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      Josie drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. It had a leather cover which was getting cracked and worn with age. Some of the eyelets which held the cord, which in turn held the cover on the wheel, had torn through, leaving the cover uneven and twisted.

      A modern car didn't really need a steering wheel cover anyway. Back in the day—her father's old Plymouth—of course they had. Those steering wheels had been thin, hard things, made from some kind of plastic that just got too hot to touch in the sun. Got too slick under your hands.

      Of course, he'd needed a cover.

      This car, her new Mitsubishi, had a wheel that was designed for comfort. She kept her hands at ten and two as she whistled along the dark highway.

      Naturally, the car manufacturers had learned a thing or two about design over the last forty or fifty years since that Plymouth had rolled of the production line, all chrome and glass and with a gas-guzzling engine under the hood.

      Her father would laugh at her for keeping the cover. He'd call her sentimental.

      But it had been his.

      She kept the needle at 55. It wasn't even a needle anymore. It was a smart display that showed both a digital dial with a 'needle' and the speed in figures. 55. A good highway speed in the dark.

      Ahead, the taillights of other vehicles led away across the open plain. Riding on up the long gentle hill. Out here in the desert, there were no trees or buildings to obscure the view. The road stretched on dead straight for miles.

      Beside her, Kevin snored. He was bunched up in the passenger seat, head at a terrible angle. It just made the snoring worse. He'd been trying all sorts of things over the last year, bless him, to try to reduce it.

      Adhesive patches that went across the bridge of his nose and were supposed to widen the nasal passages. A foam canister that he sprayed into his throat on the belief—according to the packaging—that it would relax the lining allowing for better breathing. Daily exercises that made him look ridiculous.

      And still he snored.

      Josie focused on the road. The car hummed along. The ride was so smooth, it was easy to let the speed creep up. She could use the cruise control, but that always made her nervous.

      Kevin didn't get that. He liked to switch it on and let the machine hold its speed.

      "It's so simple," he would say. "Set and forget. It's not like those self-driving things."

      Which he didn't trust.

      An hour on and the lights of a town showed ahead. Las Vegas still seemed to show in the rear view. The blaze of that place would light up the moon.

      At first, they'd figured to drive through the night, taking shifts, but the news about Kevin's brother's sudden decline had come late in the day, at the end of busy weeks for both of them. Gene had been struggling with heart disease for years.

      Faster to drive than to try to find flights out of Victorville through to Missoula. Likely those would involve a few transfers and would end up taking longer than driving.

      Around the small interchange, a few tall signs showed. For food and gas and lodging. Josie swung the car along the ramp and into the parking lot of a Best Western.

      "Wha...?" Kevin said, looking up. "We stopping."

      "You're exhausted. I've been driving for hours. We should break. Continue in the morning."

      He peered through the windshield, looking over the motel's frontage. He didn't argue the point. Didn't suggest that he could drive. Just accepted her good judgement.
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      The room smelled of soap and carpet shampoo. It had long, floor length drapes with bold, nondescript patterns in deep blues and mustard yellows. The double bed had a matching quilt.

      Their second floor room looked out on the parking lot.

      Kevin sprawled on the bed and Josie took a shower.

      Usual thing, showerhead over the tub, small basin on a vanity with a mirror above, toilet bowl in the corner. Every surface gleamed.

      The water washed away the driving grime. Josie dropped the little soap a couple of times, but the water was hot and high pressure.

      It was close to midnight.

      They could sleep until maybe seven or eight. Grab breakfast in the motel's dining room and be on the road by nine maybe.

      Driving in shifts, they might even make it through to Missoula sometime after dark.

      At least it was summer. The heat might be pretty tough in the desert, but there wouldn't be snow up north.

      She used the little complimentary shampoo and conditioner, loving the soft feel of it all through her long red hair. Redheads had more hair follicles than other people. It made for thick hair.

      Ruby, a blonde friend, would do silly, joking calculations of how much more redheads had to spend on product over a lifetime.

      "It's a lot, let me tell you."

