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1: The Cruise is off 
 
They called him a milquetoast simply because he did not like arguing for the sake of 

arguing. They laughed at him and told him to grow some balls. He had balls. He’d not used 
them yet, but when the right girl came along…. And it certainly wouldn’t be any of those 
judgmental, perky shrews in the office. Heartless bitches. They called him a mama’s boy 
because he chose to honour his widowed mother. That was in the Bible, wasn’t it? They called 
him a lightweight, but he had never been given any heavy duties. He hated the name calling, 
the disparaging, untrue accusations. And everyone in the whole company did it. Even Mr. 
Dresser, who hired him and should know better. Especially Mr. Dresser. And Mr. Dresser’s 
secretary, Grace. She was just as bad. 

But that was all about to change. He finally had all his documentation in place. 
Tomorrow first thing, he would go from his apartment in Phoenix directly to the district court and 
file preliminary papers. Lansdorf, Dresser, and Spunk Financial Services would discover that he 
was a heavyweight with enough balls to ruin them. Frank Brasseaux smiled to himself, quite 
pleased with his prowess. 

He was entering the most nerve-wracking stretch of US 60 as it threads its way down the 
steep, twisty wall of the Salt River Canyon. He knew he wasn’t going to fall over the steep 
vertical edge into the canyon, and he’d driven this route many times. It was the way to get from 
the rim, Arizona’s high country, back to the valley and Phoenix. Still, it bothered him a lot, made 
him nervous. It always did. 

He really should have winterized Mommy’s cabin near Pinetop months ago, before the 
snow started, but he simply hadn’t gotten to it. He was too busy gathering all the paperwork to 
sink Mr. Dresser. So here he was, finally below snowline again and the tire chains back in his 
trunk, thank heaven, and his mommy’s cabin was properly closed down for the winter. One 
more chore done. 

A pickup truck, one of those oversized ones, pulled in close behind him. He hated when 
drivers hung so close behind; if he had to stop in a hurry, they’d run right into him. He was going 
the speed limit, too. Well, almost. The truck gunned it and swung out and around him. Off it 
went, going way too fast for this winding road. Now a black car came up behind him. He was not 
going to speed up just because they were impatient. The car moved in closer.  

Closer!  
Idiot!  
They came out of the concave curve snugging the canyon wall as if he had the black car 

on a towbar and headed down toward the broad convex curve ahead. His palms were sweating. 
If there were any space wide enough to pull over, he would have done it. He tried slowing down 
a bit. That wasn’t going to work. Why was that driver so close?! 

They entered the convex curve and now the black car was starting to pull out to pass 
him. The fool! Didn’t he know that double yellow line was on the road for a reason? The black 
car drew abreast and suddenly swerved toward him. Panic engulfed him. The cars crashed 
together with an unholy screech. Again! The wheel wrenched itself from his grip and he lost 
control, but the guard rail would keep him from going over the side; that’s what it was there for. 
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It didn’t. 
 
Joe Rodriguez jogged up the stairs and shoved open the door to the Vulture’s Roost, as 

his Phoenix Homicide Division was so affectionately called. There he found: no one. Nadie. 
Even on holidays there was always someone around. What…? 

A lone yellow while-you-were-out slip lay on his desk. He picked it up, saw that it was yet 
another breathless memo from Henrietta Nieswonger about Y2K, the switch from the twentieth 
to the twenty-first century. She was certain that all the computers in the Phoenix Police 
Department—indeed, in the whole world—were going to go into fatal paroxysms. He tossed it 
back on the desk for later. 

From the far end of the hall came a cacophony of muted voices. He walked toward the 
sound. A cup or glass or something broke, followed instantly by a choice epithet. He entered the 
big conference room. 

Everybody was here; almost everyone in Homicide, everyone in Fraud, a few from 
Burglary, and some people he didn’t recognise. Janet James knelt over by the coffee urn 
cleaning up broken crockery. 

Joe wasn’t the only one to notice that this conference room, at this particular moment, 
was blatantly illegal. Voices around the room mentioned it. 

