”

      “For what, Suzanne? You didn’t kidnap me. Sorry for what?”

      “I don’t know. All of it? At least some of it.”

      “Where are you going?”

      She shook her head.

      “Answer me,” I said.

      “I won’t burden you with anything more. Now, I must go.”

      “Stay here,” I said. “Just stay here, for a little while. We’ll get it figured out.”

      She shook her head again. “Do not worry about me, please. I’m resourceful.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “Away, finally. Hopefully.”

      “Let me drive you somewhere.”

      “It would be suicide. And I do not deserve your help.”

      We looked at each other in the doorway.

      “Julian, listen to me one last time. Vince likes you. He sees value in you, and he has plans for you. He will offer you many nice things to stay working with his business. If you stay, you will advance, and you will be pulled into his web of deceit. You will be indoctrinated into the evil, and you will have to do many bad things, evil things, but they won’t seem that way. Because he will justify them, and eventually, so will you.

      “You cannot become him, Julian,” she said. “There is too much at stake. Please, if you believe one thing about me, believe this.”

      She stepped forward and kissed me. Her lips were dry, chapped, but her kiss was strong. I let it happen.

      Suzanne told me goodbye, slipped out the door, and disappeared into the mountains.

      I slept sporadically that night. I wanted her to come back, but knew she wouldn’t. Once, around midnight, I stood at the window near my bed and hoped to catch a glimpse of something outside. The sky was clear, the moon was full, and silver rays shone down between the pines and reflected off the snow. The night was bright but still; nothing moved. I wondered where she was.

      In the morning I bought a gun. There was a small shop in Silverthorne, a half hour drive from my apartment. I drove there and asked the man behind the counter about pistols.

      “Whatcha need it for?” he asked. He was a heavyset fellow in suspenders. I could smell his breath from across the counter.

      “Self-defense,” I said.

      He nodded and looked down into the case. “Your main choices are a nine or a forty-five. Nine’s gonna be less powerful, but give you more control, be more forgiving. Forty-five’s gonna kick a little more, but does more damage, too. How good are ya with a gun?”

      “Good enough,” I said. It was a lie.

      We decided on a .45-caliber Smith & Wesson and a small box of hollow-points. I gave the man six one hundred dollar bills and took the gun and bullets. I had read there was a mandatory waiting period, but it was never brought up. The whole transaction took less than ten minutes.

      In my car, I examined the weapon and ejected the clip. It was silver in color; brushed steel that caught and reflected the sunlight at certain angles, and bigger than I’d expected. It felt out of place in my hands. I put it in the glove compartment and drove.

      Again heading west on I-70, I mulled my options and realized leaving town was no longer one of them. It had been, when this was just about me, but that was no longer the case. The stakes were bigger now, and I was partially responsible. They’d find me, anyway. That was painfully clear now. It would probably take a while, but eventually, they’d find me. I knew too much now.

      After an hour, I pulled into the parking lot of the Eagle County Police Department. I parked on the far side, facing a small aspen grove, away from the few cars that occupied the lot. I double-checked the glove box, looked at myself in the vanity, and walked inside.

      The same young cadet sat at the front desk in a blue uniform. This gave me comfort. Finally, something went my way, no matter how little. I approached him and he looked up from the computer.

      “Hi,” I said.

      “Hi.”

      “I was in here a few months ago.”

      “Okay,” he said, “what for?” His smile did not go away. He was a Ken doll.

      “No, not for anything. I was just inquiring about someone.”

      “Oh,” he said. “Well, how can I help you?”

      “I…” I looked around to make sure no one was listening. The only other people in the waiting area were a woman reading a magazine and a boy listening to headphones, both sitting in chairs against the far wall. Still, I lowered my voice. “I think I need to make a missing persons report.”

      His eyebrows raised and he searched for a paper and clipboard. “I can take that info. When was the last time you saw the missing person?”

      “A few months ago. The last time I was in here.”

      He looked up at me and put his pen down. “You haven’t seen him or her in a few months?”

      “Him. That’s correct.”

      “And have you filed a report already?”

      “No. Not yet.”

      He shook his head and looked back down at the paper. The smile was gone now. “Okay. Where was the last place you saw him?”

      “On I-70 outside of Eagle. He was in a different car; we were both driving east.”

      He scribbled it down. “Was there anyone with him at the time he disappeared?”

      “Well, no,” I said. “He was alone. But…he got pulled over by the police. And he was supposed to be here. And that’s why I came here.”

      He looked up at me again. His face was blank.

      “Listen,” I said, “I think I might know someone who was…involved. In the disappearance.”

      His brow wrinkled. “Okay,” he said, hopelessly, “what’s the person’s name?”

      I looked around the room again and lowered my voice more. “Vincent Decierdo.”

      He put the pen down. “Come again?”

      I repeated the name slower.

      The officer exhaled and looked straight ahead, dropping his chin a few inches. He did not speak for a long time.

      “Shit,” he finally muttered, barely audible.

      “What?” I said.

      He shook his head and flipped the piece of paper over, then tore off a small piece. He wrote something on it and handed it to me. The handwriting was sloppy.

      Meet me at Earl’s at 9:15. Down the street.

      He went back to his computer without a word, and I walked out the front door.
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      Earl’s was a smoky place with odd décor and old pictures on the walls. Smoking inside public places was banned in Colorado, and had been for years, but that didn’t matter. The light was dim, the air felt damp.

      The officer was there when I arrived, hunched at the end of the bar over an amber pint. He wore street clothes. His neat haircut and clean shave looked out of place. I took off my coat and approached him, and he extended a hand.

      “Michael,” he said.

      I shook his hand. “Michael Raphino?”

      “How’d you know?”

      “Your name plate,” I said. “On your uniform, at the station. Officer Raphino.”

      He shook his head. “Right.”

      I sat down. “I’m Julian.”

      “First thing,” he said. “Are you a cop?”

      I squinted, confused. “What? No. Aren’t you?”

      “Yeah. I need to know, though. Are you working with any police currently? Other than this meeting. A reminder that being untruthful here would qualify as entrapment.”

      “No. God no. You’re the only one I’ve talked to. What’s this about?”

      He nodded, satisfied. “I’ll explain. But first, how do you know Vince Decierdo?”

      A stout appeared on a cardboard coaster in front of me. The music in the bar was low but audible; some live album from the seventies. The place was empty except for a few men playing pool across the room, and I had yet to see the bartender. There was no danger of being overheard.

      “That’s complicated,” I said. I had to be careful. “I know him through some mutual acquaintances. We’ve come in close contact a number of times.”

      “And what makes you think he was involved in the disappearance.”

      “A few things. Mostly a combination of gossip and a hunch.”

      “Your mutual acquaintances. Do they work for Decierdo?”

      “Some of them.”

      “Do you?”

      I nodded. It was an undressing admission, but necessary to build trust. I had to give him something. He processed the information and nodded.

      We spoke small talk at first. Beginnings, hobbies, beer. We felt each other out, and then he started talking. Somewhere along the line I had earned his trust and he just started talking, like he’d been wanting to talk for a long time.

      “I promised myself, next time that name came up, I’d follow up on it,” he said, staring at the bar as he spoke. “Next time I heard the name, I’d finally go through with it.”

      I waited for an explanation. He continued.

      “I’ve been on the force here in Eagle for nine months,” he said. “First full-time gig. It’s been all desk stuff, admin, basic bullshit. A few traffic assists but that’s it. They keep the new guys off real detail for at least a year. Way longer than it’s supposed to be, which pissed me off early on, but I got a job so I’m happy, you know?”

      He took a swig of beer, and I followed suit.

      “I grew up here, in the mountains. Leadville High School, academy down in Colorado Springs. Always wanted to be a mountain cop. Summit was full, and Lake County’s too small. Job came open here in Eagle and I jumped on it.

      “I get the desk job, and I’m just happy to be here, but then it starts dragging. Should only be a month or two, get your feet wet, pay your dues, then start doing real work. It goes three months, four months, five. By six months, I start asking around. What’s taking so long, what I’m I doing wrong, that kind of thing. Apparently it’s normal. That’s what they tell me.”

      He talked like he knew me. The words floated out. He was explaining, setting something up. He wanted to tell me.

      “There’s two factions on the force. Rookies, new blood like me. We get the admin tasks and get ignored. Then there’s the old guard; real weathered bulls who’ve been around. Most have been here, working the same detail fifteen, twenty years. It’s like a closed club, it’s hard to crack. They have their own gatherings, don’t tell you shit, just assign you busy work to keep you out of the way until you get fed up and quit. I came in with two guys, and both’ve ‘em moved on already. Found better jobs, opportunities to do real police work. Can’t blame ‘em. But this is my dream job, you know, so I want to stick it out. I love the mountains.

      “Anyway,” he said, “I’m only telling you this to give you an idea of how the police work up here. It’s an old boys club, run more like an old western sheriff’s office than a real force. There’s a lot of old relationships, deals that get done, understandings with the locals, stuff like that if you get my drift. They don’t tell me shit, but I still see it. Different rules for different folks.

      “The first time the name ‘Vince Decierdo’ came up was right after I signed on. I was like two weeks in, and we get a call, kinda like yours. Missing persons. Lady named Abigail, just disappeared one night, caller hadn’t seen her for a week. So I take down the report, bring it to my superiors, and generally something like this, they’d have me monitor it. Keep an ear out, run through the database to see if there are any matches, that sorta thing. Would have just done it myself, but they won’t let me shit without getting approval first, especially that early on. So my boss just tells me they’ll take it from there. Thought it odd, but maybe that’s how they do things around there.

      “So I don’t think anything of it until the next day, when I check the database to see if there’s an update—because I’m bored, sitting at that desk all day, so I figure I’d check in—and the record isn’t there. Not it’s closed, or expunged—all that leaves a trail—but it just isn’t there. No record of it at all, like it never existed. Stuff like that isn’t supposed to happen, and even that early on I knew that. So I go back to my boss about it, thinking there might be a computer error or something, and again he tells me not to worry about it.

      “Well, that raised a red flag. I knew that wasn’t right, but I’m still trying to get my feet under me, so I don’t pursue it any further. But I remembered it. Then, a few months later, we get another one. Name ‘Decierdo’ gets mentioned again. Same thing; I pass it along, next day, case is removed. Gone again.”

      Michael Raphino was taking a considerable risk in telling me these things, especially since we barely knew each other. I found it a little odd that he would be so forthcoming so early. He was a cop, and that provided a certain level of protection, though I wasn’t exactly sure how far Vince’s immunity stretched, and from what I could tell, neither was Officer Raphino.

      As if he knew I was having this thought, he partially addressed it.

      “I told myself, the next time the name came up, I’d follow the lead. Independently. You reported Decierdo for having involvement in a missing persons, so you’re interested in the same truth I am. And by making that report, you’ve knowingly put yourself in a compromised position, if he is who I think he is.”

      “Who do you think he is?” I asked.

      He finished his beer and raised two fingers. “A kingpin of some sort. Drugs, probably. Narcotics have been a problem up here since I can remember. Something about the isolation makes it fertile ground for addicts. When I was a kid, there was one big bust per season. Pills or smack. That was back when the cops gave a shit.”

      It made me uneasy to hear him talk about it. But it was also exhilarating.

      “But you can’t go after it,” I said, “because they won’t let you do real police work.”

      “Pretty much,” he said. “They’d just stonewall me any chance they got. I don’t know what those old boys in the force are getting, but they got some sort of deal, I guarantee you. Half those fuckers are so crooked they can’t see straight.”

      “What about Summit County? The cops over there?” It would have been their jurisdiction, anyway. Most everything Vince did happened somewhere within Summit County.

      He shook his head. “They’re all bought. Summit too. Those guys are no better than the stiffs I work with.”

      An old, bent over barkeep delivered two fresh beers without a word.

      Raphino took a breath. He was done with his monologue. “So,” he said, “this is the part where you tell me what you know.”

      I had thought about this constantly between the time I left the Eagle County Police station and 9:15 p.m. I had thought a lot about how much I would say, and how much I would leave out. I made a promise to myself to err on the side of caution, to give him enough to chew on, but not incriminate myself. I had not expected his lengthy explanation, however. I had not expected Officer Raphino to spill everything he knew about Vince to a near perfect stranger.

      “First,” I said, “I need to know you won’t charge me with anything.”

      “Couldn’t even if I wanted to.”

      “I need to know that nothing I say to you will be recorded or used against me.”

      “You have my word.”

      “Is your word any good?” I asked.

      “I’d say yes,” he said, “but that becomes a Catch-22.”

      I took a drink and smacked my lips. “I suppose it does.” His explanation was enough, but then anything would have been enough. I was desperate for an ally. So I told him everything. I took him through the whole story chronologically, starting with when I met Suzanne in Boulder and ending with when I walked into the police station earlier that day. I told him all I remembered, but I left out the parts about me sleeping with Suzanne, and with Adeline. Those were nonessential, I decided, and they made me feel funny. It took ten minutes to tell, all in.