      They got on great, even with Ruby's inferiority complex.

      A knock at the bathroom door. Steam swirled around.

      "Gotta pee!" Kevin hollered.

      "Two minutes."

      "Now!"

      "You need to plan ahead. I've got a head full of shampoo."

      "So close your eyes."

      "You are not, for the five thousandth time, peeing while I'm taking a shower."

      Should be obvious, shouldn't it? A shower was a meditative time. Some overweight middle-aged guy swinging out his dick to take a leak a foot and a half from her was just plain creepy. Even if he was her husband.

      "I'm going to pee in a coffee cup out here!"

      Josie sighed. Glad she'd locked the door.

      But she rinsed out quickly, the apple smell wafting around her. She dried and wrapped one towel around her chest and the other around her head. Unlocked the door.

      "Sorry," he said. "Just... travel, you know."

      "I know." She did love him, but there were moments when he was a little bit of an oaf.

      He closed the door behind him and she stood in the room. The lighting was nice. Soft. There was muted baseball on the T.V.

      Her phone chimed.

      Could be her employer, Harrison Accounting, wanting to know the status of files. She'd been making good headway with the messy accounts from a couple of clients. Urgent, but Den Harrison had been kind enough to allow a few days compassionate leave.

      "You're worth it," he'd said, signing her out for the week.

      Good man.

      It wasn't them.

      It was a message from Casey, Kevin's sister. She was a decade younger, rambunctious, ambitious and living in Italy. She'd flown back three days ago. Knew to text Josie rather than Kevin, who sometimes barely knew which side of his phone was which.

      Josie opened the message.

      Hurry. There's no time left.

      From the bathroom came the sporadic tinkling sound of Kevin's attempts to pee.

      Josie thumbed the phone to call Casey directly.

      The phone rang once.

      "Josie," Casey said. "They say he may not last the night."

      "We're in Nevada."

      A beat. Silence. Then, Casey taking a breath.

      "Where in Nevada? It's a big place."

      "Ah. Mesquite? It's a ways just north of Vegas. It was getting too late to—"

      "Right, so you'll be in Utah any moment. Take a break in S.L.C. and—"

      "Casey."

      "—you'll be here before sunup."

      "We don't drive like that," Josie said. "Not like—"

      "Italy? We don't drive crazy there!"

      Josie said nothing.

      "Just get here," Casey said.

      "We're in a hotel," Josie said.

      Another pause.

      "A hotel?" Casey said. "A hotel in Mesquite, Nevada?"

      "It's pretty close to the—"

      "State line. I know the place. Get back on the freeway and you'll be passing through St George in no time."

      Josie took a breath. She went to the windows and pulled the curtains aside a little, staring out into the dark. Her Mitsubishi stood out in the lot, almost right in front.

      "Casey," she said. "We're both exhausted. We were planning to come up anyway. Kevin wanted to swing past the place in Spokane first, but we—"

      "Your vacation place, huh? That's what's on your mind? A little break away."

      "Casey." Perhaps it was obvious why Kevin didn't pick up when Casey called. Which just made her call Josie.

      "Our brother has hours left on this Earth," Casey said. "Get yourselves here. Now."

      The phone clicked. Bleeped. Fell silent.

      Josie pulled it away from her ear and looked at the display.

      Call Ended 1:44.

      It had taken a minute and three quarters to thoroughly offend Casey.

      Might be a new record.

      The toilet flushed and Kevin exited the bathroom.

      "You were talking to someone?" he said.

      "Your sister."

      "Let me guess. Gene's taken a bad turn and we needed to be there an hour ago?"

      "More or less."

      "So we should just go now? Get back on the road?" Kevin looked longingly at the bed.

      "We could alternate driving." Josie didn't relish the thought. People got killed trying to do that. Drifting off to sleep for a moment at three AM on their second shift at the wheel. Ploughing into a bridge abutment or flipping in a ditch.

      "How about this?" Kevin said. "Sleep for a couple of hours here, get on the road again. I'll have a coffee. Drive on into Utah, you sleep. Switch, I'll sleep. Take it easy. See how far we get."