“Anyone have the fire marshal’s number on speed dial? I don’t wanna have to look it up.” 
“How did Janet drop her coffee when we’re packed so tight it couldn’t reach the floor?” 
“You inhale while I exhale. We can make this work.” 
“Where’s the bathroom? I’m disoriented.” 
Neither Tommy nor Gretchen was here yet, so Joe shoved his way over to Janet. She 

was dumping the last of her mug in the trash receptacle beside the urn. “What’s up?” 
“Beats me, Joe. Jerry said be here, so we’re here.” 
“We certainly are.” 
Captain Jerry Hocks, head of homicide, appeared in the doorway, paused, and 

squeezed his way to the long table running down the middle. He drew out a chair and used it to 
step up onto the table. He was an inch taller than Joe’s five-eleven and didn’t really fit between 
the table and the ceiling. 

“I’ll make this short, before we deplete all the oxygen in the room. My retirement party is 
cancelled. I’m not retiring.” 

Joe’s mouth fell open and he was not the only one stunned. There were a few gasps. 
Jerry continued, “This is breaking news, and I’ll keep you up on the latest when I learn it. 

Some of the news will be proprietary, so don’t spread it around. My nest egg, a tidy sum, has 
disappeared. Gone. Until we can get to the bottom of what happened, I’m pretty well stuck. Or 
you’re still stuck with me. However you want to view it. Walt and I are eager to entertain any 
thoughts you have. And yes, Finance is working on it too.” 

Joe knew Jerry and his wife had maintained a modest lifestyle, salting away money for a 
carefree retirement. His stomach turned. Murmurs rumbled all over the room. 

Jerry raised a hand. “All of you in the department’s regular retirement system are still in 
good shape. Rest easy. I had a retirement program already in place when I entered the force, 
so I stayed with it. It’s that program that cratered. Walt’s outfit are working on it, but I’m asking 
you guys in Homicide to keep your eyes and ears open as well.” 
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Someone asked something Joe couldn’t hear clearly. 
 Jerry grimaced. “Of course I’m disappointed. Big time. Marj is cancelling our cruise to 

Hawaii as we speak. But there’s a lot worse fate than working with you guys. Thank you for 
making my job pretty darn great.” He stepped down to the chair, to the floor.  

Two guys from Fraud, both of them big and bulky enough to pull engines out of cars, 
grabbed Jerry and hoisted him onto their shoulders. Jerry got a wild, shocked look on his face. 
People started applauding, hesitantly at first, uncertainly, then more firmly. 

Meg Cozhinic (was that her name? Joe wasn’t certain), one of the fraud detectives, 
hopped up on the table. “Your attention; hey.” She whistled loud enough to call in airplanes. The 
hubbub went silent. “Jerry was wrong. We’re still going to throw that party on Friday and he and 
Marj are the guests of honor. It’ll be support, rather than retirement, but we’ll honor the big 
galoot one way or another. I mean, we have all those hotdogs keeping cool in the morgue 
drawer, and you don’t want them to spoil. Same time, same place; see you there!” 

Beside Joe, Janet wagged her head. “In the first place, we’re not having hotdogs, and in 
the second place, we didn’t store them in the morgue, and besides, mystery meat can’t spoil.” 

“It’s nice of them to keep the party, though. I’m kinda proud of the fraud division.” 
“Yeah. They’re almost as nice as Homicide.” 
Tommy squeezed in the door and elbowed his way over to Joe and Janet. “What did I 

miss?” 
“All of it.” 
 
  
 
A letter from Ireland was waiting for Joe when he got back to the apartment that evening. 

It instantly turned his sad, tangled day into brightness. He loosened his collar, popped an ale, 
and settled out on the deck to read it, thankful that December in southern Arizona was still 
amenable to sitting out. How long had he known Tommy’s cousin Bridgid? Less than four 
months. And already she was turning his world upside down. Gorgeous girl, and the brightest 
woman he’d ever met, save for his daughter Glo, of course. But then Glo was only eight. He 
opened it. 

 
Dear Joe, 

I told you about my first sexual experience when Billy Morrow forced 
himself upon me.  I also said that I told Da what happened but not Mum.  Sure 
and she would simply yell at me and blame me.  As well you know, in her eyes 
whatever transpires, tis I who am to blame. 

My days off are now Monday and Tuesday, so last Sunday after work my 
brother picked me up and we drove out to the farm for supper.  Gilbert and I 
do not have the same days off, so times to spend together are limited and 
therefore precious. Indeed, we do this most weeks, for it is nice to have one 
evening when all the family can come together. 

When I walked into the house, there was Billy Morrow!  Unbeknownst to 
Da, Mum had invited him to supper!  All during the meal Mum chatted him up 
and he grinned and chatted with her.  I said nothing.  Da and Gilly too said 
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nothing.  After supper Mum told Declan to wash the dishes and suggested that 
Billy and I take a walk to let the meal settle. 