      Raphino chewed on a cocktail straw. He stared off behind the bar as the wheels turned. He seemed reasonably bright. “So,” he said eventually, “this Suzanne. The missing girl. Were you ever intimate with her?”

      Shit. I nodded. Omitting was one thing; no use lying.

      “Was it serious?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “I wouldn’t say that. But someone else might.”

      “Okay,” he said. “Anyone else?”

      I paused. “Adeline,” I said, almost shamefully.

      “Decierdo’s girl?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Wish I was.”

      His blank expression changed to a small smirk, then a headshake. “You certainly have balls.”

      I said nothing.

      Raphino paid for my drinks and clarified a few details. It excited him, obviously, to learn so much about Vince and validate his suspicions. For the first time in his career as a police officer, he was doing real police work. He trusted me completely.

      “Hypothetically,” he said, “this drop point in the mountains. The old barn or pole shed or whatever. The place you dropped the cars each night. Could you take me there?”

      “Hypothetically, yes.”

      “And the pickup spot? In Grand Junction?”

      I nodded.

      He scratched his chin. “Okay. We’ll proceed slowly. I don’t want to put you in danger.”

      The .45 was tucked in my belt—I could feel the steel through my boxers.

      “We need to be careful,” he continued. “The problem is, there’s only so much I can do. I’m on a desk ten hours a day, tied up and neutered.” He produced a scrap piece of paper and scribbled a few words down. “Here’s the name of a guy I want you to call, from a public phone. No telling what they’ve done to yours. At this point, assume your phone, apartment, and car are bugged. Understand?”

      I nodded.

      “This guy’s an investigator. Former cop, I think, but works solo now. Operates in areas cops aren’t allowed, if you catch my drift. Know him through a guy in Chicago. He does work out here. He’s good.”

      “Why do I need to make contact? Can’t you?”

      He shook his head. “I start poking around with P.I.’s, someone’s going to hear about it. On the force, someone knows everyone. We need to keep this entirely separate from police work for now.”

      I nodded again. It made sense. If the police were really in bed with Vince, and they caught wind of us investigating him, they’d shut the whole thing down.

      “What am I supposed to say?” I asked.

      “Just give him the names. Decierdo, Suzanne, and your friend Damien.”

      “Damon,” I said.

      “Right. Just give him the names and tell him what you know. Then wait for a call.”

      Raphino slammed the last of his beer and set the glass down on the bar with a thud. He patted me on the shoulder and left.

      The man cared; I gave him that. He legitimately cared about the safety and well being of his community. He wasn’t in it for a paycheck; he wanted to be a cop. They just weren’t letting him.

      It was clear he trusted me; that blind and optimistic faith based partially in delusion that’s necessary to trust a complete stranger. And in the same way, I wanted to trust him, but I had taught myself not to. He was honest, from what I could tell, and there was an authenticity in the way he spoke. His hand movements were organic, somewhere between anxious and measured. I wanted to trust him. But blind faith was not something I could afford, so I would have to settle for cautious optimism.

      The drive back was a slow one. It had just snowed a foot, and the roads were slick. I kept the speed reasonable and checked in the rearview mirror often.
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      The investigator’s name was Dallas Korman. His phone number had an unfamiliar area code. In our first conversation, he was what I expected, and in that way, what I hoped.

      Finding a public phone in the twenty-first century is not easy, especially in a mountain town. Going off Raphino’s instructions, I was not to use my cell phone for the call, or a landline if my apartment had one. It did not. My best chance was finding an old pay phone. I put a handful of coins in my pocket and tried different gas stations in or near town. No luck. For half an hour I drove slowly past businesses and peered out at them, coming up empty each time. I began to wonder if this was even possible, but then I saw an unmistakable blue and white structure standing against the sidewall of a tobacco shop. I parked and hoped it was still working.

      I picked up the receiver and entered coins until I heard a dial tone. I looked over my shoulder to make sure I was alone, but the parking lot was empty. My hand shook as I dialed.

      It rang once and he answered.

      “Korman,” came the voice from the other end. It was rough but clear.

      My introduction was disjointed and felt awkward. It was hard to know where to start. I told him who I was and where I got his number.

      “You on a clean phone?” he interrupted.

      “Clean?” I asked.

      “Yeah, clean. Not bugged, no one listening in. Is it your personal phone?”

      “No,” I said, “it’s a payphone.”

      “In Summit County, Colorado?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay,” he said. “You were saying?”

      “Yes, I was referred to you by Officer Michael Raphino. He’s a…”

      “I know who he is.”

      “Okay. Good. Well, he told me you were an investigator of sorts.”

      I heard a long inhale. “I help people solve problems. You called me because you have a problem. What’s your problem?”

      “How much can I say over the phone?”

      “If it’s a clean phone, all of it. Keep in mind I charge by the hour.”

      I picked up my pace and told him the basics, per Raphino’s instructions. Just the essentials; Vince’s name and info, his involvement in a drug trade, the names of Suzanne and Damon, and the possibility of Vince being linked to their disappearances. I heard sporadic typing as I spoke.

      After a short pause, it was his turn. “Those mountain cops still crooked as a cripple’s back?”

      “From what I know, yes.”

      “Figures. Raphino’s spooked about working with me directly, so I imagine I’ll be dealing mostly with you?”

      “Correct.”

      “Who will be handling my fee?”

      “We haven’t discussed it.”

      “Discuss it,” he said. “I don’t care where it comes from, but I don’t lift a finger till I get paid. I expect a wire or cash for the initial fee by the next time we talk. Raphino knows the specifics.”

      “Understood,” I said. In this funhouse of misdirection and bullshit I’d made for myself, his straightforward attitude was refreshing. I didn’t care if he was abrasive. When you’ve been blackmailed and threatened with death, curtness lost most of its power.

      “Great,” he said. “Once we’re up and running, I’ll do my prelims. Until that’s done, no way of knowing how far we need to go. Ideally you’d like a location for the two individuals in question, plus as much background on this Decierdo as possible?”

      “Ideally,” I said.

      He exhaled. “Okay. Get the payment figured out and call me back from this phone. Don’t give the number to anyone else, either. No matter anything.”

      “Where are you based?” I asked.

      “I’ll expect a call in forty-eight hours.” He hung up.

      I had a cup of coffee and went to work. There was anxiety anytime I stepped foot in or around that building now. I found it hard to focus. My chest tightened up when I walked in to do my job, and stayed tight most of the day. Someone knew. That everlasting pessimist inside of me—the one that lives in most of us, some days or everyday—that pessimist was sure of it. Someone knew. Someone knew and they were waiting. Biding time, plotting until the time was right, and when it was they would drag me deep into the hills and shoot me a dozen times.

      The anxiety, the pessimistic muse, they were with me at all times now. In the kitchen, in bed, in my car, but mostly at work. At work I was in the jaws of the beast. At work I was offering myself to anyone who knew. By being there, I made it easy for them. I watched the faceless minions mill around that converted house, felt eyes on me when my back was turned. We didn’t speak; hardly anyone ever did. I stayed hidden in my office and tried to concentrate on numbers.

      I hated that building, and hated the machine to which I contributed, but I had to keep going. One, a sudden departure would be enough to raise suspicion, or worse, amplify preexisting suspicion. Two, my position within the brains of the operation could prove beneficial to any investigation. I could access information if necessary. Three, I needed the money. I had no idea how this ordeal would end—wouldn’t let my mind go there, not yet—but I knew I’d be out of work for at least a little while, and possibly on the move. I’d need a stack of cash, and I was building it.

      I didn’t see Vince a lot, and when I did, he was agitated. It wasn’t me—I knew he watched me closely, but from what I could tell he had not caught wind of my meeting with Raphino or my call to Korman. I seriously doubted there were bugs in my home, car, or phone, but I played it safe and acted as if there were. Vince’s mind was distracted. He was constantly upset about the numbers.

      The numbers wore on him, because he was a man driven by power, and money equaled power, and because there was never enough of it coming in. Based on the books, the business income had seen steady growth until the last spring, when it leveled off. And in the recent winter months, it had begun to drop. This consumed his mind. When I did see Vince, it’s all he wanted to talk about. He popped his head in my office once a week, usually on Tuesday but sometimes Wednesday, and it always made me jump in my chair.

      “How we looking?” he’d ask after a quick knock on the doorframe, ignoring my startled reaction.

      I would shake my head and give him the news that little had changed. Vince knew this. He was a businessman; he knew hardly anything would change financially from week to week. Yet he kept asking. He frowned when I told him as much, sometimes biting a fingernail, then disappeared without another word. For a month, these interactions were the extent of my relationship with Vince. I surprised myself when I felt something after he walked away. No matter what the man had done, no matter that I was plotting against him, it still hurt me to disappoint him.

      The numbers wore on Vince, partially because of the what—the decline in revenue growth—but also because of the why. Why the cash flow was slowing was the real bitch of it, because it didn’t make sense. They had expanded the distribution to a sizeable new chunk of land less then a year ago. They were now selling heroin all the way to the foothills of Jefferson County, and this should have created a financial windfall. It did, at first, but then the revenue leveled off, and eventually dropped. This killed Vince, because he was smart enough to know it didn’t make sense; they were selling more product than ever before, yet the bottom line showed flat profits. The prices hadn’t gone down, and the addicts hadn’t stopped shooting up. It didn’t make sense.

      To me, the de facto CFO, it was a clear case of leakage within the company. Someone was skimming off the top. I did not bring this up with Vince.
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      Officer Michael Raphino gave me an envelope full of cash and a P.O. Box address.

      “We’re going to mail cash?” I asked.

      “He doesn’t take checks. Wire transfer’s too risky. I’ve done it before.”

      Earl’s had become our meeting place. It was good cover; usually empty, sparse, disinterested staff. It felt safe.

      “Listen,” Raphino said, “a lot of stuff is going to be uncovered. This guy’s good; he’ll find most everything. I need you to know that any further involvement on your end will probably be revealed. Just to me, first, but eventually to everyone.”

      “I already told you I was involved.”

      “I know,” he said. “But we didn’t discuss using.”

      “Using drugs?”

      He nodded.

      “There’s nothing to discuss.”

      Raphino shrugged. “Okay. That’s just rare, you know. Most people handling drugs have at least sampled the product.”

      “Not in Vince’s crew. I expected some of these guys to be coked out, high on smack, whatever, but they’re all clean. It’s a big rule they have, not to touch the stuff. It’s purely about money. Maybe some of the car handlers or dealers are shooting up; I don’t know. But it’s pretty clean.”

      He nodded. “A tight ship.”

      “They’re pros. I wouldn’t have even seen the drugs had I not gone snooping around, and I was a driver. Nobody handles the stuff that doesn’t explicitly have to. I wonder how many of them even know.”

      “Where’d you call him from last time?”

      “A payphone, outside a tobacco shop.”

      Raphino nodded again. “Good. Good work. Use it again, but just once more. After that you’ll have to find another. The little things are important.”

      

      It was dark when I called Korman the second time.

      “Money’s in the mail,” I said, standing at the payphone and looking at a vacant parking lot.

      “Very well,” he said. “We can start.” He could have been a radio host for some rock and roll station. His voice was weathered and commanding; there were no wasted words. “Tell me everything you know.”

      I did, retracing the story from when I arrived through the past week. A few times Korman stopped me for clarification, but mostly he listened and typed. This time, I left out nothing.

      “That all?” he asked when I finished.

      “From what I remember,” I said.

      “Here’s what will happen: I’ll do what I can on this in the next few days remotely. I’m finishing up another job, but that shit should be wrapped by the weekend. Then I’m gonna drink beer and watch the playoffs for twenty-four hours, and after that I’ll head to the Rockies. You won’t see me until I want you to. Keep your head down.”

      He hung up.
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      In the six days until Dallas Korman contacted me again—in the flesh this time, through cigarette smoke and the endearing haze of a beer buzz—three important things happened. First, someone broke into Raphino’s house while he was at work. He was unsure if it was related to our investigation. He texted me to meet him at Angelo’s –our code word for Earl’s—the evening after it happened.

      “I filed a report,” he said over a muted Stones track, “because I have to. They poked around for an hour and confirmed nothing was missing. Someone’s coming to fix the front door.”

      “They didn’t take anything?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “But that doesn’t mean anything. Chances are it’s just some bored kids. No need to worry.”

      I mentioned that it might make sense to call the investigation off.