      Josie nodded. It could work.

      "At least," Kevin said, "we'll be able to tell Casey that we made an effort."
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      Cole Wright picked at his side salad. It was pretty good. A mix of rocket and iceberg lettuce in the base, finely chopped garden-fresh tomatoes, yellow peppers, gherkin, cucumber, shredded carrot. A few little things that might have been shallots or very mild jalapeños or maybe chopped up bok choy. Didn't matter, the whole thing was tasty. Drizzled in a vinaigrette that might have been just made that morning.

      The salad was in a white ceramic bowl that might have once been used in a hospital or in a railway meal car. The place might have bought thousands of them at discount and were now slowly working their way through them as they became chipped or cracked or completely broken.

      The table below was ancient. A slab of old wood with layers of polish doing their best to cover the permanent coffee ring stains and knife gouges. Someone had once carved into it quite intentionally. Bobby loves Denise. The letters were black with age.

      The table had probably been installed when the diner was first constructed. Sometime in the nineteen fifties. Maybe even the forties.

      There were black and white tiles in a single row around the walls, kind of like someone had started to make a chessboard, but just continued on in a straight line after making the first row of eight.

      Bigger tiles on the floor, in proper chessboard diagonals.

      Wright was sitting in a booth against the window.

      Around him the hubbub of the place echoed around. The sizzle of the grill in the kitchen, combined with the clatter of the fish slice and tongs, and the cook calling out that orders were ready. The chattering of tired children, and the admonishments from weary parents.

      Waitstaff took orders, listening with careful ears to the precise and sometimes demanding requests from the patrons. Milk in a jug, butter on the plate's side, no cheese on the potato skins.

      There were a few dozen tables, mostly full. The one PM lunch slot. Populated by families and truckers, seniors getting their discount, and nurses in scrubs.

      That was interesting. Two tables of them, one of three, one of four. Mix of men and women. Mix of races. Must be a hospital nearby. Maybe the same one which had sold its crockery to the diner.

      It was a nice place. Humming. A good spot to gather his thoughts.

      His waitress returned, carrying his main dish. A medium-rare two inch steak, three vegetables, bacon and two eggs.

      "You ate your salad already?" she said. She was blonde, her hair tied back in a tight ponytail. Maybe twenty or twenty-three. Probably making her way through college. There were old ketchup stains on her apron.

      "Hungry," Wright said.

      "Guess you are." She had a nice smile. Her name tag read Katie. "I'll be right back to top off your coffee. Anything else you'd like while I'm gone?"

      "I think I'm set," he said. "Fresh coffee would be great."

      She glanced back toward the main counter. A middle-aged woman was adding up the bill for one of the families, while they stood waiting.

      "I don't know about fresh," Katie said, looking back at Wright. "But it's hot."

      "Hot is good too."

      She gave him a nod and headed away.

      Out on the street, an old Buick went by. Painted metallic blue, with lowered suspension and whitewalls. The engine purred.

      It stuck out. Mostly Spokane was filled with new Fords and Dodges, and most of those seemed to be pickups or SUVs. A regular sedan—whether hot-rodded up, or much newer—was more the exception.

      Across the street stood a long, single story office building. Gray concrete with narrow windows. Either side, lining the street there were leafy trees. Firs or ash or elm or something. Trees were never his strong point, but he did like the way late spring made the air in places like this filled with their heady scent.

      So good to be out of Seattle.

      Spokane was a different world. As if Seattle had rushed ahead ten years and couldn't quite keep up with itself, while Spokane just lingered, languorously wandering through the past, in no hurry to reach a future that maybe didn't look that great anyway.

      Amazing to think that it was the state capitol.

      Wright dug into his steak. Accepted the third coffee refill when Katie came back around, but didn't finish the cup. He couldn't quite finish the steak either. Probably a good thing. At thirty-five he was entering middle age, and was occasionally noticing that the weight went on a little more easily, and came off with a little more reluctance.

      He was in good shape, though. Fifteen years of mostly off-desk police work would do that.