By now I was exceedingly upset and furious.  I excused myself that it 
had been a hard day at work and I was not up for a walk.  She insisted.  Da 
then stood up and said, "I think a walk is a splendid idea.  Billy, come 
along.  Bridgid you may stay here."  They and Gilly left. 

That of course was not Mum’s plan at all.  She began to scream at me 
that I am eighteen now, so I must quit mooning about and start looking for a 
proper husband.  She was just trying to find me some nice young man and Billy 
was good looking and had a fine job and on and on and on.  I became so 
enraged I could not think clearly and I screamed back at her that her "nice 
young man" had raped me and I cannot stand him.  

The news only stopped her for a moment.  She was absolutely certain 
that Billy is so perfect a gentleman that it must have been I who led him on, 
encouraging him.  Da and Gilbert returned just then (without Billy) and Da 
began screaming at Mum that she was betraying her own daughter with false 
accusations.  

Joe, Da had never ever shouted at Mum before or at anyone else, 
although heaven knows we children provided ample opportunity now and again.  
Then Gilly started shouting at Mum as well, for he knows all about boastful 
Billy-Goat’s lurid past from when they were in school.  Poor Declan, having 
never experienced the like, ran off and locked himself in his room. 

Mum still insists I must have played the tease for Billy to have sinned 
so egregiously.  Da has informed her that if ever she invites another boy to 
come calling, he will instantly kick the lad out.  I learned later that on 
their "walk", Gilly and Da converged upon Billy and explained that the only 
reason he was not being beaten to a bloody pulp was that Da didn’t want to 
have to clean up the mess in our dooryard.  Billy then left immediately and, 
Da believes, for good.  

My life is otherwise unremarkable.  I enjoy my twice-weekly paramedic 
training very much and find great satisfaction in my present work as an EMT.  
Between work and study I have very little time to myself, but the day will 
come when I am a fully educated and licenced paramedic.  In fact, I wrote a 
note to Sister George to that effect, for if she had not encouraged me and 
pushed me along academically I could never have aspired to this position in 
public service. 

I ask God’s blessing upon you and the children.  With warmest 
affection, 

Your Bridgid 
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2:	Salt	River	Canyon	
 

“Pass the potatoes, please.” Joe watched as the bowl came this way from his sister Fel 
at the far end of the supper table to Linda at her left, to his Rico, over the top of little Con, who 
was four and not into passing things yet, to him. Amazing how things work out. When he was 
seventeen and their mother died, it seemed the world had ended. But Fel, two years older, had 
sat him down at the kitchen table with her and together they outlined a future for themselves. 
And here they were, living well. Her kids, Linda, thirteen, Rudy, ten, and Con lived with his Rico, 
ten and Glo, eight, in this big two-story, but Fel and Joe also managed to keep their little 
apartment in Phoenix as well. Joe had a Phoenix address, she had a Tempe address, and it 
had all worked out. Maybe Fel was the most brilliant woman he knew. 

“Fel, I have to be at work before eight tomorrow. Henrietta called another one of those 
Y2K meetings.” 

“Uh oh. I’m leaving early tomorrow too.” Fel frowned. “I’m starting a three-day workshop 
on nursing supervision at Mays.” 

“We can discuss it later.”  
She nodded, plopped her notebook on the table beside her, and waved her pencil. 

“Guest list for Christmas dinner. Suggestions?” 
Tía Edna, on Fel’s right, craned her neck to look at the notebook. “Tommy and 

Gretchen.” 
“They’re going up to the Canyon this year.” Fel put her pencil down to eat. “Gretchen 

called. She says they’re booked into El Tovar.” 
Joe’s Glo asked, “We gonna invite Uncle Rojo again?” 
Joe spooned gravy onto his potatoes. “I think he’ll be with my half-cousins, but I don’t 

know.” 
Glo wrinkled her nose. “I don’t like him at Christmas. Or New Year’s. He always gets so 

drunk he pukes. It’s unappetizing.” 
“So is your table conversation,” Linda groused.  
Tía Edna pushed her chair back and stood up. “I’m sorry. I felt lousy all day and now I’m 

getting nauseous. I’m going home.” 
Rico whined, “Aw, come on, Tía Edna. The food here isn’t that bad.” Smartass kid; Tía 

Edna prepared most of it. 
Edna got a funny look on her face, hustled over to the sink, and threw up. 
Rico mused, “Maybe the food is that bad.” 
Linda snarled, “Rico, shut up.” 
Fel stood up too. “I’ll take you home.”  
Joe waved a finger. “Rico, ride her bike home for her. You can come back with Fel.” 
As they were leaving, he heard Rico say, “Can we invite Louie and Dr. Asimoto this 

year?”  
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And Fel said, “You two would just hide in your room and play video games.” 
“That’s the plan.” 
 