      “No,” he said. “Even if it was somehow related—and I don’t know how, ‘cause we’ve been careful—even if it was, it wasn’t nothing more than a scare tactic. They know they can’t harm a cop.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t…”

      “Like I said, probably unrelated,” he interrupted. “We keep going forward just like we planned. But just in case, you and me aren’t gonna meet anymore until you hear from Korman. Minimize contact. Just a good practice.”

      I agreed not to contact him until Korman turned up with something. I paid for the drinks.

      Second, Adeline showed up to my apartment again, drunk, unannounced, and looking to hook up. It was 10 p.m. When I heard her knock, I jumped an inch off the love seat, and my eyes darted toward the bedside nightstand that held the .45.

      I carefully looked through the peephole and saw her leaning on the door, eyes half closed.

      “I’ve missed you,” she said when I let her in. Her breath smelled of sour mash.

      “What are you doing here?”

      She scoffed. “Have you gotten stupid, Julian?” She walked to my fridge for a beer.

      “You can’t stay.”

      She swayed around the kitchen and searched for a bottle opener.

      “I told you last time, no more,” I said.

      “You said that many times,” she said to the counter.

      “This time I meant it.”

      She found the opener and took a slug off the bottle, then walked back toward me. Slowly and wobbly.

      “You keep lying to yourself,” she said, eyes looking into mine.

      “No, you do.”

      She laughed and grabbed the front of my shirt. She leaned in. “Come on,” she whispered. “You know you want to.”

      I’d always given in to her. Willingly at first, excitedly even, and reluctantly in the later days, but I’d always given in. Because I wanted it, and because it was easy. I still wanted it, still desired her body next to mine, and it was still easy. But the reward was no longer worth the attachments. The juice was no longer worth the squeeze. Her power over me would continue until I decided it wouldn’t, and it had been that simple the entire time.

      I denied her again, pushing her away and telling her whatever we had was over, and her anger bubbled. She yelled. I asked her to keep her voice down. She did not.

      “Just who the fuck do you think you are,” she said. It was a statement, not a question.

      “This was never right,” I said, normal volume. “You know that.”

      “And since when do you care about moral high ground? Since when?”

      The sex wasn’t the issue. She wasn’t used to hearing “no.”

      “You need to think very carefully about what you’re doing,” she said, her voice coming down a little. “Very carefully. I could ruin you.”

      “Could you?”

      She threw her hands up. “How dumb are you, really?”

      “I know you can’t tell anyone,” I said. “About us. You wouldn’t do that. Vince finding out would be as damaging to you as it would to me.”

      “You actually believe that?”

      “I do.”

      “Then you’ve made a big mistake, Julian. You’re ruining yourself and I don’t even give a shit.”

      “You won’t tell him,” I said.

      She shrugged. “I tried to explain it to you once. That I’m in control. Here and elsewhere. He’s no more powerful than I am.”

      “Don’t kid yourself.”

      She smiled a wide, devious smile that would stay with me. I would remember the smile.

      “Have a nice night, Julian. Take care of yourself.”

      The third important thing that happened in the six days until Dallas Korman contacted me again was Vince meeting me face to face. This occurred the day after my confrontation with Adeline, and as such, if he had summoned me to his office, I would not have gone. But he came to me.
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      There were two knocks at the door. Clean and quick, like a delivery driver. They startled me off the couch, where I was watching daytime television and debating the validity of Adeline’s threats. I was anxious, and desperately wanted to hear from Dallas Korman or Raphino. The .45 sat on the couch beside me.

      If they were coming for me, they wouldn’t knock. This thought was the only thing that allowed me to approach the door.

      When I saw him, I cracked the door slightly.

      “Vince,” I said.

      “Hello Julian.” He smiled. “We need to chat. The two of us.” He looked sleep deprived, but not angry.

      “What about?”

      “The polite thing to do would be to invite me in.”

      I looked back inside at the gun on the couch. “I’m kind of in the middle of something.”

      “Julian, I came all the way down.”

      I looked back inside. “Give me a second.”

      I stuffed the gun under the couch and let him in. We sat on folding chairs I used as a makeshift kitchen set. I asked if he wanted coffee and he politely declined.

      He squared to me and looked me in the eye. “How is your state of mind?”

      “Fine. Great.”

      “You sure?”

      The gun was too far away. I wanted it closer. It would be comforting if it was closer.

      “Yes. Is my work suffering?”

      “Of course not. Strong as usual. But work is the only place I’ve seen you. It’s the only place anyone has seen you. You have isolated yourself, it seems.”

      I shrugged, hoping it seemed natural. “Not intentionally.”

      His head nodded. “Your friends have left. I understand. It’s unfair, but sometimes things are out of our control.”

      I nodded along. “Yes. Of course.”

      He nodded too. We both nodded together. Two familiar souls, nodding, understanding one another.

      “Our last real conversation was about repairing trust,” Vince said. “Do you remember this conversation?”

      “I do.”

      “And since that time, would you say the level of trust between us has improved?”

      I nodded again. “I would. I would definitely say that.” My pulse slowed and my armpits stopped sweating. When I wasn’t wracked with anxiety, I could play the game.

      He nodded. “I would agree.”

      My pulse slowed more.

      My work was impressive, he said, and he was happy with where the trust level was. Trust was important.

      “There may even be some in our organization who aren’t so trustworthy,” he said.

      “You think?”

      He nodded. “I’m afraid so. To be dealt with when the time is right. But the important thing is we put those who are trustworthy into positions of power. You know what? Perhaps I will take you up on that cup of coffee.”

      I started a pot brewing and sat back down.

      “So,” I said, “trust.”

      “Yes. Our mission was to repair trust between us. I would say that mission is complete. Now, it’s time to put your skills to better use.”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      He scooted the chair closer. “I need an assistant.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes. Someone I can trust. As you know very well, our business growth has slowed recently. This needs to change. A stagnant business is a dying business.”

      “I see.”

      “Your intellect makes you valuable. I believe you could see things from a different angle than I. It could help the business. It could help us find where the leaks are.”

      He stood up and walked toward the window, running his fingers between the cheap blinds.

      “The leaks,” I said.

      “Yes,” he said, quieter now. “There are leaks. There are always leaks. But when the leaks become bad enough, they need to be plugged.”

      There was power in his voice, and control. These things were always present. But for the first time, I heard a hint of desperation.

      “I’d love to help you,” I said. “It would be my pleasure.”

      He turned to me and smiled. “Excellent. I knew you’d come around. I knew you would, when you saw the truth. We’re just a simple business, like any other.”

      He let out a burst of laughter, and I joined him. We laughed together; the man in charge and his newly minted assistant. I got up and poured us coffee.

      “It’s important what we’re doing, Julian. We’re supporting a community here. We’re allowing people to live their lives in freedom. We’re providing for many. We’ve created a community free of oppression. I hope you’ve seen that.”

      “I have,” I said.

      “And Julian,” he said, “there’s been no decision made on my successor.”

      “Successor?”

      “Yes. Someday I’ll retire. This line of work puts stress on a man, and someday I’ll want to hang it up. Slow things down. Reap the rewards of a life well lived. And when that happens, someone will take over. Someone who can be trusted with the business. Do you understand what I’m saying, Julian?”

      “Yes,” I said. “Most definitely, I do.”

      We drank coffee and discussed logistics. I would work more, but receive a twenty-five percent raise to start. I would be considered for profit-sharing. There were company cars. He had thought this over.

      Vince left politely and told me to report Monday. Someone else would take over financials. He would begin briefing me on logistics. An hour after his exit, my heart slowed to normal.

      I left my apartment that evening and walked to town. I needed fresh air. It was cold; the temperature topped out at nineteen degrees that day, and dropped as the sun did. I wore a wool hat and gloves.

      For the better part of six months, my mind had rambled. Through the mountains, the people of Otter Ridge, Vince’s business. Rambling, always. Hazy bars and singing and piano playing. Guitar. The mountain chateau. Random cars and Grand Junction. Pot smoke and bricks of heroin. Brown heroin, under electronics. Strange, twitchy men at the drop point. Disappearances.

      My mind had wandered through them all since I’d arrived in Otter Ridge, sometimes obsessively. I was tired. I walked along the path by the lake, half-covered in snow and totally deserted. Yellow lights came on in houses nearby and chimneys billowed smoke. Winter was inside season. The cold nipped my fingertips, told me to go home. But here, alone at sunset by the frozen lake, the cold felt good. I could feel each breath moving though my lungs. Crisp, clean. I could see my exhales. The cold drove others away, and left me alone. The cold was my friend.

      The stillness of a winter night gave my mind the rest it needed. It temporarily stopped wandering. My feet moved but my thoughts did not; just simple, blissful stillness. It was stillness that comforted me, that told me it would be okay, like a mother to a child. It told me to keep going. There, by the lake as the sun went down and the lights went on, I felt that an end was near, and that feeling gave me relief.

      I walked along the lake path facing north. Ahead to my left were the shops of downtown; some bustling with laughter and music, others closed for the day. To my right was the lake, covered in ice and snow. Past that were houses; some modest and some extravagant, all glowing in some way. Past the houses were trees, past the trees were the mountaintops, and past the mountaintops was everything else. He was out there somewhere. Korman. He was out there; perhaps hundreds of miles away, or perhaps right here in my midst. He was moving, taking care, and slipping between the shadows. He was working, and for that I was grateful. I hoped he was here. I hoped he was watching me now.

      He’ll have answers, I told myself. He’ll have answers.
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      Dallas Korman sat in a booth with a hamburger, fries, and a half pint of Guinness in front of him. He wore a weathered gray utility shirt and jeans. His hair was light brown, his face obscured by a beard. It was how I’d pictured him. He saw me immediately and casually waved me over.

      I did a quick scan of the room and walked toward him. It was busier than Earl’s, but not by much. Korman was the only one in that particular section. I slid across from him and shook his hand.

      “Pleasure,” he said.

      “Likewise,” I said, my voice hushed.

      “Don’t need to whisper,” he said. “They can’t hear shit back here. Acoustics shoot the noise that way.” He stuck a thumb over his shoulder. “Don’t yell or anything, but don’t need to whisper.”

      I looked around and saw the booths next to us were empty. “Okay,” I said.

      Korman tore into the burger with one hand, taking down a quarter of it in a single bite. “You hungry?” he asked with a full mouth.

      “No, thanks.”

      He shook his head. “I’m starvin’. Been eatin’ like crazy since I’ve been up here. Must be the elevation or somethin’.” He took another bite and half the burger was gone. “You least want a beer?”

      The waitress appeared and I ordered a coke. I wanted to stay sharp. Korman shrugged and stuffed a handful of fries in his mouth.

      “So,” I said, drumming my fingers on the table, “where are we with everything?”

      He held up a palm and finished his bite. “You know, I’m trying to be more polite. Doc says it’s good for the blood pressure. So, first, tell me something about you.”

      I stared at him, unsure if he was serious.

      “Come on,” he motioned with his hands, “I’m not fuckin’ around. Tell me anything. One thing about you.”

      “Well,” I said, “I’m divorced.” It was close enough to the truth.

      “Me too. Twice.” He nodded and stuffed a few more fries in his mouth. “This is good. We’re building rapport, you and I.”

      The waitress brought the coke.

      “How’s it been?” he asked.

      “How’s what been?”

      “Stressful?” he asked. “You’re into some shit here.”

      I exhaled and nodded. “A little.”

      “You scared?”

      “No.”

      “You have a gun?”

      I scanned the room quickly without moving my head and nodded.

      He looked satisfied. “I would, too.”

      “You don’t?”

      “No, I do. But I just mean, if I were you, I’d have one, too.”

      “I appreciate the endorsement.”

      He shrugged and reached in a satchel that sat next to him in the booth. “Well, I’m afraid I’m not gonna put your mind at ease here.” He laid a file in front of me. “Everything I found is in there. It’s yours to keep. I summarized the findings on the first page, but I’m happy to go over them with you here.”

      I nodded and opened the file.

      Vincent Decierdo was the de facto leader of a large narcotics smuggling operation. This much I knew. He employed roughly fifty people, and specialized in heroin but moved cocaine from time to time.

      “It’s a mutt,” Korman said, “the mixture they use. The brown stuff is easier to make and cheaper, but weaker, too. Helps ‘em keep costs down. Filthy shit.”

      The heroin was smuggled through Grand Junction, where it was delivered from Mexico. That was as far back as Korman could trace. It was broken down and packaged for distribution at three separate locations in Summit County, one being the pole shed where I always dropped the car. After that it was sold to minors and addicts in a two hundred-mile radius, covering more than two dozen mountain towns. Most of it stayed in Summit or somewhere near—Dillon, Frisco, Leadville, Otter Ridge, mainly—but there were customers as far west as Glenwood Springs, and all the way up to Nederland.

      “It’s just hard for me to believe,” I said, looking over the papers, “that there are that many heroin users around here. It seems like such a sleepy town. Touristy, sometimes, but not full of drugs.”