      Fifteen years. Seemed amazing that a decade and a half had gone by. There were kids joining the force who'd practically been in diapers when he'd started.

      Getting old and getting slow. Time to get out. Time to think up new things.

      "You ready for dessert?" Katie said, sliding up to him.

      Maybe that was another thing that was sliding; his capacity to know what was going on around him. Normally, no one could sneak up on him. Even in a clamoring bustling space like the diner.

      "Pie?" she said when he didn't reply. "Pecan, pistachio, apple, boysenberry. Down to the last slice of that, so you need to get in quick."

      "Key lime?"

      "Not today. Come back tomorrow. We'll have that, and lemon merengue, ginger orange and black forest gateau, which isn't pie strictly speaking, but is still pretty heavenly."

      "Well, I guess I'll pass today and come back tomorrow."

      "Really?"

      "Mm-hm. I like the ambience, I'm living three blocks away and the coffee's good."

      "The coffee's good? You must never have heard of Starbucks."

      He frowned. "I'm from Seattle."

      "Ahh. But living three blocks away."

      "Needed a sabbatical."

      Katie glanced away. The nearest table of nurses was in the process of leaving. A pair of businessmen and crisp black suits strode in, leaving their sunglasses in place.

      "Check?" Katie said.

      "That would be great."

      "Just a sec'. I'll bring it. Talk with you tomorrow." She hustled away to deal with the changing customer base.

      Wright put the salad bowl on top of the meal plate, and the coffee up on top of it all, with the knife and fork neatly laid across. He left a five under the plate and went to the cashier to settle up.

      One of the kids gagged, as if about to throw up. His mother grabbed him and hauled him toward the bathroom. The guys in suits went to the back corner and sat. The other table of nurses all burst out laughing.

      Wright paid and left, giving Katie a wave from the door. She waved back, smiling and looking harried. But beyond her, the two suited guys were both looking directly at Wright.
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      The Spokane air was cool and fresh. High overhead, wispy lines of contrails stretched out, crisscrossing like a blurred photo of a spiderweb.

      Wright walked the three blocks from the diner to the place he was renting.

      The sidewalks were in rough shape in this part of town. North of the center, a stone's throw from Canada. There were cracks in the pavement, with some blocks tilted, leaving small steps in places. Homes for thick weeds to take root.

      At least it quietened down as he continued on. Away from the arterial into the residential streets. It was an older suburb, filled with ratty fences and plain yards. A few dead cars on the grass, and faded plastic children's play equipment lying around as if discarded. As if the kids had long ago grown up and moved out.

      The place he was renting was a little bungalow. Simple place, with a tiny front veranda, a front door that let right into the living room.

      Still, it was clean and tidy. The landlord, a woman in her eighties, had let him take a three month lease, and had painted the interior and laid fresh carpet before he'd moved in.

      Three months.

      What was he going to do with himself?

      That's what they'd asked when he'd handed in his resignation. The precinct was split fifty-fifty on those who simply couldn't fathom why he would leave—he was up for promotion, his record was spotless and he had a lot of friends on the force—and those who were practically cheering at his bold step, wishing they had the guts to take such a step.

      He stopped at an intersection. To his left a minivan cruised along, slowed and glided on through. A kid in the back seat stared at him.

      Maybe that was all the explanation he, or anyone, needed. A tranquil, quiet town. A backwoods place, even if it was the state capital.

      Somewhere that didn't have thugs spitting at you and teens with guns and bozos with good lawyers getting back on the street over technicalities.

      Tired of having his hands tied.

      In a front yard, a black cat sat up, right on a paving stone, staring at him with suspicious eyes. It licked a paw and used it to wipe its ear.

      A couple blocks on Wright reached his new temporary residence. It had blue vinyl siding and a steep roof with dormer windows. The two upstairs rooms were tiny, but it was more than adequate for just the one man. The little metal-framed gate creaked as he closed it behind him.

      When he opened the front door, his phone, still lying on the small dining room table, buzzed with an incoming message. The reek of carpet glue still hung in the air.

