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      Jerome Miller lay on his back in scorching, gritty sand, staring up out of the rugged ditch. The blazing sun burned into his eyes. Burned at his skin.

      He was bleeding somewhere.

      Around him dead weeds rustled in a hot breeze. From the distance came the sound of a vehicle. Perhaps a semi. Something big for sure.

      Miles away. Up on the narrow local highway between Kelman and Gollick, two nowhere towns with a whole lot of nowhere between them. A hundred miles or more from the actual freeway.

      Miller had come through Kelman on his way to the meet up. He’d stopped at a little ageing diner for coffee and eggs. Nice enough place. Waited on by a guy all of eighteen, saving for college, planning to come back to Kelman once he was done and work with kids from broken homes. Apparently, there was plenty of that in Kelman.

      Nice kid. Working hard, chatty, high ideals. Miller had tipped him well. Kid in a place like that, sure felt worthwhile leaving a few extra dollars.

      Then here. Deep in southern Arizona. Saguaro cactuses around, mostly looking nothing like they did in the cartoons. Sure they had the fat central spiny trunk, with various arms, some of them even looking like that bandito reaching for the sky. Mostly, though, they were scarred and damaged. Blackened sections of what should have been green. Strips of bleached woody interior showing, where the softer exterior had died and fallen away, or been ripped off in some event.

      Did they get struck by lightning? Sure wasn’t much else out here sticking up looking like lightning conductors. On the road from Kelman, Miller had seen a couple cell phone towers, rusted and poorly maintained, but nothing much else.

      No Visit Arizona! postcard pictures around here.

      On the other side of Kelman, on his way in, there had been rows of tall electrical pylons, supporting long catenary arcs of thick power lines. He’d felt it in his skin, that crackling static just pervading the dry air.

      He’d driven from Yuma in a black government Suburban. Nice vehicle, high with a good ride. They had a bum rap, the Suburbans, but maybe that was from people who were used to driving a Mercedes Benz or a Caddy. Miller was used to a 1983 Taurus, in bland, patchy beige that might have once been metallic, with brakes that squealed and a transmission that required the strength of a heavyweight wrestler to shift from third to fourth.

      That old Taurus, much as he’d loved it, was a symptom of the reason he’d come out this way anyhow. If things had gone better, he’d have been able to keep the government Suburban, and a couple of bags of cash to go with it.

      Things hadn’t gone better.

      The Suburban was gone. Taken by the guys who’d tossed him into the ditch.

      The money, likewise, was gone.

      The woman, he’d been bringing out, she was gone too.

      Now here he was, bleeding and baking, blinking into a merciless sun, halfway between two nothing towns.

      “Did all this to yourself,” Miller murmured.

      A big bird alighted at the edge of the rough country roadway. Black with big wings and a nasty-looking black beak. Kind of thing could punch holes in quarter inch steel plate if it took a mind to.

      “Bird,” he whispered, voice still strained from shouting. “Go get some help.”

      The bird–a crow or a rook–opened its bill and cawed at him.

      It wasn’t interested in going for help. More likely it was interested in his eyeballs. To start with.

      It was going to be a long afternoon.

      From the distance came the sound of another vehicle. Closer, not on that Kelman to Gollick road.

      Maybe even on this road. Maybe.

      The bird hopped closer. Started hopping down the loose spoil at the edge of the ditch.

      Black eyes focused on Miller.

      “Git!” he said, shouting again, from some deep, previously untapped resource. “Git!”

      The bird took another hop down.
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      Cole Wright stepped out of the passenger’s side of the Toyota near downtown Gollick. The vehicle was big and white, a working machine, designed for hauling haybales and farm equipment, bikes and the neighbors’ furniture when they got evicted.

      Wright leaned back in and thanked the driver. A veteran well into his eighties, still mucking in back on the struggling farm thirty miles away, lost in the maze of hummocky backroads.

      “Sir,” the driver said. Bob, he’d introduced himself as, when he’d picked Wright up. Bob wore work jeans and button-down shirt with a straw boater on his head, the brim of which looked like it had been through a shredder.

      “Sir,” Bob said again. “It’s been my pleasure. You were fine company, not like some kid stuck on his phone the whole way.”

      Wright didn’t even own a phone. And Bob had been fine company himself, giving a history of the area, from back when the Native American tribes had treated the place with a whole lot more respect than current finaglers, right on through to the land buy-ups, and the droughts and the industry. He’d told Wright that it was all cyclic.

