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      This far north, a lake this small would freeze real quick. Nestled in the shadows of steep, pine-covered hills, and at altitude. The first real snowfall of the season had swept through a couple days back. There was still a chill in the morning air and an ice rime on the surface in shaded parts of the lake.

      There were few shallow access points. For the most part the hills dove steeply below the surface. Pines to the edge, rocky outcrops in places. The lake was deep.

      Lake Cresper, named after the early explorer who’d found the pass, apparently. Maybe a couple of square miles of water. Overcast skies making it gray, its depth enhancing the effect. An ancient blocky swimming raft stood twenty yards from shore, near the end of an even more ancient wooden jetty.

      As good a place as any to dispose of a body. And a better place than most.

      A few good sized rocks in the jacket and jeans pockets. There were plenty of good sized rocks on that two hundred yard long stretch of shallow rough beach. From baseball size down. Kind of rock that packs a couple of pounds. Granite or something. The lake had once been a volcanic vent, according to a faded guide sign back up on the road. Hundreds of thousands of years old. Perhaps that accounted for the depth.

      The pickup backed down from the rough tarmac road that bounded this side of the lake. A Ford Explorer. Four wheel drive. Black, but tarnished and dinged from years of tracking through rough forest roads—such as those roads were—hauling deer carcasses or loads of rough sawn firewood or motorcycles, or whatever needed hauling.

      First time it had ever hauled a human body.

      The driver backed carefully. The transmission creaked. The heavy tires made the rocks on the shore crack and scrape against each other. Despite good control on the brake, the passage backward was jerky. Anything but smooth as the rocks shifted and adjusted.

      The stink of the exhaust wafted around, tainting the still mountain air.

      The driver leaned her head back around through the window, estimating the distance to the water’s edge. Didn’t want to go sliding in.

      An old aluminum dinghy lay inverted on the rocks. Stern just above the waterline.

      She was wearing a battered baseball cap. Cardinals. A heavy work shirt, jeans and sturdy new McCulloch boots. There was blood on her jeans.

      A white crane flew in and landed on the jetty’s railing. The bird folded its wings and looked at the pickup.

      “Hold up,” said the passenger. Kirk Maxwell. He was twenty-eight and liked to take the bikes up to the top of Regent Peak and just enjoy the view. He had little enough to enjoy these days, after the yards shut down, and few prospects, he knew it.

      After today, the prospects either got much better or much worse.

      “I can go another yard,” the driver said. Rebecca Preston. She was ten years Kirk’s senior. Still had her job at the stationery supply outfit in Cooperville, and she was very conscious of the discrepancy with Kirk being out of work.

      None of that might matter a bit by tomorrow anyway.

      “No sense in risking it,” Kirk said. “Stop here. We can carry him to the boat.”

      “You ever carried a body before?” Rebecca continued easing backward. It was a fine balance between getting close enough and dropping the pickup into the lake.

      “Nope. You?”

      “No.”

      “So?”

      “It’s not easy,” Rebecca said. “You know when you pick up a live person, they help you with it. They bend and shape to fit your lift. They keep their limbs in place. Keep their head up.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      The crane took flight. A beautiful sight. Elegance in the way it stretched its wings and drew back its legs. It slid through the cool air.

      Out of place really. Probably lost and now off looking for warmer climes.

      “A dead body is different,” Rebecca said. “Heavy, you know, David must be two hundred pounds. His legs and arms are going to flop around.”

      “One, don’t say his name. It’s just a body now.”

      “You just don’t want to think about this situation. You need to face it.”

      “I need to get it gone. Gone and done. Rocks in his pocket. In the boat. Tow it out to the end of the jetty and pull the bung. Push it out.”

      It was a half-formed plan at best. Built on desperation and urgency.

      But something had to be done.

      The alternatives were digging a hole, or burning him. But those came with their own problems.

      This was the best solution from a bad bunch.

      Rebecca stopped the truck and they got out. She opened the tailgate and Kirk flipped the dinghy over. Together they dragged the tarp from the tray.