      Wright hung his coat—it was cooler out than he was used too, and he had an Arctic One puffer jacket that lived up to the brand's reputation. He left his hiking boots on. He wasn't much of a hiker, but he did like comfort, durability and practicality.

      He was wearing jeans, a zip hoodie and a plain tee shirt. It was still weird not wearing a uniform each day.

      The living room had an old maroon leather sofa, a mismatched dumpy armchair. The carpet was a soft gray, and there was a wide painting on the side wall of a mountain through dark pine trees, the snow and ice catching the bright rays of a sunrise. Or sunset.

      All courtesy of the landlord.

      Wright went by the stairway and into the compact kitchen. Small Formica bench with some condiments and a dish rack, two seater table, separate oven and cooktop, rumbling refrigerator. The window looked out into the neighbor's yard. The had a young lab that bounded around, getting real excited when Wright went into his back yard. Just wanting to play.

      Wright looked at the phone, face down on the table.

      From the shelves above the sink, he got down a glass and filled it from the faucet. Leaning back against the bench, he drank, staring at the phone.

      The water was cool and refreshing, but it was going to take a day or six to get used to the taste. Always the case in a new place.

      He sighed and picked up the phone.

      He'd gotten a new number, after leaving. Given it to three people.

      Maisie, his neighbor back in Seattle. She might need a hand with moving furniture, or some handyman stuff and he'd promised to always be available. She was younger than he was, but years back had been in an accident out near SeaTac and ended up with a broken hip. She'd been left with a limp and orders to take it easy. For the rest of her life.

      There was Captain Grant Turzin, his former colleague. All round good guy and more of a friend than anyone Wright had left behind.

      And Jerry Mills. A local handyman who sometimes took on bigger jobs and might need help a moment's notice. When Wright quit and sold up, he'd told Jerry that if he ever needed help, to get in touch. Wright could make the trip overnight on the Greyhound.

      The phone buzzed again.

      As if it was urgent.

      Wright reached for it. The thing was a simple Samsung. Bottom of the line. Good for calls and texts and maybe a little internet. He had the most basic plan. Cheap monthly, but pricey when you started using it.

      He picked the phone up. It had a slick silicon skin and two cameras on the back. Why it needed more than one didn't make sense, but then perhaps the designers knew what they were doing.

      Like the razor people who seemed to keep adding blades, the phone people kept adding cameras.

      Wright looked at the display.

      Four new messages.

      One before he'd walked in, and three since.

      He unlocked the display with his four digit pin. One of the ones they said to not use—1234—and opened up the messages.

      Not one of his three loaded contacts.

      It was just from a number.

      Spokane area code. Kind of thing they said to ignore and delete.

      Just someone scamming you.

      Sometimes you called back just to find out who it was, they said, and the system billed you fifty bucks just for the call. Then ten dollars a minute if they could keep you talking.

      People everywhere wanting to get your money, apparently. By whatever means struck them.

      But then, this person knew who he was. Knew the Captain.

      Cole Wright, the first message read, Captain Turzin said you might be able to help. Sorry, but I'm stuck. Message me back. Lieutenant Ione Anders.
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      It played on Josie's mind that she and Kevin had spent less than three hours in Mesquite, but the room had cost them ninety dollars.

      Ninety dollars.

      Thirty bucks an hour.

      Still, they'd rested. They'd showered. They'd eaten.

      Enough to keep them going.

      She'd grabbed a couple more hours sleep while Kevin drove.

      He woke her, with the car parked by the forecourt of a Conoco station. The tall sign glowed bright in the early morning light, and the scent of coffee and cinnamon beckoned her inside.

      "You're looking pretty bleary," he said.

      "And you?" Josie looked him over. For a husband, he was doing all right. Only a little overweight, really, good skin tone, still sharp-witted and able to come up with a suggestion when she was stuck on a crossword.

      She took his hand as they walked toward the station's store. He glanced at her and smiled. His grip was firm and warm.

      The store was actually open, the glass doors sliding open with a scraping hiss.