      “You have a few bad years,” he’d told Wright. “And if you have the tenacity to hang on, there’ll be time through the good years to forget how bad it really got.”

      “Good advice.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Tenacity and the ability to hang on.”

      “You know it.”

      Now, Bob pointed to some of the buildings in Gollick.

      “You got your little bank over there, your City Hall, with the public library tacked on the side, Miriam’s salon where she’ll cut your hair for ten bucks and some good conversation, hotel is around the corner, past the police house which isn’t worth two bits in my opinion, and you’re gonna wanna eat real soon, so there’s the grocer’s on past City Hall where you can get a sandwich better than any in the state, Patrick works miracles with mayonnaise let me tell you, I’ve told him he should patent his sandwich or open franchises or something, and then if sandwiches aren’t your thing, you’ve got Claire’s place, which is a diner a couple of blocks on, dead ahead, which isn’t saying much as the whole of town is nothing more than ten blocks square.”

      Bob took a breath.

      Wright smiled. When Bob had said that Wright was good company, he’d just meant that Wright kept quiet and listened. At least seeming attentive, slipping in the odd question here and there. Those nothing interjections like ‘uh-huh’ and ‘hmm’.

      “Bank, library, haircut, hotel, cops, sandwich, bottomless coffee,” Wright said. “Got it.”

      Bob grinned. “It’s like you got the whole rest of your day planned out.”

      “I’ll take it as it comes.” Wright stood back, ready to close the door. The sidewalk outside a two-story lawyers’ office was a little higher than most and he stood tall enough to see clear over the top of the Toyota.

      He bent and said, “Thanks again.”

      “See you ‘round, buddy.” Bob gave him a nod and tipped the boater.

      Wright closed the door with a solid clunk and the Toyota drove off into the heat and the dust. Turned at the next intersection, heading for the hardware store. Bob had a bunch of feed to pick up.

      Wright stood for a moment. He adjusted the strap on his small backpack and wiped his brow with his wrist. He was wearing jeans and MacMillan work boots, which seemed way overdressed in this heat. Had to be heading for a hundred, with the sun burning straight down Main Street Gollick, not a hint of shadow anywhere.

      He had a white t-shirt, damp now all down the back from sitting in Bob’s truck, and a Rangers baseball cap, which at least kept most of the sun from his face.

      Bob was right, he needed to get something to eat. A sandwich sounded good, but any diner worth its salt was going to serve coffee with refills. Right about now, he could use a coffee.

      He’d been coming from Tucson where he’d helped out a woman with building a fence between her place and some new residents in back. The new people were nice enough, but they had a couple of big, young, energetic dogs that had naturally assumed that her yard was simply an extension of their territory. They’d especially liked the idea of playing with her cat, an ageing tabby which was none too fussed about games with dobermans.

      He’d met the woman when she’d given him a ride out of a place called Wilcox. He’d used six and a half foot pine palings with four by four uprights, cemented in and kept straight with stretched twine, two by four cross pieces and a routed, beveled strip along the top to hide the slight unevenness in tops of the palings.

      Wright had never built a fence before, and figured he’d done a fair job. He’d gone to the public library and read through a book that gave him a fair grounding. Six days’ work that probably would have taken four for someone who knew what they were doing. Maybe a day and a half for two people running a business.

      He wasn’t running a business. He was just helping her out. She paid him with a place to stay and three good meals a day.

      Despite the physicality of the work, he’d probably gained ten pounds from her delicious pancakes, chicken salad and deep dish lasagna followed by pecan pie. She liked to cook and definitely liked getting a new fence.

      Now here he was in Gollick, somehow out in the back country. Bob didn’t need any fences built–probably would have put hers up in four days himself–so Wright was back on his own recognizance.

      Another pickup drove by, red and dusty. The driver slowed, cowboy hat tilted as she leaned around to look at him. Wright smiled to himself. The pickup was a Ford, and he was in Arizona, though not in Winslow, like that old song. And she hadn’t really slowed down.

      Another pickup came from the other direction. A big black Dodge, engine thrumming. Windows tinted, so he couldn’t see where the driver was looking.

      Along from him, at the city hall, was a town square, with dried grass, park benches and a monument in the center. A statue, presumably of someone called Kelman, who might have established the town back in the day, running a trading post or some such. There were a few vehicles parked around the square, nose in. Twelve pickups and one sedan. A variety of ages and conditions.

      A crow hopped around the statue and looked over at Wright. A young couple came out of the doors of City Hall, dressed up and holding hands, with a few others tagging along. The woman was clutching papers and they were both grinning.