      David landed on the rocky shore with a sickening thump.

      “It’s all right,” Kirk said. “Don’t make a face. He’s dead. He’s not feeling a thing.”

      “Let’s get the rocks.”

      It only took a minute to get some. Bigger ones for the jacket and slimmer, flat ones for the jeans. Kirk tossed a whole bunch more into the dinghy’s bilge.

      “It’ll go straight to the bottom.” Kirk looked out over the lake. “If there even is a bottom.”

      Rebecca rolled her eyes, but she accepted his assessment that the dinghy would sink. Earlier in the day they’d come by and torn out all the polystyrene from under the aluminum seats and from the fo’c’sle that was really nothing more than a token storage space.

      Metal, rocks and a deadweight. That’s all it was now. The main hope was that it would stay afloat long enough to get well away from the jetty.

      By the time summer came around and there were brave swimmers once more, there would be nothing left but bones.

      “Ready,” Kirk said. “I’ll get the head, you get the feet.”

      “All right.” The stern of the now upright dinghy lay in the water. They would get David’s body in and tow him around.

      “On three,” Kirk said.

      From nearby came the dull sound. A hiss or drone. Almost indistinct. Could be something in the trees. Perhaps an engine. A small car.

      “One,” Kirk said, crouching and grabbing the tarp by David’s shoulders.

      The sound grew. Somewhere in behind the trees. It actually might be a small car. One of those Hondas or Suzukis people used in the big cities to go grab groceries. Not the kind of thing you took over high mountain passes.

      “Two,” Kirk said. He stared up at Rebecca, waiting.

      The narrow road she’d driven down from to get onto the rocky shore led on around the lake and through some switchbacks to the old pass. Nothing much up that way. The road did connect on through to Placerton, but it was pretty unmaintained. Route 16 was shorter and much faster. Only occasional sightseers might take this road. Especially at this time of year.

      The sound continued to grow. Still distant. Still almost no more than the wind in the trees.

      “Hold on,” Rebecca.

      Along the lake shore on a few sections of the road were visible. Through gaps in the trees. Higher at the far end, dropping down almost like a set of steps.

      The gaps were smaller than the segments blocked by trees. A car would whip by in no time.

      Except at the very end here.

      “Three,” Kirk said, standing, holding up David in the tarp.

      The car appeared from behind the nearest group of trees. Right along the lake edge. No more than two hundred yards off.

      “I’m making a point here,” Kirk said, blithely unaware. “You were supposed to lift on three. Now here I am holding him up like...”

      Kirk trailed off.

      Kirk looked at the approaching car.

      It was a Suzuki. Metallic red. Like it wanted to be a fire engine, but had accepted becoming a family runabout.

      Small. Quick.

      In no time it was almost level with the pickup’s hood. Right there. Ten yards off.

      A child in the back seat. She waved, smiling.

      A man in the front passenger seat. Staring at them.

      Kirk waved back. David slipped from his grasp and made another sickening smack as his head hit the stones.

      Kirk cursed.

      The car whizzed on, vanishing over the brow of the small hill where the road led off through the trees before heading down into Cooperville.
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      The sign at the edge of town announced it as Cooperville Pop 3516. There was a crude picture of some kind of rodent on one side. Maybe a chipmunk, maybe a squirrel. Kind of hard to tell. The kind of thing someone in grade school might have made.

      Clearly it meant something.

      Tied to one of the uprights holding the sign was an old bouquet of flowers. Wilted and blackened, it was impossible to tell what they had been. The cellophane still glistened.

      Someone had died here, would be the story. Someone’s child knocked off a bicycle while coming into town. Some drunk who’d flipped his truck into the ditch. Some late middle-aged husband having that kind of crisis, pushing his new Mustang too fast and totaling it, bouncing across that ditch and smashing into the nearby stand of pines.

      All towns had stories like this.

      Cole Wright let the sign vanish behind him as the driver sped on into town.

