                                                         Chapter One
The sizzling summers of Arizona’s desert towns make good fodder for homespun yarns. One tale insisted that a man had died in Gila Bend, and bound for hell, pleaded with the devil to get him an overcoat!

Living in Tucson during the summer of 1994, you might have appreciated that story. It was one of the city’s hottest, and the records toppled. That July scorcher was no exception.

Thursday, July 14

On that 109-degree afternoon, Adam Blayn left work through the front door of Altech Engineering instead of the usual back one. Stepping from a refrigerated 68 degrees into one of Tucson’s dog-day afternoons isn’t too bad, if your car is close and parked in the shade. Today, he wasn’t that fortunate.

The covered parking area behind Altech was being resurfaced, forcing him to park his white Buick LeSabre out front and down the street. It sat in full sun, cooking.

Having lived most of his fifty years here, one would have thought he’d be prepared. Sliding in behind his car’s simmering steering wheel, he started it. Seconds after the motor responded, he turned on the refrigeration full blast, yanked the car door shut, powered down the front windows, and cursed!

Now a minute from work and windows closed, he turned south on Oracle Road. He continued to fume at the jerk at Altech who had decided to have the parking lot resurfaced on a workday instead of a weekend to save a few bucks. Dumb ass! His foul mood ordered his right foot to press harder.

Not far from Adam, a man lingered on a narrow path along Oracle. He retrieved a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed at his sweaty forehead. The necessary walk from his apartment to that spot beside Greengrass Cemetery forced him to brave the searing heat.

For the last two weeks, except weekends, he had made this daily trek punctually. However, the ritual was about to end. Today would be the first time and the last since his wife’s death that he would turn his incurably sad face toward the graveyard to look for his beloved Susan.

Low hedges lay between him and the sculpted hunks of polished granite. His tear-filled eyes strained, searching for where he had stood with his daughter and sister-in-law six months earlier, devastated. Among that forest of gravestones laid the body of the woman he’d cherished and was sure he had killed.

Drying his tears with the handkerchief, he carelessly dropped it, not needing it anymore. Staring at his watch, he anxiously awaited the moment. Turning, he scoured the oncoming traffic, quivering in morbid anticipation. Then he smiled with relief as his eyes riveted on a white car closing fast in the curb lane. His muscles tensed. Suddenly he bolted into the street. The earsplitting screech from Adam’s tires didn’t end soon enough.

Now at home, Adam excused himself from his wife and daughter and retreated to the bedroom. Still early, his day couldn’t end soon enough. A bath, he thought. Yes, that might help.

A short time later with his muscular five-foot-ten body toweled half-dry; he downed two sleeping pills and flopped into bed. But sleep wouldn’t come easily. His mind couldn’t let go of that face.

They had stared at each other fleetingly before the impact of his hard-braking car threw the man through the air like a flailing marionette. He’d landed on the street in front of a pickup that was following Adam. Whether he was alive after meeting the pavement was a moot question when a flopping arm had become entangled in the old pickup’s front bumper. Before the driver could stop, the man’s body had dragged beneath the truck for far too long.

He lay in bed, eyes closed, the image of the man’s face superimposed on his eyeballs. That face—no fear, no panic. In fact, it seemed peaceful and he hadn’t missed the smile. Yes, he could see it now—the smile. But there was something else about his face that haunted him.

In their kitchen, Georgi, Adam’s “just right” wife and Becky, their thirteen-year-old daughter were finishing dinner. Georgi was just right because he always told her that everything about her was just right. She had just right, straight, shoulder-length strawberry-blonde hair, parted in the middle, which fell to each side, framing her round and pleasant face. When she changed her hair style, it was still just right. Her engaging smile he declared just right, although it revealed her gums a bit and showed some not quite perfectly spaced teeth. Her five-foot-one body, maybe a tad on the heavy side, was just right. Her sense of humor, the interest she took in rearing their daughter, her walk, her perfume and her emerald-green eyes, all just right.

It wasn’t that he didn’t care what she did, or looked like, or smelled like, Adam Francis Blayn loved Georgia Danser Blayn, and he didn’t want her to change because of him. Their marriage was truly just right.