      As if they’d gotten married right there, sneaking away from their parents, ready to start a new life no matter what the old folks thought. Trouble ahead, for sure.

      Wright took a breath. The air was dry, but clean and fresh. He needed to get out of the sun, so he started along the street, crossing Second Avenue, heading along for the diner.

      Two more vehicles came along fast. Chevrolets again. Big SUVs. Suburbans. They seemed out of place among the pickups.

      The Suburbans whipped by fast. The windows were cracked and he caught a glimpse of a woman sitting in back.

      Then they were gone, zipping away toward Tucson.

      Wright continued in the other direction. West. Past Miriam’s salon, past the grocer with its chalkboard sign boasting Best Sandwiches In Arizona (and anywhere in New Mexico too!).

      Sounded good, but he needed to sit. Needed aircon. Needed coffee.

      Ahead loomed the sign for Claire’s Diner, a tall seventies thing, with the words in an oval, held up by an angled once-red pole. On the north side of Main Street.

      Inside it was cool and clean and a waitress came up to him, smiling. Her name badge read Claire. There was a tiny sticker on it in the shape of a robin.

      “Table for one?” she said. She was tall, but she still had to look up to him. The air was a cool relief, with overhead fans turning lazy circles.

      “That’ll do nicely,” he said. “I suppose you’re the Claire.”

      She laughed. “Nope, but that sure did help me get the job. Let me show you to a quiet table down the back.”

      Easy, twangy country music played just audible, from a speaker on a shelf behind the counter. A woman singing about the things she was going to do to her man who’d shacked up with someone else. Wright had heard it before and it always entertained him.

      There were only a few other diners among about twenty tables, so it was mostly quiet, but he followed her to the back table. It was good, a booth with vinyl seats and a basket of condiments, utensils and napkins in the middle of the table. He could sit with his back to the wall, which gave him a good view over the room.

      Old habits and all.

      As he sat, she said, “Coffee?”

      “Of course.” He slipped off his backpack and slid it across the seat.

      “Be right on back.” She headed away, and he caught himself looking at her backside.

      He looked away. Out on the road a police cruiser went by fast. Flashers on, but no siren. Accelerating out of town.

      Old feelings rose through him, that adrenalin of rushing off to a call out.

      But that was all behind him now. All he wanted, really, was coffee and something to eat. He picked up the menu. Barbeque brisket. That sounded like it. A good change after almost a week of salad and lasagna.

      As Claire poured his coffee, another cop cruiser went by, faster than the first.

      “Huh,” Claire said. “Might be something going on over at Kelman.”

      “Kelman?” Wright said.

      “Next town over. Different jurisdiction, of course, but they help out. Cops do that.”

      “I know.” He gave her his order and she headed away. From his backpack, Wright took out his battered paperback, a Patterson about a detective in New York raising a family and taking down drug kingpins.

      A good escape.

      When the third cop car went by, it was clear that something big was up.
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      Jerome Miller managed to sit up as he heard a car crunching slowly on the gravel roadway.

      The crow hopped back, but not far. Some insect scuttled at its feet.

      Miller’s head swam. Dizzy. He touched the back of his head and his hand came away tacky with his own blood.

      They’d hit him. Tossed him down here. His mouth was dry and bitter, as if he’d been eating the dust and sand.

      Nearby the car’s engine idled. A door opened and clunked closed again. Miller was tempted to lie back down. Let them come to him.

      He stayed sitting. Might even try crawling up the side of the ditch.

      “Hello?” he called, but it was more of a croak. His head throbbed.

      It was so stinking hot. He was going to end up one of those people with actual first-degree burns, lying out here like this.

      “Help!” Another croak.

      From above came the sound of someone walking on the gravel road. Crunching footsteps.

      They stopped. Then, the sound of a trunk opening. Some quiet scuffling, as if the person was sweeping the road with a broom. The sound stopped, followed by the sound of the trunk closing again. More footsteps.

      “Help!” Maybe louder. Hard to know.

      He leaned around. Something in his hips screamed at him. Right side. Like bone on bone. Pain made his vision blur.

      He yelped.

      From above, the sound of the car’s door opening again.

      “Wait.” Miller scrabbled at the ditch’s side. Pulled himself up. Sand jammed up under his fingernails.

      The car’s engine revved and the tires crunched.

      Miller pushed with his left leg. Right hip feeling like it had been ripped out entirely. But he pushed and crawled. The sharp edges of stones tore through his fingertips.

      Another push and he was up onto the shoulder. He could see the car.