      It was getting late now. Mid-afternoon.

      Early winter, but the sun was still low. Cooperville seemed to have picked a good spot here in the mountains. A south-facing wide valley. Maybe at one time a huge glacier had pushed its way south, crushing and dragging away the forests and top soil and rock, oblivious to all.

      Long retreated now, the soil had regenerated and strong blankets of pine rose up the hills.

      Wright’s ride, a little red Suzuki driven by a woman named Della, her daughter Ronnie in back, had come down from the valley’s side. The change in climate had been dramatic. Up in the pass, the first signs of a long hard winter were showing. Ice rime in the pretty, tree-lined lake. A dusting of snow higher up.

      Here, though, in Cooperville, it was almost like spring. A lot of evergreen trees, a young woman out jogging in shorts and a singlet, kids biking in tee-shirts.

      “My sister lived here a while,” Della said. “But it’s dying. She moved on down to Miller’s Bend.”

      From what Wright had heard, Miller’s Bend wasn’t much bigger than Cooperville. Miller’s Bend was, however, closer to the interstate, and not far from a big distribution center for auto parts or stationery or some such. Kind of town where there was plenty of work.

      “Ice cream cone,” Ronnie said. She was seven. She’d told Wright that fact several times on the ride. That she could ride on roller skates, wanted to steal their neighbor’s dog Bess and that she missed her dad, wanted a baby brother and really liked clouds.

      “Honey,” Della said. “We already went over this.”

      Della wasn’t stopping in Cooperville. She was Driving right on down to Miller’s Bend. Another hour along the road out of the valley. Practically out on the plains.

      She’d picked Wright up on the other side of the pass, beyond a town called Placerton. Even smaller than Cooperville.

      They’d talked a little, but mostly just driven in silence. Wright liked that. The quiet. No need to talk to fill some silence.

      Ronnie’s conversation had been early and in bursts. Before they’d crossed the pass’s summit, she’d run out of things to say. Had become engrossed in some kind of screen that kept her entertained. Periodically she had wound down the Suzuki’s back window and taken in great breaths of air. Especially through the sections with tight switchbacks.

      “There’s a drugstore,” Ronnie said. “They have ice cream. I bet.”

      There were numerous stores along the main road through town. A little independent hardware place, a drapery store, a bookstore that also seemed to sell all kinds of souvenirs and knick-knacks, a Chinese restaurant, a bakery, a couple of banks. About half the places were shuttered, or just closed. Some had faded real estate signs in the windows, as if awaiting some miracle.

      The drugstore was on the other side of a modest town square. A statue in the middle and plantings of flowers and shrubs.

      That Ronnie, from the back seat, had spotted the drugstore beyond showed a sharp eye.

      “Mr. Wright?” Della said. When she’d picked him up, she’d mentioned that she wanted the company. He’d wondered at the wisdom of a woman with a child in tow picking up a stray man.

      “I’d seen you in town a couple of times,” she said. “At Lucy’s Diner, and at the library. Figured you’re a stranger, but not completely anonymous. And you were headed our direction.”

      Placerton’s library was little more than an annex off the city building, a few shelves of old books and a couple of internet computers. Retired folks coming in to read newspapers from around the country seemed to be its main function.

      “Call me Cole,” Wright said now. There was an old joke about Mr. Wright being his father, but it was pretty worn out.

      “What do you think about a little break here?” Della slowed the car and eased around the square. A big pickup backed out from a park and Della stopped to give the vehicle room. The driver waved thanks at her from the window.

      Della’s Suzuki was out of place. Fifty percent of the vehicles were pickups and eighty percent of the remainder were big old cars. Fords and GMs with a hundred thousand miles on the clock, paint rough and glass slightly hazy from decades outdoors.

      “A little stop suits me fine,” Wright said. “I could stretch my legs. Get some air. See the sights.”

      “And have an ice cream cone,” Ronnie said.

      “I’m remembering,” Wright said, “that your mom said no.”