      "I'll pay for gas," Kevin said. "Go use the bathroom."

      She nodded. "Where are we even?" Could be anywhere within a thousand miles.

      "It's called Meadow. Tiny place, I guess. I just saw the signs from the freeway. Maybe halfway to Salt Lake City now."

      "I guess that's our next stop then."

      "Sounds good."

      The bathroom was clean and Josie used the basin to splash water in her face. She blinked into the mirror. Looking all of her thirty-eight years now.

      Thirty-eight. No children. No career after the incident at the design firm. No sense of direction.

      At least there was money, for now.

      She sighed and met Kevin back at the car. He'd moved it around and was pumping gas.

      "She's making us coffees," he said, waving back at the store.

      "You're not getting a coffee," she said. "You're sleeping. You need to take over from the city."

      He smiled. "I know. I figure you'll drink one, and then there'll be one in reserve."

      She smiled back, liking the way he thought.

      Five minutes later they were on the road again, Kevin snoring, two coffees in the console cupholders, and the lights of Meadow, Utah, fading in the rearview.

      The highway slipped away below. The desert was alternately dark and brooding, and light and busy with irrigated agriculture. Towns fell by the wayside and she started in on the second coffee, reminding herself that she would need to sleep after Salt Lake City.

      Her phone chimed and the dash display picked up the message. The system speaker asked her if she would like to hear it.

      "Yes," she said, enunciating carefully. She still wasn't quite used to the whole system of her phone speaking text messages aloud through the car.

      "From Casey," the speakers said.

      Kevin slept on.

      "Josie, I'm sorry," the speakers sounded very monotone. Dissociated from the import of things. Not even close to Casey's voice.

      Not even close to the timbre the message required.

      "Gene's gone," the system's voice said.

      Josie's throat caught.

      "Message ends," the car said. "Would you like to reply?"

      "No." Josie said. She glanced at Kevin.

      To wake him?

      She looked around. They were out on the freeway. Miles from the next exit.

      But what was the point? No need to rush now.

      Kevin grunted. He turned and blinked at her. Still mostly asleep.

      "You say something?" he asked.

      "Yes," she said.

      She had to tell him.
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      Wright filled another glass of water and sat at his table. It was against the kitchen window, with a lace privacy curtain. The neighbor's yellow labrador was peering at him. Heightened senses so it knew he was home. Wanted him to come and play. The dog was barely more than a teenager. Full grown, but still full of that puppy energy.

      Not that he'd ever played with it, but in his experience, dogs were ever hopeful.

      He read through the following three messages from Lieutenant Ione Anders.

      The last one apologized, realizing that she must have had a wrong number.

      Most people, Wright knew, answered their messages right away. They interrupted conversations and meals and movies to make sure they stayed in touch.

      Well, maybe not movies so much anymore. Some thing still got frowned upon.

      But still, he was an anomaly out there in the world. Who forgot to take their phone out with them when they went for lunch? More than that. It hadn't even occurred to him to remember it.

      He read through the messages again. She needed his help. She was a Spokane officer. She knew Captain Turzin

      How long had he been here? Less than a week.

      Good to know that he was losing track of the days. That was kind of the idea. An extended vacation. A sabbatical. A break from all those complex things that were doing their best to grind him down to nothing.

      Less than a week and already something had happened to pique his interest.

      Lieutenant Ione Anders.

      Needed his help.

      Wright tapped at the message to make the phone call the number. He might not be a phone afficionado, but at least he knew that much.

      The phone began ringing and he held it to his ear.

      It rang three times, and she answered.

      "Cole Wright," she said. She said his name more like Southerners said it—Cauwl Wraeght—drawing out the vowels.

      Second thing, she knew it was him. Had she programmed his number into her own phone.

      "You left me messages," he said. "Lieutenant. Is that army or something else?"

      "Police. Spokane."

      Wright waited. So did she.

      Then, she said, "Are you still there."

      "I am."

      "Was that your only question?"

      "For now."

      "You don't want to know why I messaged you?"