"Want more potatoes?” Becky asked her Mom. She had her mom’s face, sweet smile, and full body, but her brown eyes and wavy, brunette hair and competitive spirit came from dad.

“No, you can finish them.”

They were sitting at the kitchen table. Usually, the family ate dinner in the dining room, but tonight there were only two of them, so Georgi opted for what was easier. Getting up from the cushioned stool she pushed it under the circular, Formica-topped table and started her routine. Three steps separated the table from the sink and dishwasher. Soon, she’d cleared away everything except Becky’s things.

“Did Dad talk to you about what happened?” Becky ventured.

"Not much. He gave me a few details on the way home from the police station, but mostly he sat there quietly.”

“I don’t understand how he can act so calm.”

“Act is right. He’s doing his man thing: appear cool and in control, but I know him. Inside, your dad’s hurting. Please put your dishes in the dishwasher when you’re through, hon,” Georgi said, leaving the kitchen. “Be back in a jiffy.”

At the end of a hallway, Georgi quietly opened their bedroom door. Adam had forgotten to turn off the bathroom light, and his outline shown under the sheets. As she moved closer to him, she saw his closed eyes.

Suddenly she had an overwhelming urge to soothe him, climb in beside him, hold him close, but then she retreated from her reverie. Bending over, she tenderly kissed his cheek. That would have to satisfy her needs this evening. 

The thick carpet absorbed the sounds of her feet as she clicked off the light and returned to the doorway. Turning her head, she whispered in his general direction "I love you" and then gently closed the door.
                                                    End of Chapter One
The following excerpts are provided by the author to further “whet your whistle”:
The suicide


Friday’s edition of the Arizona Daily Star lay on the kitchen table. Its Metro section had been removed and folded open to the second page. Scanning the captions, Georgi located the story. “Local Man Killed Running into Car’s Path.”
A phone call

“Hello,” she said. The man who committed suicide last Thursday was my brother-in-law. I would like to talk with Mr. Blayn concerning Robert. It seems that they had some startling in common. Please call me at 555-7870.” The ebony-haired woman returned the phone to its cradle.
Detective Santos’s question

“I’ve got to tell you, Mr. Blayn, we were two surprised cops to find out that you were the reason Mr. Boyle hired the private investigator. A man commits suicide by running into the car of the person he’s having investigated. Perhaps you can imagine our interest in asking you about what seems to be more than a coincidence.”
A motive


Santos watched her ease back in her chair and continued. “The reason I asked is that I checked and found out that Mr. Boyle died intestate. Not only didn’t he have a will, but he exited from this world with only a few dollars in a checking account and the clothes on his back, living in cheapie apartment over on Ft. Lowell. Records indicate that you are the sole owner of this house, his car, and assume everything else he had of value. Do I have that right?”

A plea


Now standing outside the car, Adam hung onto the open door for support. His head jerked upward and his guts screamed at the twinkling vastness. “What’s happening to me? Where in the hell am I?” 

The scrapbook


This has to be my mother’s scrapbook, Adam thought, staring at it. It was all he could do to keep from sliding forward on the couch and opening it.

Her lament


Jacqui turned toward her companion. Her look hardened as spit out some acid-coated words. “A long time ago, I grew sick of playing the dating game. Horny bastards! Say anything to get you into the sack.”

The sticking key


Quickly, Abby was up and moving fast toward the living room, shouting at William to stop. But the key was stuck twice more before the concentrating piano tuner realized that she was yelling at him.
An intimate question


That’s why it surprised Georgi so much when Jacqui asked, “Have you ever wondered if I find your husband attractive?”

A different sound


“Wow,” he commented, I don’t think I’d like living in this humidity.”


“I wish I could say it’s something a person gets used to, but--. Something wrong, Adam?”

Adam’s body twisted around as he turned his head as far as he could in one direction, then back in the other, peering through the car windows. “Do you hear that, Abby? Where’s it coming from?”

The meeting



As she opened her eyes, she became aware that she wasn’t alone. Approaching her was a woman who Peggy June immediately recognized but had never seen before—except for the smiling face in her “slave ship” dream.     