      Accelerating away. Dust from its tires.

      “Wait!” he shouted, dry and rasping. Lying half in the ditch, half on the road, he lifted his arm, waving.

      “Wait!”

      The car kept moving away.

      The crow cawed. It jabbed at the ground, came up with a scorpion in its beak.

      “Well, thanks anyway,” Miller said. “Getting stung by that would have fitted with the rest of today.”

      The scorpion’s legs waggled.

      The car’s brake lights came on.
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      The barbequed brisket Claire the waitress set down in front of Cole Wright was steaming and sizzling. Seared to perfection. The smell of it was just heavenly.

      “Man was meant to eat cow,” he said.

      “What’s that?” Claire said.

      “Grace,” Wright said. “Always seems appropriate to give thanks.”

      She grinned and winked, leaned over to look into his now-empty coffee cup and promised to be right back.

      “Thank you.”

      The brisket came with shallots and beans and mashed potato and a couple of stems of broccoli, in case anyone question whether the diner served balanced meals.

      The brisket was delicious, and the shallots were a welcome addition. The broccoli was surprisingly crisp and flavorsome for a place so clearly a long way from prime vegetable growing locales.

      Other diners came and went, couples, workers, an old couple that came just for coffee, both of them dressed in far too many layers for the season. Was there actually any difference in seasons in this part of the country?

      Claire came by a couple of times, to check on the meal and to keep his coffee topped up.

      Cole was about done with the plate, considering dessert and where he might end up staying for the night, when one of the police cruisers returned. Slower, and with the flashers off.

      It was a Dodge, fairly new, with a decent set of bull bars at the front, and big decals on the side. KCPD, with the car’s number and more words across the rear fender. Stay in school and If you see it, report it. Unlikely to be official, but small town policing was a whole different thing to the cities.

      Wright had done most of his time in Seattle and, well, maybe that was why he so enjoyed the smaller towns. Plenty of his colleagues had gotten into policing with high ideals and simply had those ideals pummeled from them with the reality of the streets.

      The cruiser nosed into the curb right outside the diner and two cops got out.

      A middle-aged guy who was trimmer than most, but must have just scraped through the police height-requirements, and a taller woman. Both of them in full gear. Hats, aviator sunglasses, full equipment belts, short sleeved shirts, with stab proof vests. Neither of them seemed to be sweating, despite the heat.

      They came in and Claire greeted them. The man grinned and removed his glasses, looking up to her. Of course they all knew each other.

      The woman, though, was more hesitant, looking around the diner as if concerned, taking in all the customers.

      Her eyes lingered on Wright for an extra moment.

      Out of towner. Big guy. Back against the wall. Of course she would notice.

      Claire indicated that they could sit anywhere they wanted, and they went to a booth at the far end of the diner. The man with his back to Wright, the woman facing him.

      Wright couldn’t hear a thing they said, but it was clear that it was more than just a break, or the wind down of their shift.

      Something was up. Something was concerning them. No surprise. Something had clearly gone down. Three cruisers racing out of town one after the other.

      One coming back, cops clearly informally debriefing.

      None of his business.

      Claire came by, recommending the pie, but also mentioning that there was a gateau that was to die for. It seemed that about every diner he visited had some menu item, usually a dessert, that was to die for.

      “Maybe just the pie,” he said.

      “Coming right up.” Claire departed again.

      The woman cop was watching Wright. She’d taken off the aviators, and she had deep brown eyes, slightly narrowed at him. She was Latina, thick dark hair tied back, but lighter skinned than most. Perhaps some gringo father or grandfather back there. Or not.

      Sometimes he was a slow learner, but one thing he was getting better at was avoiding letting his personal biases get in the way of his relationships.

      Wright snorted to himself, or at himself, and took another sip of his coffee. As if he was anything but clumsy when it came to relationships, romantic or otherwise.

      Claire brought his pie and he thanked her and she headed off, wiping down tables and refilling saltshakers.

      The pie was good. Not the best he’d had, but pretty good. He took his time over it.

      Enough time that the cops finished their coffees and headed for the door. The woman said something to the man and he glanced at Wright, then headed on through the door.

      The woman came Wright’s way.

      She had the aviators in her right hand and touched her cheek with her left. She had slim fingers. Kind of fingers you saw on piano players.

      “Officer,” Wright said. He had two forkfuls of pie left, but he put the fork down. No need to be a glutton.

      “Sir,” she said. “Mind if I take a seat?

      Wright said nothing, but waved at the empty space across from him.