      "I know why."

      "You do?"

      "Yes."

      Again silence.

      This time, Wright broke it, volunteering, "You need my help."

      "I do."

      More silence.

      "Your captain said you could be obsequious."

      "Captain Turzin said that?"

      "Yes."

      "He's no longer my captain. I resigned the force. I'm a private citizen."

      "He told me that to. You haven't asked me why I need your help."

      "No."

      "Are you going to?"

      "I figure you'll get to it in good time." With her longer vowels and slower speech, it was nice listening to her speak.

      "Could we meet?" she said. "Easier to explain in person."

      "Sure. How are you placed tomorrow?"

      A beat, then, "How are your placed now?"

      Wright smiled and shook his head to himself. He should just say no right now. Go watch some baseball and take a weight off his feet. That's what this time was about.

      Not meeting up with police lieutenants who'd tracked him down through his old captain. Even if they did have a nice voice and reasonable manners.

      Time to recharge. To put things behind him. To have nothing ahead.

      But still he found himself saying, "I can do now. I guess you'll come to me?"

      "You're in town?"

      He gave her the address.

      "Ten minutes," she said. "Maybe less."

      Spokane was so small.

      "See you then," he said. "How do you take your coffee?"

      "Strong, black, hot."

      "I'll have one waiting."
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      Ogden, Utah came in sight along the freeway. Another small town. Another place with LDS churches and gas and fast food at the freeway exit.

      Well beyond the Salt Lake City stop they'd agreed upon, though Ogden was a kind of dormitory suburb for the city.

      The sun was up, streaming across the rugged landscape. Rumbling semis steamed along, passing Josie's Mitsubishi as she drove more sedately.

      She'd chosen to let Kevin sleep.

      It was a flip of a coin. A tightrope walk. A frying pan and fire situation.

      Damned if you do, damned if you don't

      His brother was dead. Not even fifty.

      It wasn't fair.

      She should have told Kevin as soon as Casey's message had come through.

      Gene's gone.

      Kevin had looked up and said something blearily, turned around and fallen back asleep. Just like that.

      She'd powered on through Salt Lake City, the lights brilliant and the traffic surprisingly busy. People on their way to six AM starts, or, vice-versa, heading home after graveyard shifts. She'd glimpsed the dome of the state capitol building from the freeway, but not the temple, as she'd hoped. Weren't they in the same general vicinity?

      On through the slowly brightening Utah dawn.

      But now she had to take a break. Despite coffees, she was still short on sleep. Despite the furious brain activity, on learning of her brother-in-law's passing, she was drained.

      And now it meant facing Kevin. It meant telling him.

      Explaining why she'd chosen to let him sleep. Because, if she'd told him then, he wouldn't have been able to sleep. At least, not well.

      And he needed to be rested so they could continue on through the day.

      At least they could be there as the funeral arrangements were getting underway.

      She would miss Gene, that was for sure. His dry sense of humor. His quick willingness to point out Kevin's shortcomings—and his ready smile when Kevin pointed out Gene's, coming right back at him.

      Josie angled the car through lanes and slipped off the freeway, following the ramp onto the surface streets. Ogden looked larger than Meadow, their last stop, but still pretty small. She pulled into a Shell station and pulled up at one of the pumps.

      Kevin kept sleeping.

      He was still asleep when she came back, having filled the tank and paid, and used the bathroom, and bought two coffees, a bearclaw, a muffin and a couple of filled bagels that looked as if they might have been sitting in the cabinet for a week.

      Had to trust the local food laws. The inspectors and the people who ran the station.

      She set all the things in the console and sat behind the wheel again.

      Weighed up driving on.

      Let him sleep. As soon as he found out, he would want to just drive on through to Missoula. A good eight or nine hours.

      He moved around, shuffling in the seat. Wriggled his shoulders.

      Another car pulled up at the pump next to them. A big black pick-up. The engine thrummed.

      Kevin took a deep breath. Opened his eyes and looked at her, staring for the briefest moment as if he didn't recognize her at all.