Many’s the time Joe had admired the massive Salt River Canyon, with its nearly vertical 

walls, as he would drive along US 60 hugging its south wall. Despite its grandeur it had so far 
escaped being commercially exploited. And in Arizona, that’s an achievement. For the first time, 
however, he was looking up at it from below, standing on the deck of a boat churning its way up 
the river. From this angle at the very bottom, the canyon looked bigger, even grander and more 
mysterious. Most of the time, he could not see Rte 60 up there, which meant that no one on the 
highway would notice this boat. 

Beside him, Tommy asked the operator, a Gila County sheriff’s deputy, “How did ye 
manage to find it?” 

“Fishermen noticed it and at first they thought it was an old wreck. No one even knew 
the guy was missing. They tried to climb up to it, but they couldn’t reach it. They could smell the 
dead body, though, so they called us. It was pretty ripe.” 

“Eh, but y’rself reached it.” 
“We get paid to perform the impossible.” 
Joe laughed. “Wish Phoenix Metro paid by the level of difficulty. I’d be buying a summer 

home in Flag.” 
The boatman, a Sergeant Don Frasier, laughed, too. “You’re working for the wrong 

agency. Try Gila County.”  He sobered and cut the engine. He pointed. “You can just so see the 
car’s radiator sticking out up there. We’ll come ashore a couple hundred feet farther on. We set 
a temporary mooring post in the ground, what with all the boats coming and going. 
Investigators, forensics. We had to haul in equipment to pry the car open. It’s totally crushed.” 

He beached it on a little sand strip. Joe hopped out and held a mooring line until Sgt. 
Frasier could take over and secure it to a post reinforced by half a dozen rocks. Joe and Tommy 
followed Frasier up a torturous path scraped into the steep inner bluff. Joe wore his all-purpose 
outdoor running shoes, but Tommy was in street shoes. Even so, he seemed to be getting along 
without too much slip and slide. 

Badly squashed, its roof caved in, the little white Honda perched on a small, sloping 
ledge two hundred feet above the river. A faint odor of putrefaction still clung to it. 

Frasier stabilized himself on the steep slope and began pointing. “You see a loose 
boulder down there near the bottom. After we got our preliminary photos, we used a lever to 
push it off the car and it rolled there. Took three of us. It was lying on the car door here.” He 
patted the crumpled roof. “We think the car dislodged it from farther up. The car came to rest on 
its passenger door, and the boulder landed on top of the wreck.” 

“And with the boulder lying on the driver side door, the occupant couldn’t get out.” 
“Right. Not the windshield, not the back window. The car was so smooshed, the roof was 

crushed down against the back seat. We had to open it with a pneumatic jack. From the amount 
of feces we found, we estimate he was trapped in there three or four days before he died.” 

“Begorra. Such a horrid way to go.” Tommy often decried the use of that Irish term of 
amazement. When he himself used it, he was stunned indeed. 
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Frasier shrugged. “Forensic entomology is a mystery to me, but the bug guys seem to 
know what they’re doing. They guessed the car went over the side about a week before we 
found him.”  

“If t’was a week ago, his dead body was in there three days.” Tommy was wagging his 
head. “When his mum reported him missing, he was still alive.” 

Frasier nodded. “She filed her MPR with Phoenix. Gila County didn’t know anyone was 
missing. Even if we did, no reason for us to investigate.” 

“Sure and some humble road maintenance peon would’ve noticed the guardrail scuff.”  
“Apparently not. The canyon is so steep here that the car isn’t visible from the road.” 
“Your forensics people are done going over the car?” Joe asked. 
“Found everything we think we could find. Yes.” 
Joe popped open his pocket knife and gently scraped the paint on the hood. 
Frasier frowned. “You’re vandalizing this fine car.” 
“Trying to see the colour of the base paint coat. There are broad black scuffs on the door 

and fender. No, the base coat isn’t black.” 
“We figured the scuffs are from hitting the guard rail, or the rocks.” 
“No volcanic rocks in this canyon; that is, black ones. And the guard rail is steel that’s 

been painted aluminum, I think. Besides, it would have to go out of control into a one-eighty to 
be scuffed on the driver side.” 