      She sat, comfortable with her height, clearly, moving like a dancer, sliding onto a seat a quarter foot too low for her. Wright was used to that. They would probably be close to eye to eye, standing.

      “From out of town?” she said. She had a soft accent. Californian, perhaps. Certainly not necessarily from around here.

      “Yes,” he said. She had her police shield pinned to her breast pocket, with the badge number. Below that, her name.

      Calvert.

      “Where are you from, then?” she said.

      “Are you being friendly, or is this part of an investigation?”

      The slightest of shrugs, the slightest of smiles, just the corners of her mouth lifting.

      “Little of both,” she said.

      “I’m Wright,” he said. “Cole Wright. Guess if I’m from anywhere, it’s Seattle.”

      “Seattle. Washington?”

      “Is there another one?”

      That little smile again, just a fraction more this time.

      “You’re a long way from home,” she said.

      “Haven’t been back that way in a long time. Don’t know that I really consider it home anymore. Quite the afternoon you’re having.”

      A raised eyebrow, like Spock from that old TV show, just one eyebrow. Wright had never been able to do that. His eyebrows operated in tandem. It always impressed him, people who could do that, it was both questioning and slightly mocking at once.

      “The afternoon?” she said. “How do you mean?”

      “Three cars hurried by earlier. Yours was one.”

      She glanced out through the windows. The male officer was still standing there, out in the heat, sitting on the fender. A passerby had stopped and they were engaged in conversation.

      “Ours was one,” she said, meeting his eyes. Her stare was intense. “You sure about that?”

      “You got a whole lot more cruisers here in Kelman? A fourth car? A car with the same number there on the rear fender?”

      She looked back again, and at him. “You saw the number? Remembered the number.”

      “Yes I did. I was just getting in for lunch. Figure Kelman for a quiet, peaceful place, somewhere for a good brisket and pie when I’m on my way to somewhere else. Figure that the police here get maybe one call a month that requires the flashers and exceeding the posted limit. If that. Figure that three at once, well, there’s something going on.”

      “You figure that, do you Mr. Wright?”

      “Just Wright, that’s fine.”

      “Okay. And what do you think’s going on?”

      Wright eyed the pie. It sure was tasty. Tempting to have another piece.

      Along the diner, one of the overhead fans began making a buzzing sound. The older couple left cash on their table and headed for the door.

      Claire was at the register, going through receipts. From the kitchen came the sounds of scraping. The cook, probably cleaning the grill.

      “I don’t know,” he said to Officer Calvert. “I’m passing through. None of my business.”

      She nodded, lips pursed. She was very attractive, and he was enjoying the conversation. Had to remember to not be too evasive or avoiding. Had to be friendly.

      “Passing through,” she said. “On your way to somewhere else, you said. Where was that somewhere else?”

      Wright picked up his coffee and took a sip. “Right now, I’m not sure. Yuma? Phoenix? Maybe Missoula, Montana. Maybe this heat is starting to tire me out.”

      “You don’t like the heat?”

      “Heat’s fine. Cold is fine.”

      “A man of refined tastes.”

      He smiled. “A good meal, a place to sleep, some engaging company, and I’m happy.”

      “Happy, but you’re here, passing through, right at the time when we have an incident. And, somehow, you know the number of my vehicle.”

      She glanced around again. Her partner was on his own now, the passerby having wandered off. Calvert waved and her partner stepped forward, tapping at the face of his watch.

      “I notice things is all,” Wright said. “I was cop, so, you know, cop stuff I notice.”

      “Cop stuff.”

      “Long time back.”

      “How long are we talking?” She seemed slightly friendlier. Slightly. Leaning forward on the table staring at him.

      “Four, five years, I guess.” He held her gaze.

      “So you work security? Or do private investigator work? You’re too young to be retired.”

      “Was that a compliment?”

      “An observation.” Still, that slight smile was there.

      “Of late, I build fences.”

      “Fences.”

      “Well, one fence.”

      “Hardly sounds like a career.”

      “Could become one. I did a fair job, for my first try at it. I’d have to learn a bit more about cement, I figure. That was tricky to get right.”

      Officer Calvert leaned back into the seat. Wright took a sip from his almost-empty coffee.

      “Okay then, Mr Wright,” she said.

      “Wright. Just Wright.”

      She smiled and pushed out from the table, standing, almost looming over him.

      “Nice to meet you,” she said. “Welcome to Kelman. And farewell, I suppose. Take care on your travels.”

      “I will. And likewise, nice to meet you. Good luck with whatever it is you have going on here.”