      “She might change her mind. She always does.”

      Della sighed. “I do,” she whispered.

      “My treat,” Wright said. He had three hundred and sixty-five dollars in his wallet. Four days work outside of Placerton on a building site, just hammering and sawing and lifting. Good physical work that had helped him sleep nights.

      He wasn’t a carpenter by any stretch, but he understood the physics of a hammer—one light tap to steady the nail, one good tap to drive, one last tap to push it home—and other tools. Years back he’d done some work on bases, putting up barracks, and the lessons from then had come back quickly. Some of the guys there drove a nail in with two taps.

      “Your treat?” Della said.

      “Sure. You’ve been kind enough to bring me over the pass. I can certainly stretch to a couple of ice cream cones.”

      “Not for me,” Della said, putting a hand to her clavicle. “I couldn’t.”

      “Dairy intolerant,” Ronnie said.

      “You’re lucky to get ice cream ever,” Wright said.

      “We don’t have it in the house,” Della said. “Soy milk in my coffee, fruit for dessert.”

      “Fruit’s good,” Wright said.

      Della pulled in at the drugstore. About half the parking spaces were free. Part of the charm of small towns; you could almost always park right out front of wherever it was you were going. Although maybe a part of that was that half the stores were out of business.

      Along the sidewalk, two heavy guys in plaid shirts and baseball caps were standing chewing the fat. Laughing at something. From the other direction came a young mother pushing near-newborn in a stroller.

      Ronnie was out of the car and stumbling to the footpath almost before Della had shifted out of gear. The drugstore had a sign up with pictures of various pre-packaged ice creams.

      “Wait,” Della said, exiting the car.

      Wright followed. The door snicked locked the moment he closed it. Despite hurrying after Ronnie, Della still had the presence of mind to make sure that the car was secure.

      Della’s summer dress blew around her. It was light yellow, with images of strawberries all over. So many, that it was almost as if there was more red than yellow.

      From father along the street came the vague sound of shouting. Followed by a car starting.

      Across the street an old movie theatre stood. Still in operation from the looks. Current posters for a couple of big films. The frontage had a kind of art deco feel, with a tall central column, layered and painted in peeling pastel.

      A woman stepped out, phone to her ear. She looked out of place. Dressed in a black suit, white collared shirt open at the top button. Honey blonde hair tied at the back of her head. Aviator sunglasses.

      She faced Wright for a moment before turning away. Still talking on the phone.

      Ronnie was already inside the drugstore. Through the window, Wright could see her leaning up to peer into the ice cream freezer. The bored clerk at the counter half watched her, half watched his phone. Couldn’t have been more than seventeen.

      Della glanced back at Wright as she stepped through the door. He nodded and made a small wave. I’m right behind you.

      She smiled and carried on through.

      A siren started up, from the direction of the shouting. Even farther along. The siren moved. Brought along by the vehicle carrying it.

      Joined by the sound of the vehicle’s engine. Revving hard. A heavy, well-maintained block. Clean running gear. Automatic transmission. Accelerating.

      Wright saw the lights. Red and blue. Cops, then.

      Coming fast. Siren not letting up a bit.

      The vehicle came by fast. A Caprice. An older model. A little scraped and dinged. Small town department saving some dollars here and there.

      But a glimpse was all Wright caught as the car whizzed by. Gone. Off along the street. Barely slowing for the town square. The sound dopplering off.

      The car made the little jink to get around the corners, and then was off to the left, heading for the hills to the west. Taking the same road Della had followed in, bringing Wright and Ronnie into town.

      The blue and red lights vanished, but the siren continued. Hardly diminished by the intervening buildings.

      Others on the street had stopped to watch too. Place like this maybe didn’t get too many police emergencies that required sirens downtown. Maybe out on the open road, closer to the highway. Not in town.

      The two older guys muttered to each other. The young mother turned and continued along her way. Her eyes caught Wright’s as she went by. She was pretty, but tired. She gave him a half smile. He nodded and, once she’d gone by, went on into the drug store.