Frasier thought a moment. “Do you guys have any lab people who could analyze the 
scuffs?” 

“Yes.” 
“Don’t go away. I’ll bring up the field kit.” And the boatman jogged off, angling down the 

hill. Loose pebbles leapt and rolled from beneath his waffle-stompers. 
Tommy wagged his head and precariously seated himself. “‘Don’t go away,’ he says.” 

He snorted. “Can ye imagine Jerry Hocks just now, sitting on this vertical surface in the middle 
of nowhere?” 

“Remember the look on his face when the fraud guys picked him up? That.” Joe yawned. 
He had to get up so early to get the kids off to school, he was in sleep deficit.  

Tommy chuckled. The smile faded. “Twould profit all, were there a regional system to 
distribute information of this sort, aye?” 

“But then we’d all have to spend time reading it, and right now, I’m short on time.” A 
thought struck him. “That reminds me, I’ll have to quit early today, to be home when the kids get 
off school.” 

“Tía Edna quit?” 
“Sick. And Fel’s at a workshop in Phoenix. We need a backup babysitter.” 
“I shall cogitate on that, although understand, tis completely out of me field of expertise.” 
“Lucky you.”  
Here came Sgt. Frasier with a large tackle box. He was sweating profusely. There was 

no surface level enough to set it down; they had to shore it up with stones to create a shelf. The 
forensics box contained almost all they needed to bag some paint chips and sign off on it, but 
none of the flimsy X-Acto-like off-brand blades in the box would cut cleanly to bare metal, so 
they used Joe’s pocket knife.   
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Frasier handed the baggie to Joe. “I sense a problem. When we recovered the victim’s 
ID, we sent it to you because of his Phoenix address, but he went over the side in our 
jurisdiction, so we have a hand in it. Gila County is investigating, Maricopa County is 
investigating, and Phoenix is investigating. Is there a jurisdictional dispute or two simmering 
here?” 

“No,” said Joe with just a hint of sadness. “It will all get dumped on us because everyone 
is already overbooked; too many open cases, not enough investigators.” 

“You’re not?” 
Tommy just snorted.  
Frasier latched the lid on his toolbox. “We’ll send you everything we have so far. I’ll okay 

it with my lieutenant first, but I’m pretty sure that as far as we’re concerned, the case is all 
yours.” He picked up his box. “You’ll notice my partner is not with me; I got to bring you up here 
all by myself. That’s how thin we’re stretched.” He led off, angling down the slope.  

They almost made it back to the boat. But near the bottom, Tommy yelped as his foot 
slipped out from under him, and he skidded ten feet downslope; he grabbed a bush to stop his 
fall and just hung there. Joe had never seen instant terror on Tommy’s face before. He saw it 
now. 

“Tommy, if the bush gives and you start down again, spread your arms and legs wide to 
self-arrest. Don’t move yet.” 

He stepped a few feet back up the trail, calculated the slope, and eased himself down, 
using footholds and handholds that were really rotten. The whole slope was crumbly with no firm 
purchase. It took him a couple minutes of basic rock-climbing, finding firm-enough footholds and 
handholds, to get over below Tommy. Then Frasier was there with a rope. Hugging a rock, Joe 
braced Tommy’s foot, stabilizing him and shoving while Tommy struggled to pull himself back 
up onto the makeshift trail. Frasier lowered the rope again, belaying it around a flimsy shrub, 
and Joe managed to pull himself up. 

They just sat a minute, waiting for nerves and breath and heartbeats to catch up. 
 “That’s the boat’s mooring line.” Joe asked, “We’re not going to have to swim home, are 

we?” 
Frasier chuckled. “No, I pulled it higher up in the sand. You took quite a chance there.” 
“We do the impossible just as you people do, but we don’t get paid.” He sighed. “Maybe 

we are working for the wrong agency.” 
 
Joe and Tommy slogged up the stairs to the Vulture’s Roost. Joe’s muscles had 

stiffened up on the drive back. He was finally getting some flexibility again. The division looked 
halfway abandoned; only Janet and Turk were at their desks. Joe’s phone rang as he sat down. 
It was his niece, Linda. “Uncle Joe! Thank heaven you’re back! Tía Edna is in ICU and mom had 
a car accident and she’s in ICU too!” 