      She gave him a nod, turned, took a step. Stopped. Looked at him again.

      “I’m Mara,” she said.

      “Cole. Nice to meet you.”

      “Cole Wright. Nice to meet you too.”

      Mara Calvert headed out. She put the aviators on again and joined her partner, who clearly muttered something, maybe about how long she’d left him out into the sun.

      They got into the vehicle, Mara driving. She backed out and turned, heading back into town.

      Wright finished his pie.
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      Jerome Miller lay on the edge of the rough roadway. The ground was baked hard and the air was still and dead and dry. The classic furnace.

      Briefly, back in his errant and enthusiastic youth, he’d spent six weeks working at a glass studio. Not the kind of place where they made Pilsner bottles or plate glass, but one where young artists made decorative vases and paperweights and little filigree unicorns.

      Some of those kids had been pretty talented. And somehow able to stand in front of the open glass furnace, heat cranked up, blobs of glass on the end of their pipes, using asbestos gloves to shape the pieces.

      His job had been to clean up, make sure the gas orders were in and maintain the equipment.

      Mostly he was in the cooler part. Those kids had the tenacity to pursue their passion and simply deal with the heat.

      Of course, that was nothing like this. They could step out into the air-conditioned office. They could grab a glass of water anytime they liked. Chilled, with a little hint of citrus just to give it some pep.

      Here he was, dying in the desert, breathing dust, with a crow just waiting to peck its way into his juiciest parts.

      Except for the car that had gone by. Stopped, driven on, and now, stopped again.

      Someone stood over him. A woman. Maybe late fifties. She had a wide-brimmed hat, a pair of binoculars around her neck, and a concerned smile.

      “You’re hurt,” she said. “I saw the bag, but I didn’t see you. You’re lucky I just glanced in the rear view as I pulled away.”

      “Bag?” he said, but it came out as more of a croak.

      “You could use some water.” She crouched and water trickled over his lips and into his mouth.

      He’d never tasted anything like it. It was like some kind of ambrosia. Washing his mouth. The cool of it over his lips tingled on through his face. He gulped at the water.

      “All right,” she said. “Careful. Don’t want you throwing up. Let’s get you into the car.”

      She took his arm and helped him up.

      “Thank you,” he hissed, voice slowly returning.

      “What happened here?” she said. “There’s no one around, just you.”

      “Long story.”

      Her vehicle was a dusky blue Nissan crewcab pickup, with a lid on the tray. Dust around the fenders, though it was well-maintained.

      She helped him into the passenger seat. As he got in, he glimpsed a black bag on the back seat.

      The air was cooler inside. She went around and got in behind the wheel, started the truck. Right away frigid air blew from the vents.

      She handed him a full water bottle. American Springs. He thanked her and started in on draining it.

      “Maisy,” she said. “Maisy Grant. I’ll take you to Kelman. You can get that cut on your head looked at.”

      “Thanks, I appreciate it.” He glanced back at the bag. It was his. The one which had had the money. Now empty.

      “You’re a lucky man,” she said, eyes on the road. “You don’t want to be out here and hurt with no one around. People die.”

      “I think that was the idea.”

      “Oh?” She looked at him. “Tangled up in something are we?”

      “Not anymore. If they think I’m dead, then it’s all done.”

      “Good to know.”

      They drove along the undulating road, the aircon cooling him, the engine purring.

      Not that far to Kelman. Not really.
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      There was a clock in behind the diner’s counter, with the soda cups and stacks of plates and some photographs of sports people. At least, guys wearing baseball caps and football helmets. One of a woman holding a golf club. Some of the photos were signed.

      The clock was big. White with blocky black numbers. All twelve, rather than one of those ambiguous ones that just had 12, 3, 6 and 9, or even no numbers at all. Its second hand moved constantly, rather than jerking second by second. There were four black lines between each of the numbers, lining up neatly with the tip of the minute hand, the second hand sweeping by like the glint of a satellite at twilight.

      Perhaps the people of Kelman, Arizona, liked to know their time exactly.

      It was 2.17.

      Which left Wright with a decision.

      Some days he would see if he could find a ride around about now. Some days he would be well through a journey, maybe sleeping in back, maybe enjoying some convivial conversation with a woman who was a professional poker player on her way to a tournament in Reno, a man who raised ferrets, a former Coast Guard officer now in his mid-eighties and still getting up at 5am to go fishing or go to a knife show.

      Other days he would have checked into a motel and had a swim in their cold pool, watched some television and sat reading on the balcony until the sun went down.