      He glanced back, but the woman in the suit had gone.
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      Rebecca stood in the cool interior of the ancient double-wide trailer. The thing had to have been wheeled up through the forest back in the seventies. And been subject to no maintenance since.

      Sagging ceiling tiles. Grungy carpet. Sad looking couch shoved up against the wall like a pile of half-melted giant marshmallows. Rusty the dog curled up at one end, Jesse Rebbet slouched down at the other end.

      The place reeked of spilled beer and long-ago big fry ups in animal fat.

      Jesse stared at the old T.V. on the wooden coffee table on the opposite wall. A baseball game. One team was down four to nothing, top of the fourth.

      Jesse was Kirk’s brother. The one who’d started the whole problem with David. Jesse was nineteen. He was wearing rough jeans and a torn Rolling Stones tee shirt. He had a beer in his left hand.

      His hair looked like the mop that had probably never been used in the double-wide’s kitchen area.

      “Get up,” Kirk said, standing with Rebecca, by the door. “We might have been seen.”

      Jesse shrugged. He had two days of stubble and his eyes were red. He’d been in no condition to help with disposing of David.

      “We have to leave,” Kirk said. “Get out of town.”

      “We are out of town.”

      On the T.V. the batter hit big. Looked like it might clear the fence.

      “Is that a joke?” Kirk advanced on Jesse.

      “Good joke,” Rebecca said. The double-wide was on a property a good ten miles from the town’s boundary. Hidden among the pines and plantations. In behind the bodies of old Trans Ams and trailers, and the wreckage of long rusted children’s play equipment.

      “I hear sirens,” Kirk said.

      Jesse squinted and tilted his head. “Yuh.”

      Kirk looked at Rebecca. “We need to ditch the truck. We should have just let it slip back into the water.”

      Rebecca sighed. The shore might have been steep, but not that steep. Inevitably the vehicle would probably have rolled as far as its front axle and ground to a halt. Stuck there. No way back. No way forward.

      A bad situation made worse.

      “I’ll take it,” she said. “I’ll go up Old Man’s Way and tip it over the edge somewhere up there.”

      “Good idea,” Kirk said.

      “You gone trust her?” Jesse said.

      “More ‘n you.”

      Rebecca took a step back. Jesse could be unpredictable. The very reason they were all in this spot right now.

      Jesse took a deep breath.

      The sound of the sirens was growing. Still far off, but clearly approaching. Coming up Route 16.

      Outside, a bird squawked.

      “Do what you need to do, then,” Jesse said. “This ain’t ma problem.” He lifted his beer at them, almost in salute.

      “It really is your problem,” Rebecca said.

      The sirens still sounded distant. Muted by the trees, and coming up the switchbacks out of Cooperville. Really hard to tell how far off the cops were.

      “You don’t know a thing,” Jesse said with a shake of his head.

      “What are you talking about?” Kirk said, worried now. “Don’t know a thing about what?”

      “You’ll see.” Jesse smiled. “It’ll all play out.”
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      In the drugstore, customers came and went. Some going in back for prescriptions, others just heading into the grocery aisles. An older man had a long discussion with the clerk about the merits of various kinds of sunscreens. The guy’s leathery, wrinkled skin looked like it hadn’t been touched by sunscreen in a hundred years.

      Ronnie continued to peer into the freezer, licking her lips and clearly mentally weighing up the pros and cons of the various packages below.

      The aisles were lined with big bags of potato chips, sodas, stationery, canned goods, magazines, sundry hardware like light bulbs and packs of screws. Overhead neon strips lit the space.

      Ronnie drummed on the glass lid with her fingernails.

      “Nothing too expensive,” Della told her.

      Wright just about told her that the cost didn’t matter. What was an extra dollar here or there? But he left it. Who was he to tell her how to do the job of being a parent?

      “Expensive,” Ronnie said, glancing up with a twinkle in her eye. “Got it.”

      Della sighed.