      “Smackheads stay inside,” Korman said. “You’re not gonna see ‘em much. A lot of it happens in the hills, ‘ol broken down shanties out of plain sight. Go check out the west side of Leadville sometime.”

      “Just seems odd. This is like a vacation destination.”

      “Mountains’ve had drug problems since the dawn of time. This place is no different. Something about the isolation, I think. Just like booze in Alaska. I was out here twice—shit, maybe three times—back in ’76. Whacked out back then, too. It was crack then, but same concept.”

      “How old are you?” I asked.

      “Keep reading.”

      Vincent Decierdo did not exist.

      “Name’s Ben Murray,” Korman said. “Originally from North Dakota. Started college but dropped out early. Has a few arrests, petty stuff mostly; theft, weed, drunk driving. Did a month in the pen once, got out and moved out here. Started selling weed. One arrest in Colorado for possession, but no charge.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “You paid me to know this. Builds the weed business up, gets in bed with the cops at some point—lazy ass handout lookin’ motherfuckers—then moves on to hard shit. Been holed up in the Rockies ever since, somethin’ like fifteen years.”

      “So Vince is actually Ben.”

      He nodded. “Started goin’ by Decierdo when he moved here. Must like how it sounds. Think about it—does that guy look like a Vincent Decierdo?”

      I thought about his flat face and golden beard and shook my head. “No. What name is on his legal documents?”

      “Probably Murray if he had ‘em, but he really doesn’t. Everything’s off the books, he doesn’t need anything official. You ever see him drive?”

      I shook my head again.

      “He had a license at one point, but my guess is it expired. Son of a bitch gets chauffeured everywhere.”

      “Even if he got pulled over, the cops wouldn’t arrest him,” I said.

      “Yeah but he doesn’t risk it. The guy’s careful. Only goes to places he knows he’s protected. Doesn’t put a name on shit.”

      I turned the page. “What about Damon?” I asked.

      “Well, he isn’t in Arizona,” Korman said. “No matches for a Damon Peters with his description in Phoenix, or anywhere near. To find out more would take a longer investigation and more money. But from that and what we know from your girl…” he snapped his fingers and pulled the name from air, “Suzanne, I think we can reasonably draw a conclusion.”

      “Dead.”

      “They probably offed him by the side of the road and buried the body in the hills. Just easier for them. One bullet, problem gone. Places like this, there’s so much blank space on the map. Probably dozens of corpses from the drug trade dumped up here, off quiet roads, away from civilization. It’s the perfect hiding space; in the ocean, you gotta worry about ‘em washing on shore. Mountains don’t move.”

      The section on Suzanne was incomplete.

      “How long ago did you say you saw her?” Korman asked.

      “Couple weeks.”

      “Far as I can tell, they haven’t gotten to her. She’s probably long gone by now. Wouldn’t be surprised if she stuck around long enough to contact you, then skipped town. Badass chick if you ask me. Ain’t easy slippin’ a kingpin.”

      “Where would she have stayed?”

      He shrugged. “With a trustworthy friend, or some campsite in the woods.”

      “In the winter?”

      “I’ve seen it before.”

      From what I knew, there were no trustworthy friends.

      “She’s a slick one, though. Usually I can run their info and at least get an idea of where they went. You know if that’s her real name?”

      “No idea.”

      I hoped he was right, that she was somewhere else, far from here. I pictured her on a lounge chair by a pool, sunglasses on her face, lips no longer chattering. It was a romantic thought. Wishful. I made myself think it.

      “The wild card here is Vin…Ben Murray’s girl, Adeline. The one you plowed. Real name. Prep school priss turned gangbangin’ drug wife. Don’t usually see that.

      “I pulled her info, reads like a slice of Americana. Good school, good family, straight-A’s. Degree in econ. No run-ins with the law or signs of trouble at home. Moved out here after college, and just started runnin’ with the wrong crowd.”

      “Wild card,” I said.

      “Yeah, well, a broad like that just wouldn’t generally fit with some smack-sellin’ killers. I’ve seen ‘em try before—little miss perfect takes a trip to the other side of the tracks, thinks she wants to run with the big dogs. But they always come screamin’ back, scared shitless.”

      “But Adeline stayed,” I said to the papers, following along.

      “Seems like she thrived. I ain’t sayin’ she’s lyin’ or nothing—she is who she says she is. My intel’s rock solid, believe that. But I don’t know. Either she’s oblivious to what’s going on—seems real unlikely—or she’s into it. She’s a hard bitch.”

      “She isn’t soft,” I said.

      The police in Eagle County, Summit County, Lake County, and probably a few other mountain counties, were deeply corrupted and eager to accept money from anyone who had it. They had taken bribes and kickbacks from Ben Murray for long enough that it had become a consistent payroll. They openly allowed the trafficking of heroin and cocaine through the mountains, and regularly bought and placed local political officials. The Eagle County police chief lived in a four million dollar house in Vail, one of his three homes. His Summit County counterpart kept a ski-in/ski-out luxury condo at the base of Breckenridge and had a garage full of BMW’s. Korman had to do some light investigation to uncover the details, but most of it was easily attainable knowledge. Nobody tried very hard to hide it.

      “You gotta understand, these mountain towns, they work different than other towns,” Korman said. “I grew up in the Catskills. Not the same, but not that different, either. Mountain business is mountain business, my man. It’s their own rules up here.”

      I nodded. “Which is why Raphino was so hesitant to ask the other police for help.”

      Korman chuckled. “Shit, you’d be better off takin’ the case to Murray himself. The cops are just as dangerous; they’d probably off ya just for bringin’ it up. Once a man gets some money, he cares about two things: protecting what he has and getting more.

      “Hell,” he continued, “I’m flabbergasted your boy Raphino managed to stay straight. Real solid cat, that one. Morals and shit. Can’t say I understand it, but I respect it.”

      “So if the cops knew that we knew all this…”

      “Don’t even finish that sentence.” Korman lowered his voice for the first time. “Listen, this is volatile shit. You’re fuckin’ with a lotta people’s livelihoods. I’ve seen guys get iced over less. You guys gotta do whatever you’re gonna do and get on with it.”

      I exhaled and took a drink of cola. “So what are next steps?”

      “That’s up to you all. I’m afraid my work here is about done.”

      “You can’t help us…take these guys down? We have money.”

      “Listen,” he said, “I’d love to. I’d love to take down all the bad guys. But it’s not my business. I gather info. I dropped the desperado shit a long time ago.”

      “So what are we supposed to do?”

      “I can’t tell ya that,” he said. “I can give you a suggestion if you want, but that’s about it.”

      I rubbed my face. This new information—suspicions confirmed, others revealed—and still we hadn’t gotten anywhere. “Well, yeah,” I said, “I’d like the suggestion.”

      Korman produced a hard pack of cigarettes and packed it between his hands. “For my money? Get the fuck outta dodge. As soon as you can. Get to Denver and walk right into the police station and tell ‘em everything and ask for protection.”

      “Denver hardly seems far enough.”

      Korman put the pack down without removing a cigarette. “Denver can manufacture jurisdiction if they want, without gettin’ the feds involved up front. They’ll get involved eventually, but if you want a timely initial arrest, the Denver cops’ll be a hell of a lot quicker. And if you’re worried they’re gonna find ya, Denver ain’t no different than St. Louis or Sacramento. Proximity don’t mean much when you need to find a man.”

      I stared past him for a moment.

      “You scared now?” he asked.

      I drummed my fingers on the table. “He’s already threatened me. About leaving.”

      “Course he did. You split in the middle of the night, he’s fucked. Now, it wouldn’t surprise me if he’s got some surveillance on ya—they do that sorta shit—so it’s a risk, for sure. But what’s your other option?”

      I shook my head.

      “My question—and sorry to be blunt or whatever—but my question is: why hasn’t he offed you already?” Korman asked. “If he knows you know all this, it’s a big-ass risk he’s taking by letting you walk about. Dude’s cold-blooded; why hasn’t he had one of his guys add you to the cemetery? I mean, I wouldn’t bring this up, but I imagine you’ve thought of it before.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, I have. He—I don’t know—he sees something in me.”

      “Huh,” Korman said, and considered it.

      “Something about handing the operation off, one day. Like a successor or something. He thinks he can trust me.”

      “Well, you lucked out there, buckaroo. Your elite east coast schooling has served you well. But I say count your blessings and don’t wait for ‘em to run out.”
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      I went to work the day after I met Korman. It took everything inside me to make myself go. I forced myself through the drive, and when I parked, my body almost refused to go in. My sense of self-preservation was screaming to me, trying to take command of my will. But I had to go, to keep appearances until we had a plan in place. I sat at my desk for five hours and did very little work. Vince stopped by once, for which I was prepared, and asked again about declining numbers. I gave him my usual answer and he moved on.

      As soon as was reasonable, I walked to my car to leave. Even then there was no relief, only more anxiety and anticipation. This was my new default state.

      I texted Raphino and we met at Earl’s. He had been waiting to hear from me.

      He sat at the same end of the bar he had the first night we met. The bar was similarly empty. He was in one piece, but pale and skittish. There was a cut on his right cheek neither of us addressed.

      “Tell me something good,” he said before I sat down.

      “I’ll try,” I said. I ordered two shots of Jameson and started talking.
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      Raphino’s initial reaction to the full narrative was the same as mine had been: disappointment. He realized, just as I had, we were still at square one, and there might not be a square two.

      “I’m not sure what I expected,” he said between sighs, “but I guess I was just hoping.”

      “Me too,” I said. “Something concrete, something we could use. We could go to a different precinct and report the corruption, get them to launch an investigation.”

      “Yeah,” he said, “we could’ve done that before. Right now we have unsubstantiated evidence—they’d still have to prove everything. Nothing from Korman would be admissible. That would take a lot of time, and I’m not even sure they’ll all get locked up. If we come forward with this, we need to know these guys are gonna be put away.”

      “Yes,” I said, “it would be a risk.”

      We decided our best plan was to attack Ben Murray. Korman uncovered enough for us to start building a case, and for the police to investigate. They could offer us protection through the feds, which Raphino seemed to balk at but ultimately agreed it may be necessary. He had pride, in his community and in himself, and it deeply bothered him that the place he loved was being run by evil men. If he had his choice, he would have put a stop to it himself.

      His concern was the Denver police might be corrupted as well. Not the full-blown, wild west way his force was, but he was wary of a mole or informant within the department.

      “It wouldn’t surprise me,” he said. “These guys have gone a long time without getting caught, because they’re careful. Denver’s too close to not have someone inside that force, at least.”

      I ordered two more shots. “So what are our options?”

      “Let me think it over. I’m working tomorrow and have to go in—taking a day off would be a red flag for anyone watching.”

      “Right.”

      “I’ll talk to you tomorrow night and we’ll figure it out.”

      “We need to do something soon, Mike,” I said. “I understand the methodical approach, but the longer this cloak and dagger operation goes on, the more chance we have of getting caught.”

      “I know, I know,” he said, nodding. “Tomorrow we’ll have an answer. Just give me until then.”

      “Fine. Think about Korman’s suggestion. Just go to Denver, simple and easy.”

      He nodded. “It’s a risk, though. You’re being watched, and I’m pretty sure I am.”

      “We’re going to have to take a risk somewhere.”

      “Yeah. I know. But…Denver.”

      “What?”

      He took the shot in front of him, tipping his head back violently. “City boys, man. They don’t get us, never have.”

      “It sounds like they’re our best bet, Mike. Chances are, ATF or FBI gets involved, anyway.”

      He shook his head. “It’s just, mountain business is mountain business. Should be able to be handled up here. Shouldn’t need city boys swoopin’ in.”

      “Well, if you have a suggestion on how to do that, I’m all ears,” I said, putting my coat on. “But I think we have to put egos aside here.”

      “Right,” he said. “Talk to you tomorrow night.”
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      The next day was the twenty-third of January. I remember this. I don’t know which day either of my parents were born, nor most of my close friends. Twice during our marriage, I had to be reminded the date of Megan’s birthday. But I remember the twenty-third of January.

      I remember the snowfall from the previous night, blanketing the rooftops in virgin white and covering the roads in brown slush. I remember how it stuck to the tree limbs, turning them to beautiful silhouettes. I remember how the sun shone on the snow, reflecting. I remember the temperature was warm enough to go without gloves on short walks. I remember making a fried egg sandwich in the morning—two eggs and a piece of leftover ham on white bread, the .45 loaded on the counter beside me.

      I remember hearing a noise I thought was a knock, and the relief when I saw it was my neighbor tapping the snow off his shovel. He was young; I hadn’t seen him before.

      I remember the anxiety of the day, the waiting. I remember wanting it to be night, to hear what Raphino came up with. I remember thinking we should leave then, that the middle of the day would be the best time to escape. That Korman’s suggestion was the right one. I remember wondering what Korman was working on, now that he had left. I wondered if he was thinking about us.