      "Oh," he said. "Where are we? It's light. I thought..."

      He sat up straight.

      "I have news," Josie said. She swallowed. "From Casey."

      Kevin nodded.

      "I figured that would happen," he said.

      "I haven't told you yet."

      "He's dead. His chances weren't great anyway."

      "No. I'm sorry, I kept driving. After I got the message."

      "Kept driving?"

      "Past SLC. We're a ways north."

      "So, closer to Missoula?"

      "Yes."

      "An hour or two?"

      "Maybe more like two and a half. It's after seven. We left Meadow about two thirty-ish."

      Kevin swallowed. Still waking up.

      A big guy with a white cowboy hat and a black t-shirt got out of the black pickup. He went around the hood toward the pump.

      "You bought breakfast," he said.

      "What amounts to breakfast at the Shell in Ogden."

      He smiled. "I'm mad with you, you know that? Think you can buy me off with pastry and bread."

      "And a cappuccino with chocolate sprinkles."

      "You knew before Salt Lake, didn't you?"

      "Soon after Meadow." Might as well come clean.

      "We could have just stayed on in Mesquite, for all this has turned out to be worth."

      Josie smiled. "I'm glad you're not mad. Really."

      "I am. My brother died and you didn't tell me right away. That's... that's... something."

      "I'm sorry. It was a tough call."

      He sighed again.

      "I've always trusted you to make the right call," he said.

      He took one of the bearclaws and bit into it.

      Behind them, a car blared its horn. Someone in a hurry for gas.

      "Guess you'd better drive a ways," Kevin said. "While I eat."

      Josie smiled. It had been the right call.

      She started the engine and headed for the freeway again.

      They had a long drive ahead of them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      When he'd arrived in Spokane, Wright had made a trip to a Walmart and purchased a few home items. A bed quilt and some linens. Towels. An electric jug and a coffee plunger. Among other things.

      The store was walking distance, just, but he'd taken a taxi home. Hadn't seemed like he'd shopped much, but when he reached the checkouts, it was clear there was more than he could manage just in two hands.

      To think he'd been trying to shed items. Live a more straightforward life.

      But he was glad of the jug and plunger now. He'd only used them a few times over the week since he'd been picking up takeout coffees on his daily walk and enjoying refills when he sat down at diners or restaurants.

      He was just pouring hot water into the plunger, enjoying the swelling aroma of the grounds, when he heard the sound of a car pulling into his driveway.

      He had no car, currently, having sold the old Taurus when he'd quit.

      He went around to the side door and saw a black Explorer parking just in by the house. The vehicle had tinted windows and hidden grille and dash police strobes. Blue and red.

      The driver's door opened and out stepped a tall woman in a blue-black uniform, with patches and bars. She had the radio mic at her shoulder, but no vest. At her waist was her holstered pistol. Looked like standard issue. Also, cuffs, pepper spray and other regular items.

      She was Latina and smiled at him, her left incisor slightly angled and bent forward over the right, teeth perhaps a little whitened. She removed her hat, revealing a shock of thick black hair.

      She looked him up and down.

      "Ione Anders," she said, holding out her right hand. Her nails were manicured and her skin was clear and young. Her grip was firm.

      "Cole Wright," he said. "Coffee's almost ready. Come on in."

      She followed him up the side steps, through the small mudroom and laundry, into the kitchen.

      "Nice place," she said, clearly simply being polite. It was functional, at best.

      "Tell me why you've been looking for me," he said. "I thought I'd managed to get myself well off the radar."

      Wright went to the coffee and slowly pushed the plunger down. The sweet smell swirled, and the glass squeaked.

      "Turzin didn't give you up easy," Anders said. "He offered other suggestions ahead of you."

      "Really?" That sounded reasonable. Turzin knew why Wright was here.

      Odd that he hadn't dropped a message ahead of Anders's giving Wright some heads-up.

      Maybe he had, though, and Wright just hadn't looked at the phone the right way. Easy to do, just look at the top message.

      Not that there were a whole lot of messages in the list.
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