      “You want a coffee?” Wright said.

      “I’d about kill for one,” she said.

      “Black, one sugar?”

      “That’s me,” she said with a frown. “How’d you know.”

      “No dairy, so that’s easy. Also, you don’t strike me as someone willing to suffer bitter coffee.”

      “You’re good at reading people.”

      “Not as much as I’d like.” He headed to the counter. The clerk used Wright as an excuse to move the old sunscreen guy on. Wright asked for coffee.

      “Self-service. Against the wall. Aisle two.”

      “Got it.”

      He made his way to the machine, which was little more than a big vacuum flask with a pump on top, paper cups and coffee sachets. The clerk might have had to refill the flask a couple of times a day.

      Wright mused his options. Instant coffee from tepid water. Might be better to stick around and find a diner with real coffee.

      Still, he made a coffee for Della. Black, one sugar. There were flat corrugated cards that popped open to form insulating cylinders for the paper cups and he slid one on.

      “All right,” Ronnie said when he got back to the front. She slid the glass lid open and pulled out something called Bubble-O-Bill. A flat ice cream on a stick. If the packaging was to be believed, it was molded in the shape of a cowboy, with a ball of bubble gum for the nose.

      “Perfect,” Wright said. He handed Della the coffee.

      “Thanks.” She looked into the cup with a dubious expression. “You lost your thirst?”

      He nodded. “I can wait.”

      Through the window he saw the woman in the suit again. Out on the sidewalk in front of the theatre. Phone nowhere to be seen. She looked back along the street.

      “Wait?” Della said.

      “Figure I might stay on here. I’ve got nowhere in particular to be. Might grab a bite to eat somewhere.”

      “Oh,” Della said.

      “I appreciate the ride,” he said.

      Across the road another car pulled in. Chevy Suburban. Black. Tinted windows. Some mud spatters around the wheel arches, especially behind.

      The woman went to the drivers’ door. The window wound down.

      “Oh, I see,” Della said.

      “Come,” Wright said. “Let me pay. I don’t want to hold you up.”

      “I did say I’d take you as far as Miller’s Bend,” Della said. “Beyond. Remember? Like I said, I’m happy to drop you at the freeway ramp. The world is yours from there.”

      Wright paid for the coffee and the ice cream. The clerk gave him change and a receipt.

      “You’ll be lucky to get a ride on from here,” Della said. “Was it something I did?”

      “On the contrary, I’ve enjoyed your company.”

      “I hardly said a thing.”

      “Exactly. The quiet was good.”

      Another customer came up behind Wright, carrying a red plastic basket filled with items ready for purchase. Wright stepped back and around to let the man by.

      It gave Wright a view back through the window.

      At the Suburban. It was a late model. The woman was still at the door, speaking with the driver. She raised her hand and pointed along the road. Back along the direction Wright and the others had come. The direction where the cop car had vanished.

      “I enjoyed you too,” Della said. “Your company, I mean.”

      Already Ronnie had stripped the wrapper from her ice cream and was starting in on Bubble-O-Bill’s brown hat. Had to be chocolate flavored.

      “It’s getting on,” Della said. “Afternoon already. You’ve got a better chance of getting a ride on down at the freeway.”

      Wright shrugged. “I’ll stay the night, I guess. I don’t mean to offend.”

      “Not offended. Appreciative.” Della turned to follow his gaze out across the street. “Her? You know her?”

      “No,” Wright said. But he knew the sort. Couldn’t be more obvious really. Government agent. Looked like Secret Service, but more likely to be FBI out this way.

      The woman stepped around the car’s hood. Looked like she was getting into the passenger seat.

      Della sipped from her coffee.

      “I’m just a hitcher,” Wright said.

      The Suburban gave a subtle shake and began backing out. The theatre loomed above.

      “Yes, Mr. Wright.” Della held her hand out to shake. “Thanks for your company. Thanks for the coffee.”

      “Thanks likewise, and you’re welcome.” He took her hand. Tiny bones but a solid grip. She met his eyes as they shook. Maybe something passed between them.