      I remember needing to know. I remember needing more answers. The truth was addicting. And the need for truth is the reason I remember the twenty-third of January.

      It was late afternoon when I contacted her. The winter sun had already ducked behind the mountains, casting a calm twilight on Otter Ridge. I sent a text message asking her to meet.

      Your place? she responded. The prompt reply gave me relief.

      No, I said. The Mitchum pass trailhead, from our hike last summer.

      It’s closed. It’s winter.

      Trust me, I said, and waited three minutes.

      20 mins. Better be good.

      I grabbed my coat.

      I had grown so used to carrying the .45 in my waistband, I was hardly aware of it. When I reached the trailhead, the sun had set fully, and day had peacefully rolled into night. The temperature was crisp but still bearable. I walked to the trail and could see my breath.

      She hadn’t arrived yet. Alone on a closed trail, covered in packed snow and surrounded by forest, I stopped and listened to the silence. The parking lot was out of sight from where I stood. I leaned on a wooden post marking the start of the trail. It hadn’t been used in months.

      I scanned the surroundings and was satisfied with the level of isolation. I was alone.

      “What is it?” she asked, appearing through the trees, the snow crunching under her designer boots. “You want to fuck out here?” Her top lip curled into a half smile, half snarl.

      “Might be fun,” I said. I played along.

      She stopped in front of me. “Seems overly complicated.”

      “How are things on the mountaintop?”

      “Fine,” she said. “Normal. You’re up there, you should know.”

      “I’m not in the master suite.”

      She shrugged her shoulders. “Not all it’s cracked up to be.”

      I looked her in the eyes. Her dark blonde curls spilled gracefully out of a knit hat, like a model in a ski magazine.

      “So what is this?” she asked, looking around. “Really. Some clandestine meeting in the woods? You think you’re living a Bond movie, Julian? You gonna kill me out here or something?”

      I laughed. She did too.

      “I get it,” she said. “We can’t be together, it isn’t right, blah blah blah. Fine. To be honest, I’m over it. But you didn’t have to drag me out to the woods in the middle of the damn winter.”

      “Where’s the money going, Adeline?” I asked.

      “Pardon?”

      “Why is the business losing money?” I stared into her.

      “It’s not,” she said. “You know it’s not. You do the finances. Profits are slowing, yeah…”

      “For the first time ever,” I said.

      She took a moment to reset. “Well, our distribution has leveled off. That’s about the extent of it, from what I know. We’re reaching as far as we can, already overextended as it is. You can’t force them to shoot up.”

      My jaw was tense. “You’re full of shit.”

      “How?”

      “I see the books. I keep the books. I know what’s in them. We’re moving more product than we ever have. And it’s still growing.”

      She scoffed. “Listen, if you drug me out here just to bitch about profits, I’m afraid I don’t have the time.” She turned to leave.

      “You’re skimming off the top,” I said.

      She stopped and turned back halfway. “Excuse me?”

      “Someone is,” I said. “Numbers don’t add up. My guess is it’s you, Miss I’m-in-charge-here.”

      “If you actually think I’d steal from my own business, you’re dumber than I thought.”

      “It wouldn’t be stealing, really. Just taking a little off the top. Something for the effort. Make it worth your while, for everything you do. Why should Vince get all the glory?”

      “We’re partners,” she said.

      “You get paid like a partner?”

      She looked at the ground.

      “Look,” I said, “Adeline, I don’t really care. I get paid no matter what. I’m not going to go to Vince with this or anything. I just need to know.”

      She looked back up. “Can I go now?”

      “Sure. But you’ll be admitting I’m right.”

      She approached me and smiled. The snarl was back, along with the swagger. “Just what in the hell are you trying to do? Are you trying to scare me?”

      “No. Honestly, no. It’s just…there are things happening…”

      “You think you could ever scare me?”

      “It’s not like that.”

      “It is like that.” She became taller. The momentum had shifted. “You’re a manipulator. You’re trying to get past me in the business. You have been for a while.”

      “I can promise you that’s not true.”

      “Oh, fuck off,” she said. “I know what’s going on. Vince has had a hard-on for you since you showed up. And you think you’re gonna be his successor.”

      She stepped closer and stared into my face. She was less than a foot from me now. Our noses could have touched.

      “That’s what you’ve wanted the whole time,” she continued. “That, and me.”

      Adeline reached over and grabbed my belt. Her slender fingers sunk beneath my waistband and touched the gun.

      She knew immediately.

      I tried to jerk away but she already had it in her hands. Quickly, in one motion, she stepped back and pointed it at me with both hands. She held the gun high, level with her eyes. Her expression hardly changed. It was not an awkward fumbling but a slick pickpocket; she just lifted the gun right from my waistband. And now she was pointing it at me.

      “Hands up,” she said. Her breathing was normal. Her face was relaxed. How in the hell did she take it from me so easily?

      I put them up.

      “Higher.”

      I raised them higher.

      She smiled and glanced at the gun. “I know this wasn’t issued by us. That’s a big no-no, you know.”

      “Okay, just listen.”

      “What exactly were you planning on doing with this shiny pistol?”

      “Just…nothing. Let me explain.”

      “Nah,” she said. “I think I’ll just tell Vince about this.”

      My hands were numb. “Adeline, you can’t.”

      “I think I’ll just tell him about all of this. And about us.”

      “Please,” I said, dropping my hands. “Please, you can’t tell him.”

      She shook her head. “So sad. Your days as the golden boy will soon be over. Hands up.”

      “Listen,” I said. “Something’s going to happen. I can…I can help you.”

      Adeline tilted her head back and laughed. She started backing up through the snow, the gun still pointed at me. “Goodnight, Julian.”

      That was it; she was walking away. So I walked after her, because I had no choice.

      “Ah ah ah,” she said. “You’re going to stay right there.”

      I kept walking. “Shoot me,” I said. “Shoot me, you heinous bitch.”

      On one level, it would have been a relief.

      Her face changed. Only a little, but it changed. “Julian, stay there.”

      “Shoot me, Adeline. Do it. Shoot me.”

      “Stay there.”

      “Shoot me.”

      She tried to walk faster and said nothing.

      “Shoot me, dammit.”

      I caught up to her and made my move. I shot my hands out beneath hers and shoved the gun out of the way with a grunt. I forced it upward, both of us holding it now, pointing at the sky. The trigger pulled and the pistol shot once, a deafening, deep explosion that sounded like a cannon, sailing off into the night.

      We wrestled for a moment; I wasn’t prepared for her strength. Our arms swayed the weapon from side to side, until she caught me with an elbow across the face. My vision flashed white and I fell down in the snow.

      The gun was no longer in my hands. Face down, I waited to be shot from behind, for the darkness of death to take me. It did not. I rolled over and expected to see her there, standing over me. She was not. I pressed my hands down on the snow to get up, and my left hand touched the .45.

      I could hear footsteps running through the snow. I sprinted toward the parking lot to follow, but when I got there, she was gone.
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      “Mike, it’s Julian. We gotta go, man. We gotta go.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Ah shit,” I said. “Ah shit ah shit ah shit. I might have screwed up.”

      I sped through the back roads that led away from Mitchum Trail, thirty miles an hour over the speed limit, going nowhere in particular. My headlights ricocheted off the pine trees that lined the road.

      “I ran into one of the crew,” I said. “Adeline, Vince’s girl. Ben’s girl. Whatever. We got to talking and had an argument. She might know what’s going on. There was a gun involved.”

      “Jesus,” Raphino said, “you shot her?”

      “No, no. We’re both fine. But she just…she ran off and she might be telling Decierdo about it now. Murray. Fuck.”

      “Is our cover blown?”

      “I don’t know, probably. Yeah.”

      “Shit,” he said.

      “Yeah. Listen, we gotta go to Plan B.”

      “There’s no Plan B. There’s hardly a Plan A.”

      “Well, we need to figure one out. I’m driving right now; there isn’t time for me to get all the way to Eagle. Can you meet me between here and there?”

      We met in the parking lot of a liquor store off the interstate. The store was closed, the lot empty and dark. I listened to the hum of the freeway as I stood outside my car and waited.

      Raphino pulled up in an unmarked car ten minutes after I’d arrived. The door swung open and he looked around.

      “Clear?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      “Okay,” he said, studying the surroundings and getting his bearings. “Do you think they’re coming after you now?”

      “Probably not yet. If she actually ran to tell Murray, they’re probably discussing it right now.”

      He lit a cigarette. “How much does she know?”

      I spoke quickly. “Not that much, but I’m not sure it’ll matter. I asked her about the money disappearing—accused her, really—and she flipped. She doesn’t know about you or anything. But she’s going to tell him something, and they’re going to come after me. I’m sure of it.”

      When I stopped, I was out of breath.

      “She knows you know something.”

      “Pretty much. And she’s to be taken seriously, Mike. She’ll do whatever she needs to get what she wants. There’s evil in that woman.”

      Raphino took a drag and nodded.

      “I screwed up by talking to her. I screwed up bad. That’s on me.”

      “What happened with the gun?”

      “We were just talking, and then she…touched me and took it. She just picked it straight from my waistband. Happened so fast. I was able to get it back from her, but she said she was gonna tell Murray, either about our affair or our conversation. Either way he’ll have me dead.”

      “Were there shots fired?”

      “One. When I grabbed it back we wrestled for a bit. One bullet into the air. No damage.”

      He held the cigarette in one hand and rubbed his face with the other.

      “Listen man,” I said, “I don’t know what we can do other than get out of here. Like, now.”

      Raphino frowned.

      “Anything else is too risky,” I said. “Let’s just hop on 70 west and go. Regroup when we get to Denver. I’ll leave my car and we’ll go in yours; they won’t even notice. There’s no tail on us now. You have Korman’s file, right?”

      “Yes.” He thought about it. “Denver?”

      “Yeah, Denver.”

      “And then what?”

      “And then? I don’t know—we’ll figure it out when we get there. At least it’ll be safer. Listen, my life’s in danger here. Maybe yours, too.”

      He flicked the cigarette and thought. Arms folded, leaning on his car, thinking. “I don’t think that’s gonna work.”

      “What? Why? They’ll have no idea.”

      “We go to Denver. Maybe we’re safe. Then who’s gonna bust them?”

      “We’ll figure that out. State police. Hell, we’ll get the feds involved. Right now I’m more worried about staying alive.” I was becoming increasingly anxious as time drug on. I expected someone to pop out from behind a tree and empty a clip.

      He nodded. “See, I’m afraid that doesn’t work for me.”

      “What?”

      He looked around the night, motioning with his hands. “What does that do, if we leave? Makes us safe, maybe? What does that do for the mountains? What does that do for my home?”

      “Jesus, Mike. We’ll get ‘em somehow, alright?”

      “We cut and run when there’s trouble, we’re just like everyone. Just like the cops who want cash more than justice. The politicians who turn their backs on it. We leave and hope someone else cleans up the mess? No. That’s what created these problems in the first place. That’s a cowards way out.”

      “Mike, we can’t take them on by ourselves.”

      “It’s a cowards way,” he said, and turned to look at the highway.

      I stood there, incredulous, as he pondered the passing cars. I looked over my shoulder and around the corners of the darkened liquor store. We were still alone.

      “We take Decierdo,” Raphino said, his back still to me. “To hell with the rest of them.”

      “Murray,” I said.

      “We arrest him and head east. We lock him up in Denver. He can’t skate if he’s locked up.”

      “You’re not worried about a mole anymore?”

      Raphino turned back to face me. “It’s our only option. Bring him in and let them sort it out.”

      “He’ll be barricaded up there,” I said. “He’ll be surrounded by his people, especially now.”

      Raphino shrugged. “We only need him.”

      We stood silent for a good minute, the night air biting my ears and fingers. A gentle breeze moved through the pines. He’d made up his mind.

      “I’m no Rambo,” I said.

      He was silent for a moment.

      “Mountain business is mountain business,” he said. “I have a responsibility.” He put another cigarette between his lips and sparked a lighter. “This is my home. You got a home, Julian? You got a home.”

      I exhaled. “Sort of. Give me one of those.”

      He pulled a cigarette from the pack and handed it to me. “Sorta? Everyone’s got a home.”

      I lit the cigarette with his lighter and inhaled. It tasted filthy, like licking a fireplace. The tobacco made a low crackle as I sucked in, burning orange in the black of night.

      “Yeah but I left mine,” I said. “Made a new home. Then left that one too.”

      We stood together, watching the freeway. The moon was behind a cloud, darkening the pavement underneath us. I took another drag.

      “I’m not police,” I said. “What the hell am I supposed to do?”

      “Citizens assist officers all the time,” he said. “It’s no big deal.”