      All depended. Swimming was obviously a good choice around here and now, not so much in Wisconsin and Minnesota, when he’d been in those two places six months back.

      Right now, though, an air-conditioned car–pickup most likely–felt like a better option than walking around town hunting for a room. The next town over, Gollick, was close, but far enough away that he might burn up an hour or so getting there.

      Trade-off between waiting in the heat at the roadside and walking the town. Bob had mentioned the hotel, so that was an option if there were no rides.

      Maybe give it an hour and go from there.

      Claire came by and topped up his coffee.

      “You ever use the bathroom?” she said. “I can’t drink but a half a cup without having to take a wee.”

      A wee. He had to smile.

      “I guess I do,” he said. “I guess I’ve practiced holding it in.”

      “On stake outs, huh?”

      He smiled, at her this time. “Stake outs?”

      “You’re a cop. Cops do stake outs.” She glanced at the window. “Not around here so much, I guess. But you know.”

      “I do. How did you know I was a cop? Emphasis, though, on the ‘was’. It’s years since I’ve done that.”

      “My mom. She was a sheriff north of here. It’s almost like you have a neon sign.”

      “On my forehead?”

      “Yep. More like a bearing you have. The way you walked in, looking the place over, choosing where to sit. The way you talked with Mara. Like you had something in common.”

      “Maybe we both like birding.”

      Claire smiled, whitened teeth showing and her whole face lighting up. “Sure it some good birding around here. You wouldn’t think it, but there’s actually a wetland about fifteen miles south. Just in the right shade from the way the rocks are and the way the watercourses come into it. And of course you got your desert birds too. Real hard to spot since, you know, camouflage.”

      “I do know camouflage.”

      Claire nodded.

      “You know a lot about birds.”

      “I go birding,” she said. “A twitcher. When I can find the time.”

      “Nice hobby. Do you have a count?” A lot of birders were quite fervent with seeing species, keeping journals and ticking off the birds in guidebooks.

      Another smile. “I’m not that serious. I just like taking walks and photos and enjoying nature.”

      “Sounds very nice.”

      “Claire!” someone called from the kitchen.

      “Oops,” she said. “Getting too friendly when there are dishes to stack and garbage to shift.”

      “There’s always something needs doing, I guess. Nice meeting you.”

      “Likewise.” From her pad, Claire tore his check and placed it on the table. “Thank you.”

      “Well, thank you.”

      “See you again.” She smiled and went toward the kitchen.

      Wright nodded to himself. There were a hundred thousand towns like this around the country, maybe twice that number of diners just like this, and two or three times that number again of wait staff.

      Unlikely that he would ever see her again, nice as she was.

      Still, that was the friendliness of small towns. Half his reason for coming to them.

      Maybe enough reason to stay for a day or so. Hard enough to get a ride so far from the main highways at this time of day. He could be out in the sun for hours.

      Better to get a good sleep, and start out again in the cool of morning.

      As he took out his wallet to pay, another pickup nosed in at the curb out front. It was almost as if the only people driving actual sedans were the cops.

      Wright’s wallet was calfskin, smoothed with age. He had two cards in it, his current Seattle driver’s license and an ATM card. Most of the bulk was taken up with cash. The woman with the fence had insisted on giving him a couple of hundred dollars, but had had only fives and tens. It bulked the wallet up.

      The bill was all of fourteen dollars and sixty-two cents, including tax. How was anyone making a living at that price? He took a pair of tens out and headed for the register. Not well known enough around here to just leave the cash on the table. No matter how friendly Claire might be, it was bad manners.

      As he approached the counter, a woman came in. She’d pulled up in the pickup. A blue Nissan, in good shape. These people really looked after their vehicles.

      “Maisy,” Claire said. “Are you all right? Don’t often see you here at this time.”

      “Oh I need a moment to calm down,” she said. She’d taken off a wide-brimmed hat, revealing a shock of dark gray hair. She had to be well into her fifties, but spry and with a glint in her eye.

      “Calm down?” Claire said. “Take a seat and I will bring you a root beer float. Or maybe a sundae. We got pistachio ice cream today.”

      Maisy nodded, but she didn’t move. She seemed a little confused. Perhaps one of those poor souls who get early onset dementia. Perhaps just at the beginnings of it, with a diagnosis months away.

      “What’s wrong?” Clair said, stepping around.

      “I found a man in the desert,” Maisy said. “Out on Calvert Road. Someone had hit him on the head and left him there to die.”