      “Enjoy your stay in Cooperville,” Della said, letting go and turning for the door.

      Ronnie followed along, cowboy hat almost gone. She didn’t look back, just skipped on through the door.

      The Suburban had turned and was heading away up the street.
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      Wright left the drugstore right after Della and Ronnie. The girl climbed into the back of the little Suzuki and Della waved back at him before settling into the driver’s seat.

      The air was pleasantly cool. It carried the sweet scent of pine. Hard to imagine it would be otherwise. To the west the thick green mass of pines rode up the hill as if painted there by some gigantic roller.

      The other direction, the valley lay wide and open. Some blocks of pine, but also some small holdings. Market vegetables and milking cows. Likely some beef herds, sheep and other animals.

      Wright looked left and right. To the left lay the square and the road back the way he’d come into town. The way the cop car had sped off. And now the way the Suburban had headed.

      He’d already seen what was up that way. Hardware and drapery and shuttered stores.

      He turned right and started along. In search of a diner with decent coffee, and maybe a little motel to stay the night before figuring out what came next.

      The two older guys were still talking. Farther along the sidewalk a florist had some bunches of flowers at the window, in buckets in a wooden wheelbarrow.

      Della made a U-turn and gave a friendly blare of her horn at Wright as she drove on by, heading out of town. He waved again.

      How many rides had he taken so far this year? Thirty? Forty? Some, like this, for short hops, some for a couple of hundred miles or more. Long hauls with quiet drivers intent upon the road.

      He kept on along the street. Past the guys, past the florists, past a couple more closed up shop frontages.

      On by a small bakery with a window filled with cupcakes with gloriously bright pastel colored icing. Decorations in the center. The smell of baking was heavenly, pushing aside the pervasive pine for a moment.

      An accountant’s office, a homecraft store, three more empty stores, the last at the corner. A sign on a white post planted in the sidewalk concrete indicated the street he was following was Main, and the cross street was 3rd Avenue. Up 3rd, to his right was parking lot and an engineering workshop and a couple of other more industrial looking places. Houses beyond, with trees in the yards and picket fences.

      Wright waited for a pickup that had come down 3rd and stopped. When the vehicle pulled out, he crossed. On the corner was another art deco building that had probably once been a diner. Long wide windows facing out onto both Main and 3rd, angled chrome triple push bar on the double doors, like an inverted V. Peeling paint and taped up pages on the glass for missing pets and babysitting services.

      The place probably would have been humming back in the day. Serving plates laden with big breakfasts, and good coffee and even better pie.

      Too far now from the main traffic routes. Owners too exhausted from years of keeping the place on. Looking for a buyer and finally giving up and moving down to Florida, or at least Phoenix or Albuquerque.

      Wright walked on. There was only another block of stores. A grocer, another drugstore, more closed up places. A barber at the end, still busy. Farther on, beyond, presumably, 4th Ave, a flag fluttered from a pole. The post office. More vehicles pulling into and out of the lot.

      But on the corner across Main, was a diner. Catching traffic coming into town. A sign out front read Cooper Diner - Parking in back.

      Wright crossed and stopped outside the place for a moment.

      Quiet town. Farther back along outside the first drugstore the two older guys were still talking. The young woman with the stroller came out of a clothing store next to Macy’s diner. She gave Wright a smile and headed away again.

      The clothing store had a sign boasting that they sold everything for anyone aged zero to a hundred. Older than that, a subscript on the sign read, We’ll Deliver!

      Peaceful quiet place.

      So what were government agents up to here?

      Inside the diner, he took a seat at a booth in the right hand corner. Good view back through the diner, good sightlines out into the street. Force of habit.

      The dining room made a vague L shape around the counter, with the kitchen tucked in back. There were a few other diners. A middle-aged couple in the booth in the opposite tip of the L from Wright. They were engaged in some discussion involving servicing of something. Hard to imagine that it wasn’t a motorhome with bad shocks or gammy steering.