      I exhaled.

      “You do what you want,” he said. “You can get in your car and head east right now, no hard feelings. If it ain’t your fight, it ain’t your fight. But I’m going up there.”

      The wind picked up and I flicked my cigarette, still half unsmoked, and stomped it out. A fleeting tobacco buzz swirled in my brain, not helping the anxiety. I exhaled and watched my breath leave my lungs. There was a lull of cars on the highway. The night was quiet.
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      Raphino drove and I directed him. We had, I estimated, forty-five minutes until we were there. I hoped he was home. I hoped more he was not.

      I didn’t even say “yes.” I just nodded my head finally and got in the car. The first five minutes were silent, then he began with instructions.

      “Surprise will be important,” he said. “We can’t just bust in the front door.”

      “No shit,” I said.

      “We’ll park far enough away they won’t see us coming,” he said. “We’ll case the place, then find a weak point of entry.”

      “Don’t we need a warrant for that?” I asked.

      His head bobbed from side to side. “Technically. Don’t worry about that.”

      My mind skipped back to Dartmouth, sitting in an angular wooden desk in a cold lecture hall. The hardest class I took was a pre-law course my junior year. I was completely out of place; wedged between the finance and econ courses I breezed through was this single class focusing on the fourth, fifth, and sixth amendments. I knew little about the constitution and even less about law, and I struggled mightily. How did I even end up there? I must have needed another political science credit.

      The professor was a tall, thin woman with some sort of walking impediment. She was a monster. Socratic method, each student badgered on a daily basis, nowhere to hide. It was the only class I got nervous about attending. By the end of the semester, the student roster had been cut in half due to drops.

      My fear of being exposed made me prepare for each class diligently, and as a result I retained the information well into my adult life. So I knew something about search and seizure, warrants, and what is admissible in court. And I knew going into a house to make a warrantless arrest was generally frowned upon. I tried to explain this to Raphino.

      “You’re right,” he said, “when it comes to evidence being admissible in court. We’re not worried about gathering evidence. We just want Decierdo. Murray.”

      “Can we arrest him in his home without a warrant?”

      He was driving faster now. “When I put the cuffs on him and throw him in the back of the car, there’s not going to be a lawyer there to tell me I can’t. So yeah, I can arrest him. Technically correct or not, when they see what he’s done, he’ll be charged.”

      “Okay,” I said. Pine trees rushed past the window. “I just think…maybe it would be better to do this by the letter of the law.”

      “The letter of the law is how criminals get off,” he said. “We turn in the evidence we have, they spend six months building a case, and someone tips him off. By the time they’re ready to move on him, he’s buried somewhere in South America drinking margaritas. Long gone.”

      I motioned where to turn. The car braked hard and started up the hill.

      “How many rounds you got?” Raphino asked.

      It hadn’t dawned on me until then that the box of hollow points was still tucked under my bed, in my apartment. I had only what was in the magazine; eight or twelve or something.

      Raphino frowned. “Okay.”

      “If we get to the point where I have to shoot, we’re screwed anyway,” I said.

      I tried to think back to times in my life when I’d killed things. Bugs, spiders in the house, a few frogs one summer with those asshole neighbor kids. There had to be a mammal in there somewhere. Mice in mousetraps, of course. I handled that fine. Anything bigger than a mouse? I was fairly certain I’d taken a squirrel or bird at some point, but I couldn’t place it. The men in my family weren’t hunters.

      The radio quietly hummed a country song. Raphino maneuvered the car up the winding mountain road, quickly and skillfully. In town and on the interstate, the street surfaces were cleared of snow and ice, but the farther away from civilization, the less they were maintained. Here there were patches of packed snow in some places. Raphino managed to miss the bad spots and whip us around corners. The speed felt unsafe for a mountain road, but the car remained in control. More than once it felt to me like we were headed off the road, before he jerked the wheel and set us straight. There was a reckless order to it.

      We turned off on the long, narrow road to Ben Murray’s chateau. Raphino killed the headlights and slowed down. The car crawled now, guided by the dim light of the moon and stars reflecting off the snow. It was enough.

      “Park it about a mile up,” I said. “That should be enough space.”

      I wiped my palms on my jeans and felt for the pistol. It felt different now that it had been fired. Warm, alive. I held it differently, touched it differently.

      The road was familiar. We saw no other cars, no other houses. I practiced breathing and tried to calm my mind. I closed my eyes and focused on something, anything in the blackness, and I saw Megan. Right there in front of me, for the first time in a long time. I saw her face, relaxed in a gentle smile, her black hair falling down to the sides. I saw her the way she was before all of it. It was good to see her.

      I missed her the most right then. Good God, I missed her.

      He stopped the car and killed the engine. We whispered for a minute, and I told him what I knew about the layout of the house. There was a basement door around the back; I’d never seen it, but knew it was there. Party guests used it to smoke cigarettes. If we could get in through that door, we could reach the stairs to take us to the main level, where—if he was in the house at all—Ben Murray would most likely be.

      “Just pay attention to what I say,” Raphino said. “I’ll be using hand signals. Follow my instructions, we’ll be fine.”

      We exited the car and carefully pressed the doors closed. I mirrored Raphino’s movements, tiptoeing just behind him on the edge of the road, where the snow was packed down and didn’t make noise under footsteps. He went into a half crouch and so did I. We skirted the road until the winter air began to freeze my fingers, and the outline of the house came into view. The windows were dark, the porch light was off. The driveway was empty.
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      Raphino slowed as we approached the house. I looked for the soft glow of a light or lamp, but saw none. We were in front of the house now, close enough to take a few steps up the front stairs and enter the door. We turned left and followed a crude path leading around the side. The snow was chopped up from footsteps, only partially packed now but manageable. We took care with our feet, conscious of the crunch from the snow’s top crust. As we moved around the side, there were still no lights; we made our way by the dim reflection off the snow. On the backside of the house we found the door, Raphino moving slowly toward it and motioning for me to follow. Silence enveloped us, and we had not broken it.

      The door was locked, of course. I was, at this point, in favor of our excursion ending here. Had we been able to speak, I would have voiced this opinion. But we were not, and thus I was at his mercy. Raphino produced a small metal object from his pocket, resembling in the moonlight a tradesman’s multi-tool, and went to work on the lock. There were small nicks and clicks, each sound amplified in the winter stillness, but nothing inside the house stirred.

      A minute passed, then two. The back door sat beneath a large wooden deck that shot off the main level. It was darker beneath the deck. Raphino worked on the lock and I stood watch, eyes darting from the house to the yard behind us, hand on my pistol. My fingers slowly went numb from the cold. There was a louder click, a push, and the back door creaked open. We were in.

      We both knew the creak of the door was too loud. I took extra care when stepping inside the dark basement, and left the door cracked open behind me to eliminate the noise of the latch, but closed enough to keep the draft out. Once we were both inside, he held up his hand and we observed the basement, crouched on the floor. It was dark and smelled damp. Two or three different hums came from corners of the darkness. Raphino drew his pistol, and I did the same.

      The stairs were easy to find, because a light shined down from the top.

      We waited for a moment in the darkness, because Raphino had not said to continue. He crouched and perked his ears up, listening over the hums. My hands were numb. I wished the light upstairs was not on. I tried to listen as well, tried to mirror Raphino, but all I could hear were the hums.

      Finally we proceeded. The stairs creaked but not enough to arouse suspicion. Again we were cautious and slow. I heard nothing from upstairs. The top of the stairway was shielded by a knee wall; we stopped a few steps from the top to avoid revealing ourselves. We regrouped in the light, careful not to cast shadows where anyone could see them. It was still silent. The light was nothing more than a soft yellow glow from a single floor lamp, but seemed blinding compared to the darkness of the basement. We let our eyes adjust and took inventory. Raphino slowly counted down with his fingers.

      3. 2. 1.

      In unison, we sprung up above the half-wall and faced the large, empty room. We both pointed pistols outward, searching for movement across the barrels. I pretended I knew what I was doing. Nothing moved, thank God. We stood for a few seconds, silently tracking an empty room. I saw the front door on the far wall, where I had entered for soirees. I saw the couch I sat on the first evening, drinking beer and watching the music, Suzanne beside me, passing a joint and making me feel comfortable. It looked different now.

      Raphino rotated his body clockwise, then back, scanning the room. When he was satisfied, he nodded his head forward, and we tiptoed on. Off the top stair, on to the wood floor, across the large decorative rug. Each time the floor squeaked, we both stopped and walked slower, more carefully.

      We cleared rooms methodically. First the living room, then the kitchen, then the bar area, pointing the guns and looking for movement in the dim light of a single lamp. They were all empty. Raphino made his way to the long hallway and I followed, ready to start going through all the rooms that lined it. But there was another light, softer even, coming from the single room at the end of the hall. A light shined from beneath the door of Vince’s office.
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      The two of us walked to the end of the hallway, while I expected the doors to swing open any moment. I waited to be apprehended or shot in that hallway. I accepted the fate. I preferred it, in some ways, to making it to the end. But each journey has an end, and ours was the light at the end of the hallway, and whatever was behind that door.

      We reached the door and listened. There was no sound. Raphino motioned for me to enter.

      Me? I asked with a head nod and shoulder shrug.

      He nodded.

      I inhaled and put my left hand on the doorknob. It was stiff, but turned right. It was time to be quick now, so when the door unlatched, I swung it wide open and pointed my pistol. I felt Raphino’s gun swing over my right shoulder, pointing in the same direction. We made noise now; our silence was broken. Again the room was lit by a floor lamp. Across the office, at the large wooden desk, sat Vincent Decierdo. He looked at me with a straight face and calm expression. I knew he was no longer Vince; I knew he was Ben Murray. I knew this. But when I looked at that large, bearded Irishman sitting behind that desk, I saw nothing but Vincent Decierdo. Drug lord, manipulator, killer, and king of the mountains. On the desk in front of him lay a pistol grip shotgun.

      He said nothing, and we moved into the room quickly. My heart beat fast, my brain refreshed, waiting for the realization that it was all an illusion, that he wasn’t there, that the room was really empty and we had come up skunked. He stayed. We stood twenty feet from him and pointed our guns.

      “Hands where I can see ‘em,” Raphino yelled. “Where I can see ‘em. Right now.”

      Decierdo waited to speak.

      “Where I can see ‘em, motherfucker,” Raphino repeated.

      “They’re here on the desk,” Decierdo said. His voice was calm, measured. “Can you not see the desk?”

      “Push the gun away,” Raphino barked. “Push it out of reach.”

      Decierdo didn’t move.

      “Are you deaf?” Raphino asked.

      Vince looked down and spoke. “No, in fact. But what you’re asking is not practical.”

      “Push it away.”

      “Understand the situation that’s presented itself.” He was calm, strangely calm. “Two gentlemen pointing weapons in my direction, and you’re asking me to willingly absolve my ability to defend myself. It simply wouldn’t be wise. I’m sure you can appreciate that, officer.”

      Raphino, in plain clothes and no visible badge, said nothing.

      “Eagle County, correct?” Vince asked. “The desk man? You’ll have to help me with the name.”

      “Shut up,” Raphino said. He gathered himself.

      “If you’re an officer, please identify yourself,” Vince said. “Otherwise this is nothing more than a home invasion.”

      Raphino paused and pulled up his shirt to reveal a badge on his belt.

      Vince nodded in satisfaction. “Very well. I expect you have a warrant?”

      Raphino cleared his throat and recalled his mental script. “Confirm your name is Benjamin Murray.”

      Vince tilted his head to the side. Inquisitive. “I’m afraid I can’t do that. I don’t know a Benjamin Murray. My name is Vincent Decierdo, but your comrade can tell you that.” He nodded his head in my direction.

      Raphino, gun still raised, looked over his shoulder at me.

      I cleared my throat.

      “Good evening, Julian,” Vince said. “I hadn’t expected you.”

      “We know the truth, Vince,” I said. “We know your real name. We know everything. It’s over.”

      His right hand moved, and we both held our pistols higher. Before Raphino could yell again, Vince picked up his wallet from the right side of the desk. “Would you like to see my identification?” he asked.

      “You think we’re stupid?” Raphino said. “You think we’re stupid.”

      Vince nodded to himself. “Very well then. Gentlemen, my hospitality is running out. I’m going to need you to produce a warrant or leave my home.”

      There was a thud in the basement. Raphino and I looked at each other.

      “Mr. Murray,” Raphino said, “is there anyone else in this house?”

      “You’ll have to address me by my name,” Vince said.

      “Is there anyone else in this house?” Raphino asked again.

      Vince shrugged.

      Raphino looked at the door, then me. He lowered his gun and walked toward me.

      “I’m going to go check it out,” he said quietly. “Just hold him here until I get back.”

      “What?”