      “Oh my!” Claire said. “Is he hurt bad?” Claire took a glance at Wright. Other people in the diner were looking over.

      “Passed out in my truck. I drove him right to the medical center. He’s there. They’re looking after him.”

      “Oh, good. Sounds like he was very lucky.”

      “He really was.” Maisy held her hands up in front of her, fingers splayed. They were trembling, as if she had the beginnings of Parkinson’s.

      Wright pushed the thought aside. Why would he play amateur doctor, diagnosing people in a second? He didn’t even know her.

      He was just waiting to pay his bill. Ready to leave this town behind.

      Claire took Maisy’s hands. “You’re shaking.”

      “It’s good to talk. Get it off my chest. And, you know what, a sundae sounds great.”

      “Coming right up.” Claire continued to hold Maisy’s hands and led her toward a nearby vacant booth. As they went by Wright, he caught Maisy’s eyes. Sharp and clear, but worry in there.

      Just someone unsettled. No medical problems.

      Well, who wouldn’t be unsettled from finding someone left in the desert? If Wright was honest, it would unsettle him too. Nothing good about any of that.

      A moment later Claire came back. Smile gone. Wright handed her his check and the two tens.

      “I don’t need change,” he said.

      She gave a nod, and thanked him.

      Wright went back out to the heat of the sidewalk. Back into the sun.

      He glanced into the diner. Maisy was sitting at her table, hands clasped. She licked her lips. Stared at the empty seat across from her.

      A pickup went by, heading for Gollick.

      Wright turned and headed back to find the hotel.
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      It turned out that the hotel wasn’t a hotel at all, but a motel. Subtle difference perhaps, to someone like Bob, who maybe never needed such a thing.

      The motel was on the third block back from Main Street, along Second Avenue, across Byzell and Yucca Street, past the police station, and across Mesquite Street. Maybe byzell was a kind of desert plant too.

      By the time Wright arrived, he was practically soaked through from his own sweat.

      If he was a modern man, he might have carried a water bottle in his backpack. On the few occasions he had, it had either been forgotten and only added to the weight, or he’d done something wrong with the lid and ended up soaking his traveling things–a couple of pairs of underpants, socks and a second t-shirt, and, worse, the book he’d been reading. To Kill a Mockingbird. Ruined. And since, he’d never found another copy, despite it being about the easiest book to find in America. Millions of copies over decades.

      Mostly he was able to find somewhere to sell him a coffee or bottled water–despite what most everyone said about single-use bottles. When you were thirsty and lazy, that worked.

      The motel had a sandwich board sign out front. Kelman Motel, it read. Below that was a square of blackboard paint next to the word Vacancy. The chalk No had been written and erased so many times it was hard to tell if there was a vacancy or not.

      The motel was an L-shaped building, with an office in front and a high, angled roof on poles above the entry, presumably to shade vehicles while their occupants checked in. A porte-cochere. Wright had no vehicle, but the shade was welcome.

      The building was set up facing north and west, so part of it would naturally shade anyway. Each room had a big window and a beige door, and the block of air-conditioning units under each window. Plenty of rust there.

      All of the rooms had curtains drawn.

      There were four vehicles parked–three pickups and one hatchback. That seemed against the averages for around here.

      Likely to be a vacancy, then.

      The office had wide windows, and part of the roof continued along, hanging over the front of the rooms, making veranda shade there. An ancient ice machine and even more ancient soda machine stood just beyond the office’s door.

      Wright went in, to the jangle of a bell. The air was cool, but not chilly. A fan on the counter blew his way. The woman clerk was wearing a collared polo shirt with Kelman Motel stitched at the left breast. She was under thirty, and tired, blonde hair tied back into a short ponytail.

      “How much for a room?” Wright said. The air was stale, with a vague hint of parsley or cilantro, as if someone through the door behind her was preparing a meal with the windows closed.

      “Sixty, including tax.” The woman had a clipboard and turned it to face him. On the wall behind her was a big poster of the Grand Canyon, looking suitably dry and barren. The poster had an angled tear rising from the bottom, just reaching the canyon’s rim.

      A clock at the end–with similar clean numbers to the one at the diner–showed 2:58.

      “Name and address,” the woman said. “I have to see some ID too. And take an impression of your credit card for incidentals.”

      Standard practice. Incidentals could be anything from needing a toothbrush or a sandwich, to meeting some of the cost of a broken television or stolen towels.





OEBPS/images/triple-v-logo-big.jpg
4\ 7





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/scorpion-bait-ebook.jpg