      At the counter was another pair. Big men with thick hair and rough beards. They both had heavy plaid shirts with strips of high visibility colors and reflective fabric. Eating fries and burgers with their hands. Kind of guys who ate four, five meals a day and could toss freshly felled logs onto a trailer rig with their bare hands. Big hearted and friendly until you started dating their sister.

      A waitress came by Wright’s table. Sky blue shirt and a gingham apron. Maybe twenty years old, with dark hair tied back and bright shining eyes. She handed Wright a menu.

      He didn’t look.

      “Coffee?” she said. Her name tag read Wendy.

      “Please. And a plate of what they’re having.” He nodded toward the big guys at the counter and held the menu back to her.

      She didn’t take it. Looked around at the pair. “Bud and Mitch?” she said.

      Of course their names were Bud and Mitch.

      “Looks like they’re eating well,” Wright said. “Filling meals, plenty of calories.”

      “Doesn’t look like you’ve seen too many calories lately.” Her eyes had flicked down, but they came back up. As did her hand. To her mouth. “Sorry,” she murmured from behind her fingers.

      “That’s all right.” He’d never carried any extra weight. He might not eat right, but he knew when to quit. The plate would come, filled with fries and burger and some token side salad. He would eat maybe half, leaving fries and even some of the bun.

      Wendy smiled, dropped her hand. She said, “Coffee and a lunch special.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Fries or biscuit.”

      “Fries.” Wright answered the next few technical questions and Wendy headed for the kitchen window. She glanced back his way.

      Wright smiled. If he was fifteen years younger, he might have even asked her what time she got off work. Kind of thing he had done back in his early twenties. Too often.

      The diner’s door opened and another young woman came in. Closer to Wright’s age. Almost familiar. Flustered, though. She was wearing an ancient Cardinals cap, good work boots and stained jeans.

      She’d walked in from a beater she’d parked hard in at the curb.

      She headed straight to Bud and Mitch. Glanced Wright’s way and he knew why she was familiar. He’d glimpsed her back up near the pass. At the lake, standing by an older pickup.

      Staring at him then. Like she was now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      In that moment, back up at the lake, he hadn’t thought much of it. Sure, there weren’t so many people up that way. On the whole drive over the pass with Della and Ronnie, he’d seen maybe six other vehicles. Mostly pickups. One foreign sports car going way too fast. Driver imagining tires glued to the road.

      But people did what people did. Maybe the woman and the other person had been going out fishing on the lake. There had been a jetty and some kind of boat. He’d only really seen it in passing.

      There had been a dusting of snow on some of the trees higher up the hills bounding the lake. Maybe some ice in the lake. The road itself might have even been gritty. Did they salt up this way, this early in the season?

      Did you go fishing up in some mountain lake when it was so cold?

      That was the thing that had flittered through his head as the Suzuki had flashed by; that the pair by the lake hadn’t been dressed for the conditions.

      It was all right in the car, with the heat on. But out on the shore it would have been pretty freezing.

      “Here you go,” Wendy said. She set a fat white ceramic mug on his table with a solid clunk. In her other hand she had a coffee jug and she poured. “Freshly brewed.”

      “How I prefer it,” he said.

      “Creamer and sweeteners in the basket.” Wendy pointed with her free hand across the table. The tiny overladen basket had ketchup, mustard, salt and pepper, and napkins for company.

      “Just fine like that,” Wright said.

      “All right then.” Wendy glanced back at where Bud and Mitch were engaged in a hushed conversation with the new woman.

      At the far end of the L, the middle aged couple stood and moved away from their table. They headed for the door.

      “Thank you,” Wendy said. “Come again.” She hurried over to collect the check and her tip and to clear the table. A model of efficiency.

      Maybe the couple were actually regulars, rather than trekking around the country in a motorhome. Could be they just left the whole payment on the table, by some mutual agreement. Maybe the ‘come again’ was just a formality. They would definitely come again.
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