      “You’ll be fine,” he said, and vanished through the door.

      I looked to Vincent Decierdo, alone with him in the room. It was quiet. He held a blank expression, his eyes concealing whatever thoughts were running through his head. His hands seemed to have moved a half-inch closer to the shotgun. I thought back to the last time I was in this office with him, and the conversation we had. It was different, this time.

      “Hands away from the gun,” I said.

      He said nothing. My palm and fingers perspired on the pistol. I badly wanted Raphino to come back.

      “Hands away,” I said. He didn’t move.

      Vince’s eyes studied me quietly. Murray’s eyes I reminded myself. Murray.

      “You going to shoot me, Julian?”

      “I will if I have to.”

      “Do you believe that?”

      “Shut up,” I said. “Scoot your chair back, away from the shotgun.”

      “I just described to your partner the reason I cannot do that,” he said. “You know I’m a pragmatist, Julian.”

      “I know you’re a liar.” I looked over my shoulder.

      “Liar?” he asked. “What ever do you mean? I’ve been completely forthcoming with you. Took you to dinner, made you my top finance man. Sure, there was the surface deception about what the cargo was in those cars, but failure to disclose and lying are not the same thing.”

      “You lied about your name,” I said. “Lied about that to everyone.”

      “Julian,” he said, “I must say I’m offended.” His eyes were soft, understanding. “After the relationship we’ve built—the business partnership—for you to come barging in here with some half-baked accusations? And alongside that joker. Green as the day is long, looking to make a splash and get off the desk. I tell you, boredom is a dangerous thing.” He shook his head.

      “Half-baked?” I asked, gun still raised. “You’re denying it, then. That your name is Ben Murray.”

      “I am.”

      I took it in. “Well, once a liar, I guess.” My hands shook slightly. I hoped he couldn’t see it.

      “I’ll humor you,” he said. “I have every official government document with my name on it. Driver’s license, birth certificate, social security card. All with the name Vincent Allen Decierdo. The license is in my wallet,”—he nodded his head toward he far side of the desk—“the others are in that cabinet.” He nodded toward a beige filing cabinet to his right.

      “And all that can be forged,” I said.

      He gave a conciliatory nod. “I’ve been charged with a crime three times—each time exonerated—and the name Vincent Decierdo is on all court documents. Also in the cabinet. I grew up in Christfalls, West Virginia, and was second-team all-state in football. Nose tackle. There are news clippings with my name and pictures that display the surname on the back of my jersey. My mother, Patricia Decierdo, kept them for me.”

      I listened.

      “I tell you this out of respect for you,” he said. “I’m happy to show you any of these things. I must say, I’m offended, however.”

      “Offended?” I said. “You want to talk offended? How about working for a drug lord that lies to you every step of the way?”

      “You’re being irrational.”

      “How about working for a murderer?”

      His face changed. “Who is telling you these things?”

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      “It does matter,” he said. “It matters quite a bit. These are serious accusations, and if you are going to barge into my home and spew them at me, you at least owe me the courtesy of revealing the source.”

      I hesitated. “I had some professionals check you out.”

      He smirked. “Ah yes. And I suppose these professionals charged you a sizeable fee for their services, yes?”

      I said nothing.

      “And I suppose,” he continued, “the professionals revealed information that fell mostly in line with whatever suspicions you brought to them?”

      I said nothing. I just listened.

      “Well?”

      “Fuck off,” I said, re-gripping the pistol to compensate for the sweat on my fingers.

      “You have anger, Julian. I don’t fault you for it. But I know you’re intelligent. I know you’re smarter than to believe whatever some crackpot investigator decides to feed you. I know you’re smarter than to team up with some rookie cop and launch a cowboy raid based on bad information. You’re breaking all kinds of laws here, Julian. You’ve put yourself in a precarious position.”

      I gripped the gun tighter.

      “But I can offer you a way out,” he said. “There’s a way out of all of this. To start, I need you to put the gun down.”

      “You killed him.”

      “Killed who?” he asked, annoyed.

      “You know who,” I said, raising my voice. “Damon. You killed Damon, and you tried to kill Suzanne.”

      He put on a broad smile. “Hogwash. I won’t stand for it. Damon Peters is in Mesa, Arizona, relocated due to necessity after I used considerable political capital to free him from an unfortunate situation that you created with your foolishness.” The smile was gone. “If it weren’t for me, he’d be doing twenty-five in the max wing of Florence right now in Colorado Springs. You know what kind of inmates run at Florence? Damon wouldn’t live to see the sentence through.”

      The gun was getting heavy. Raphino hadn’t returned, which gave me reason to worry. I checked over my shoulder again.

      As I listened to Vince, I wanted to believe him. I was still confident in the findings we’d brought, and the reason we were in his house; I was still confident in the mission. But he had an answer for everything. And his answers were preferable to the information I’d brought in. His answers were neat and tidy; he was who he said he was, he had the documents to prove it, we’d been fooled by a greedy investigator, Damon was alive and well in sunny Arizona, this was all a big mistake, but there was a way out. True or not, the world in which these answers resided was preferable to the world in which he was a murderous villain named Benjamin Murray. I wanted Damon alive. I wanted to leave this room without anyone getting hurt, without guns firing. I wanted Raphino to return safely, and us to quietly leave. That was what I wanted. I had never been one for confrontation.

      I remembered Suzanne, her pale skin and blue chattering lips. I remembered her story. It complicated things.

      “Put the gun down,” he said.

      “Where’s Adeline?”

      “She told me, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      It hit me like an arrow in the chest. “Told you what?”

      He shrugged. “Everything. Or most of it, anyway. I can’t say it surprises me, the first part. She’s never been especially chaste. And it doesn’t anger me, either. I knew who she was.”

      I swallowed. “I assumed she’d be here.”

      “But you know better than to trust assumptions at this point, I hope.”

      “Where is she, right now?”

      “If I tell you, will you put the gun down?”

      “No.”

      “I want you to think right now, Julian. I want you to think hard, because what happens next will go a long way into shaping your future. Who can help you more? Who can help you more in these mountains, in this town? Is it him? Or is it me?”

      I blinked.

      “Who can help you more?” he asked. “Is it a rookie cop who works the desk? Ostracized by his peers because he lacks the basic skills to do the job? How much do you even know about him?”

      I forced my dry throat to swallow.

      “I’m a good man,” he said. “You know that, Julian. I know you do. I provide jobs, accommodations, and housing for dozens of people in these mountains. I make their lives whole. I created a community, where we’re safe from the pains and demands of the modern world. Look at the good I’ve done.” He motioned around the room, referencing everything in his empire. “And they say I’m a criminal? For what? For distributing a substance that people willingly pay for and choose to take?”

      I could no longer swallow

      “You have a decision to make,” he continued. “Put the gun down and let me help you. You know I can. You do. I can eliminate felony charges. I can make people disappear. I can do whatever the bloody hell I want in these mountains. I can make this all go away if you just put the gun down.”

      I stared at him. He stared back. His fingers might have moved. I re-gripped the pistol. I longed for that office in that high rise. I longed for the city, the congestion, and the smells. I wanted to be back there, with my wife and my job and control. I wanted my unfulfilling, soul-sucking, terrible life back. I was safe there. The safety, at that very moment, outweighed everything else I had come to loathe. The safety was all that mattered.

      “Put the gun down.”

      The silence of the room hummed in my ears. It hummed for a good while.

      I heard Raphino’s footsteps before I saw him. They came quickly down the hallway—he was no longer tiptoeing. Both Vince and I turned our attention to the doorway, where he appeared, out of breath.

      Raphino still held his gun out in front of him. He entered with sweat on his brow, and spoke before surveying the room.

      “Place is clear,” he said. “It’s just us.”

      Immediately after the words came out, like a rebuttal to the declaration, a fourth man took one swift step through the door and put a gun to Raphino’s head. This man was young—in his twenties, probably—and had a cleanly shaven head. He stood behind Raphino at arm’s length and rested the muzzle of the gun on the back of his head. I hadn’t met him, or if I had, I didn’t recognize him. He came from nowhere.

      “Kill him,” Vince said calmly. “Blow him away.”

      My pistol swung from Vince to the new man, moving on its own. It was there immediately after Vince uttered the words, before they were even out of his mouth. It snapped to aim at his bald head. Time sped up now. I only tried to keep up.

      I know I shot first. That’s one of the few things I know about what happened next. I shot first, and my shot was followed by dozens of others—from Raphino, from Vince’s shotgun, maybe from the fourth man’s weapon but probably not. My shot was what started it. Thankfully I hit him.

      The pistol kicked back and more shots reverberated around the room, louder than I could have imagined, making my ears ring. I hit him because I was lucky, not because I should have hit him; I knew my way around a gun just as well as I knew my way around a cattle farm. But I hit him, right in the side of the neck, and he gagged and his bald head dropped and his gun jerked from Raphino’s head without firing, and after that small miracle then the room was a volley of gunfire. I hit the floor—instinctively, my sense of self-preservation raging in search of cover—and squeezed the trigger in the direction of the desk where Vince sat. My eyes weren’t open, I don’t think. I squeezed the trigger, one, two, three, four times, and more, until the empty chamber only clicked. The gun kicked like a mule, even held with two hands.

      I came to my senses when the gunfire had stopped. My ears rang loudly. I don’t know how much time passed. A few seconds. Minutes, maybe. Each man was on the ground. I took inventory of my body—everything was still there. I could not find a hole or a wound or blood on my body. My grandfather had once described being hit in World War II—he ran five hundred feet across the battlefield before realizing he was bleeding from a bullet wound in his thigh. I couldn’t feel anything. My skin was numb.

      Raphino was the first to get up. He crawled out of the doorway where he lay prone, then got up to a crouching position. He moved over toward me, still crouching, and checked if I was alive. He said something I couldn’t hear. I couldn’t hear anything, just a dull ring. Raphino looked in my face, then at my body. He nodded, satisfied, and went to check the man who had entered last.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          57

        

      

    
    
      They were both dead, or at least close enough. The nameless fourth man could have been clinging to life. It was hard to tell. As he lay on his back with dark blood pooling beneath his head and neck, a gurgling sound came from his throat. I noticed small holes from shotgun pellets in his sweatshirt. His eyes were open wide and lifeless. Raphino put a bullet in his chest.

      Vince was slumped behind the desk, having fallen out of the chair. There were bullets in his chest, stomach, and left arm. Nothing on him moved. He was dead.

      I did my best to stay on my feet, swaying from side to side and fighting off waves of nausea. I stood in a half-bended hunch and Raphino went to work. He took my pistol and wiped the handle on his shirt, then set it on the floor by Vince’s body. The decorative wooden walls of the office were splattered with blood in places. Boards were splintered where bullets hit. It was a warzone. Raphino gingerly removed his jacked to reveal a red stained shirt. I panicked at the sight, but he told me he was fine. He gritted his teeth as he peeled off the t-shirt, then instructed me to tie it around his right arm. I couldn’t tell where it was bleeding.

      “Caught a few pellets,” he said through a grimace. “Coulda been a lot worse.”

      He grunted as I pulled the shirt tight. We walked out the front door.

      I did a second inventory on my body. No wounds. Lucky.

      “You’re lucky,” Raphino said.

      We walked to his car and he drove with one arm. Down the dark streets, winding down the mountainside, faster than we had come. Raphino laid out the plan. He would drop me at my car and drive himself to the hospital. I would disappear. He would face the music.

      “You were never there tonight,” he said, staring out over the headlights on dark pavement. “That part should be easy; there’s nothing tying you to this area, other than your name on an apartment lease. No official documents for Murray, everything off the books. Right?”

      “Right.” My hands were still trembling.

      “You don’t go back to your apartment, ever. You get in your car and point a direction, then drive until you can’t anymore. I don’t give a damn which direction it is. Understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “Don’t worry about your things. You don’t need them. People skip leases all the time. You drive until you’re far away from here, and you never come back. You tell no one about tonight. As far as you know, it never happened. No one. Not your family, not your girl. No one.”

      “Got it.”

      “I went into that house alone, investigating a noise complaint.” He was forming the story as he told it to himself. “Front door was open, I made my way to the back, the two of them were arguing over something, then just started shooting.”

      “Will it hold up?”

      “Gotta try. I’m hardly ever on radio, so that won’t tip anyone off. Just a simple house call gone wrong.”

      “What about the cops you work with?”

      He nodded as we took a sharp curve. “They can’t call me on it. They’ll know, but they’ll never be able to say anything. They’re in too deep. God willing, Murray didn’t have any district judges on his payroll.”

      We were quiet as the car descended into town. I eyed the passing cars, wondering which one contained Vince’s goons, maybe Adeline, finished searching my apartment and still on the hunt. I pictured her face when she walked in the house and found him. The nausea returned.

      I wanted to beat him, but not like this. It was all I’d wanted since I’d seen the first brick of heroin in that trunk, to take Vincent Decierdo down. To break his stranglehold on me and so many people. But not like this. The thought hadn’t even crossed my mind. Even as we entered that house with guns drawn, it didn’t fully dawn on me that it could end in death. We were just going in to take him, that was all. The guns weren’t real, the bullets weren’t real.

      But they were, weren’t they? They were. It was amazing to me how such a heavy consequence could be levied by the mere pull of a trigger. From living to dead in the movement of a finger. It was easier than it should have been.

      Raphino didn’t want it, either. I could tell by the look on his face as he drove. Yes, there was the white-knuckling through the pain in his arm, but more than that. He’d wanted Vince as bad as I had, maybe more. And he wanted him locked up, not dead. God knew what was going to happen to him now.
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      He dropped me at the liquor store parking lot, thankfully still dark and empty. I got out, he did not.

      He rolled down the passenger-side window so we could say goodbye.

      “Take care,” he said from the drivers’ seat. “Just remember what I said and you shouldn’t have trouble. Get far away. Tonight never happened.”

      I nodded. “You sure you’re gonna be okay?”

      “Yeah,” he said. The shirt on his arm was completely soaked in red. “Just some quick work and some stitches. Maybe even get a hot nurse. Who knows.”

      “Good luck, Mike.” I tapped the door.

      “That fucker came from nowhere,” he said. “Swear to God I swept the house.”

      I nodded. “You need to get to the hospital.”

      “Yeah.” He put the car in gear.

      “Mike,” I said, “once the truth comes out, it’ll be alright.”

      “Yeah. The right truth. We just need the right truths to come out, not the wrong ones. I better never see your ass again.”

      The right truths. Not the wrong ones. Because even truth isn’t absolute.

      I waved with two fingers, and he was gone.
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      I drove through the night, and the better part of the next day as well. I ditched my jacket and jeans and changed clothes to get rid of the blood splatters. I went east, because east was all I knew. I stopped in a motel outside of Indianapolis and slept for six hours, then continued on.

      There was no hope of me reclaiming the life I’d left, nor did I want to. But the only sensible place to drive was home. I would not contact my old buddies, or my parents. I would remain isolated, at least for a time. Once things died down, once the world stopped spinning, I would make decisions again. But in the near future, I would just exist. There was cash and a credit card in my wallet. I could exist.

      I traded my Explorer in for a beat up Honda Accord somewhere near Dayton, Ohio. I didn’t need the four-wheel drive anymore.

      I was worried about Raphino. Worried about the repercussions he’d face from what we’d done. A warrantless home entry and two bodies. Even the best case was probably a lengthy suspension, and a black mark on the record. Loss of badge, even. Beyond that, I didn’t let myself think.

      I’d keep an eye on the news, for surely there would be something. I would watch for the fate of my friend Michael Raphino. He was a good man. I hoped he could say the same about me.

      I put thousands of miles behind me, and washed myself clean twice a day.
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      At a busy coffee shop in a train station somewhere just south of the Canadian border, Adeline sipped an espresso and read a magazine. She wore large, round sunglasses and a floppy sun hat. In her purse was a forged passport with the name Darlene Gor, a small switchblade knife, three credit cards registered to Ms. Gor, and fifty thousand dollars cash. It was springtime.

      She had stopped looking over her shoulder a day ago. She was still cautious, and would be for some time, but the ominous worry that she was being followed had begun to fade. She could smile about things now, like she used to. She would have no problem crossing the border. At this point it was a formality.

      These things put Adeline at ease. She had always been aware this might be necessary; it was part of the business. For now, she was just happy for a clean break. She would miss Colorado, but she would adapt to her new home. She did not miss Vince. The sun was shining through the windows of the café now, and the trouble seemed behind her.

      A thin woman with larger sunglasses and a larger hat entered the café and approached the counter. Adeline didn’t notice. The woman ordered a black coffee and paid cash. She took a single drink, smiled at the barista, and slipped across the coffee shop to the table at which Adeline sat. Still, she was unnoticed. She set down her coffee, and sat down at the table.

      “Hello,” she said cheerfully.

      Adeline looked up from her magazine. Both women were silent as the café buzzed around them. Neither removed their glasses.

      She recognized her immediately. Even through everything that was different—the shorter hair, the sensible clothing, the smile—she knew it was her. There was an unmistakable energy that followed her. And now, a sinking feeling.

      “Adeline,” the woman said, still smiling. “How have you been?”

      “I’m sorry,” Adeline said, “you must have me confused with someone else.” There was panic in her voice.

      “That’s interesting,” Suzanne said. “You’re a spitting image of my friend Adeline.”

      “What a coincidence,” Adeline said, and tried to go back to her magazine.

      Suzanne reached over and put a hand on her arm. Adeline jumped.

      “Understand I didn’t come here with the intention of hurting you,” Suzanne said quietly. “But if you don’t at least listen to me and cut the bullshit, Addie, those intentions will change. I know threats aren’t becoming of a debutante, but I’m afraid I’ve earned it, wouldn’t you say?” She pulled her hand back and smiled again.

      “I have a gun,” Adeline said quietly. “In my purse.” It was a lie; it was a knife.

      “And I applaud you for that. A woman should have protection traveling alone these days. Sad state of affairs if you ask me, but we’re pragmatists, aren’t we?”

      “I’ll use it. Don’t think I won’t.”

      Suzanne removed her sunglasses with one hand. “Addie. I’m afraid you’ve got it wrong.”

      Beneath the table, with her one hand that had been hidden since she sat, she tapped the inside of Adeline’s knee with the short barrel of a revolver. She smiled when she did it.

      “You know I wouldn’t come all the way up here without protection myself, don’t you? How do you think I’ve survived the last eight months?”

      Adeline said nothing.

      “So, to recap: your time for giving orders is over. I’m in charge now. Are we clear?”

      Adeline said nothing.

      “Are we clear?” Suzanne repeated.

      “What do you want?”

      Suzanne nodded. “Just what’s in the purse. I know how you travel.”

      “Go fuck yourself.”

      Suzanne again tapped her knee with the revolver. “My patience is wearing thin, Addie. I’m getting that purse. How it happens is up to you.”

      Adeline looked at the table. Her pride would hardly allow her to be defeated by a former underling, someone she’d discarded and then pitied. But a gun between the legs has a way of suspending pride.

      She slid the purse across the table.

      Suzanne nodded. “That’s my girl. But I don’t need the whole thing. You can keep the passport, under whatever bogus name you’re going by.”

      Adeline eyed her.

      Suzanne motioned with her hand. “Go ahead.”

      Adeline slowly reached into the purse. She felt the knife and considered it, but it wouldn’t do her any good. She found the passport and lifted it out.

      “Good,” Suzanne said. “And one of the credit cards. I’m not an animal, after all.” She motioned again.

      Adeline found her wallet and took out a single credit card.

      “The VISA,” Suzanne said. “Good choice.”

      The women looked at each other from across the table. The gun didn’t move. Patrons moved and buzzed around them, oblivious to the conversation happening at the table.

      “Now,” Suzanne said, “here’s what’s going to happen. I’m going to take this purse, and I’m going to leave. And you’re going to get on that train and escape to wherever it is you are escaping. Nothing changes, except you’re a few dollars lighter. And when you get to where you’re going, and join whatever new cult it is you join, and fuck the boss and whatever else, then you’re just going to stay where you are. You aren’t going come looking for me—you aren’t even going to think of me. I died in the mountains, like you wanted.”

      Adeline said nothing.

      “And in turn, I won’t come looking for you. You have my word. And Addie, this is a deal you should take. Remember I found you here. Remember that when you get back on your feet—or, in your case, your back—and time starts to cloud your sense of judgment. Remember that when your ego starts to creep in, and you start thinking about what happened today. Remember that I found you here, and I can do it again.”

      Adeline swallowed. “Go on then. Leave.”

      Suzanne reached for the purse and slung it over her shoulder. She would not go quickly.

      “It’s disappointing, you know,” she said. “That it’s come to this.”

      Adeline looked away.

      Suzanne nodded, like a question had been answered, then picked up her coffee and left the café.
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      March 2

      EAGLE, Colo.—An Eagle County police officer is being investigated in the shooting deaths of two people.

      Officer Michael Raphino was placed on administrative leave after he entered a home outside of Otter Ridge, Colo., and was involved in a shooting that left two dead. Raphino said he was responding to a noise complaint at the home, and entered when he heard loud fighting from inside. The two men allegedly fired their weapons at the officer, and he returned fire with his service weapon. Officer Raphino sustained non-life-threatening gunshot injuries, according to the police report.

      “Right now we’re focused on gathering all the facts,” said Eagle County Police Chief Kevin Warren. “We wish Officer Raphino a speedy recovery and hope to have this sorted out soon.”

      The victims were identified as Joseph Silvasky, 24, and Vincent Decierdo, 43.
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      April 13

      EAGLE, Colo.—The former Eagle County police officer involved in the now famous Otter Ridge shooting that left two dead was charged yesterday with second-degree manslaughter.

      Michael Raphino, 28, was relieved of his duties last week and now faces charges in both deaths. Eagle County Police Chief Kevin Warren said Raphino exhibited “complete lack of judgement” and had no legal grounds for entering the home. If convicted, he could face 15 years in prison.

      Activist groups have called for criminal charges against Raphino since the shooting was first reported. Rev. Tony Dunn, of the group Coloradans for Peace, said this was the latest example of police overstepping their bounds.

      “For far too long, police have been given blatantly unchecked power in the use of deadly force,” Dunn said at a rally in Denver. “This is just another example of corruption resulting in the deaths of innocent men. Two men are dead, and we have no explanation, no answers. The citizens of Colorado deserve better.”

      Warren has promised a thorough review of his department’s processes regarding home entry and the use of force.

      Neither of the victims had criminal records. Joseph Silvasky, 24, was a Fort Collins native who worked as a bartender in Frisco. His parents said they are “absolutely heartbroken.” High school classmates described Silvasky as “quiet” and “proud.”

      Vincent Decierdo, 43, was the owner of a small electronics brokerage company in Summit County. Warren described him as a “visible, well-liked” figure in the community who was commonly involved in outreach programs.
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      There were more stories in the news. Even across the country, it was easy to follow. Another example of police abusing their power. There were funds set up for the families of the victims and fervent calls for reform. The police chief had been pressured to resign. The public wanted justice for innocent lives needlessly lost.

      If only they knew.

      Mike went to jail. He was found guilty on manslaughter charges and sentenced to five years. The papers said he’d serve two. The prosecutor droned on about “reigning in unchecked police power” and the “wild west culture” of western cops. The Eagle County Police Department fully supported the punishment.

      Mike would spend at least two years behind bars and would never again work as a police officer. Not once throughout the questioning, trial, or sentencing, did he mention he wasn’t alone that night. Still, I expected it to come out. Through forensics or ballistics or a weak moment from the accused, I was sure for a long time that it would be revealed there was an accomplice to the crime. But Mike held fast—the one last thing that appealed to his sense of duty—and the investigators were never able to determine a fourth person was in that room.

      Sometimes I thought about calling him. A visit was out of the question, but a phone call, from a burner or a payphone, to tell him thank you. That I was thinking of him, and I wouldn’t forget what he did for me. That he had done the mountains proud, for whatever it was worth coming from an eastern yank.

      Maybe when he got out. Maybe I would then.

      When I left New York that hot summer morning—when I started my drive that would lead me to Boulder, and then to Otter Ridge—I had visions of the grandiose. It was, I thought, a rejection of the status quo, a freedom from the chains that bound me. I was riding off into the sunset. But what I learned about sunsets is there’s a night after them, and then a day, and another night.

      I left Colorado knowing I had to, but not that I wanted to. It was my home; a place I’d found not through the accident of birth, but through a genuine pull of the things that mattered. And I agreed with those things, and they agreed with me, whatever they were. I felt right there. And despite the darkness, despite the bloodshed, I know that rightness is what I want. The mountains are not responsible for the evil that happened, no more than the skin is responsible for a cut. The soul of the mountains is old, and it is understanding. The mountains will forgive me, and when they do, I will return.

      I had not felt the rightness of place before my trip to Colorado, and I have not felt it since. I won’t. Even now I wake up with a longing that follows me through the day; longing for the feeling I had when I woke up in the mountains. Longing for that freedom, for that rightness, the whole day through. And when I lay myself to bed at night, I think of Suzanne, and of Damon, and of Michael Raphino. I think of these and more, and where they are and how they are, and I pray they can smile. And as I drift off to sleep, I hear a whistle in my ear, of the air through the hills, and the call of the mountain.
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        He lives in Boulder, Colorado, and writes about life and leisure at TheOtterLodge.com.
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