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      Ruby hesitated with the syringe in her right hand, needle tip an inch from her left forearm.

      She took a breath.

      She looked up at the window. There was newspaper taped to the glass. Years old Ambrose Herald with grainy photographs and articles about politicians and water rights and clever cats that could do tricks. Maybe about athletes hurling javelins to new record distances, or speeding around the track making their own personal bests.

      The paper’s top corner had come away, creating a right-angle triangle. The glass there was grimy with dust, but a beam of sunlight shone through. It cast a bright patch on the wall opposite.

      Faded and peeled wallpaper. A broken light switch that wouldn’t matter anyway, since the power was off. Ruby had a flashlight to use when she needed to get around.

      The air reeked, but most days she was able to put the stink aside. Urine, rat feces, days—even weeks—old food in cartons and bags.

      This is how things are. This is how life is.

      There were two mattresses on the bases without legs. On one, a sagging single with tatty sheets, lay Dylan. Sleeping soundly. He’d been out for Chinese earlier, which was surprisingly welcome. He’d brought back six white cartons and Ruby had managed to eat some.

      They’d sat out on the second floor back balcony, with is skew timbers and loose railing, all the wood gray with age. Butts on the deck, backs against the clapboard timbers of the house, staring out across the dank and dry farmland, playing a game of trying to pick out distant specks and guess what they were. Steer? Parked tractor? Alien spacecraft?

      Couple of weeks back he’d gotten hold of a television and a player. Somehow finagled power and they’d watched some movies. Well, most of some of them. From the Predator series. Alien pods that landed in fields.

      It took a sharp mind and quick reflexes to defeat the aliens.

      It reminded her of being a kid. Playing rough and tumble with the boys. Realizing that she could beat most of them.

      At anything.

      She was the tough one. The fast one. The smart one.

      She drew the needle back.

      Took a deep breath. This wasn’t where she wanted to end up. Not even close.

      They’d found this house easily. Driving away from town. Away from it all. Highway 41, mile eight. Not a busy highway at all. A few trucks and farm vehicles. Sometimes teenagers in souped-up Mazdas and Toyotas vying with each other for speed and road space.

      The house rattled then.

      Once, it would have been a fabulous home. Two stories, with front and rear balconies. It would have been painted white with a red roof, with flowering window boxes and gingham curtains.

      A nice Pontiac or Oldsmobile would have been parked out front, to run errands into town and to take the family to church on a Sunday.

      Maybe a rope swing slung under the big old birch tree in the back yard. A dog running around, tongue hanging out. Cattle filling green fields.

      With the farms out here amalgamating, presumably, it was all run out of Ambrose or even Garden City. Garden City was hardly a big town, smaller than Wichita, but bigger than Ambrose. The farmers used machines and share workers. Drove across fields that had to be miles across. The land was all flat, with straight lines.

      As good a place to be as any. Far away from Kansas City, and Chicago, where it had all started to go wrong.

      Ruby took another breath.

      She’d been the strong one. The one always able to wait. To hold off.

      Dylan, he was the obsessive, and sometimes that was good. Sometimes it meant they got Chinese and movies, got a car for a weekend and could go down to Greenville and swim at Fogler’s Pool on the Clarence River.

      Ruby put the syringe down on the plastic crate next to the bed. She could always wait. Even if he couldn’t.

      Her bed was in better shape than his. Double, with a patchwork quilt covered in flowers. Pansies and dahlias and lilies. On the tired pillow stood Bunsy, her stuffed rabbit. Tired and bedraggled now, he was like a link back to her childhood. As if he might be able to take her home sometime.

      Ruby got off the bed. Smoothed down her dress. It was a lovely floral pattern and would billow nicely if she spun. Linen. Her grandmother would have approved, even if she wouldn’t approve of much else. The dress fitted well around her bust and waist, though she was thinner than she had been.

      Went to Dylan. Touched his shoulder.

      He looked so peaceful when he slept, his face illuminated in the backwash of sunlight from the wall.

      From outside came the pip of a siren. One blast. A second.

      A chill ran through Ruby.

      She left Dylan, loosening the rubber tourniquet as she walked. She dropped it on the floor.

      She went through to the upstairs landing. There were six rooms off the short hallway, four at the back of the house and two in front. The stairway with its manky and rotting carpet led down into gloom.

      This was supposed to be a new start. A place to clean up. To leave it all behind. Great plans to work on the house, even though they were squatting. To sand and paint, to hammer in new boards. Even to clean the windows.

      Plans gone up in smoke.

      Ruby walked through to the left hand front room. This would have been the master suite back in the day. Perhaps a four poster bed and an oak vanity with a huge circular mirror. Now it had some old tires and a roll of chicken wire. In one corner were three bar stools missing their tops, just the metal frames remained.

      Ruby went to the window and peeled back the newspaper a fraction.

      Red and blue lights flashing there, but not for her. Not for them.

      A police cruiser stopped out there on the highway, facing south. On the other side of the road, just past the entry to the house’s driveway. Parked in behind a big metallic blue crew cab pickup. The thing looked like it would win in a contest with a bulldozer. At least put up a fair fight.

      The cop was still in the car. Looking down at something in the central console. Probably checking the pickup’s plates on the cruiser’s computer.

      Far beyond, out toward Colorado, gray-white clouds were building. If they ever decided to roll this way and bring their rain, maybe the grass would grow again.

      The pickup’s engine rumbled and chugged. As if, even idling it still had the power to demolish buildings and haul logs.

      The cop looked up. Put a mic to his mouth. A speaker crackled then words came out.

      Could have been, “Sir, please shut off your engine.”

      Must have been, because the rumbling chugging stopped and a sudden calm silence fell.

      The cop stepped out of the car.

      A woman. Tall and slim. She could have been a pole vaulter or a long-jumper. Perhaps she had been. Athletic careers could be terribly short.

      She closed the cruiser’s door. It had a big gold shield on it. Just a little too far away for Ruby to read the text through the thin layer of dust caking the glass.

      The cop adjusted her hat. She checked behind for traffic and looked up at the house.

      Ruby ducked down.

      But the cop wouldn’t be able to see her. Not at all. Not with reflection from the glass and with how dim the interior was.

      Ruby peeked again.

      The driver’s door on the pickup opened.

      The cop was just by the rear wheels. It was wide there. Double tires. A dobie, Dylan had called them. Ruby had never heard the term before. He was from out west, Washington near the Oregon state line, and it was as if there was a whole other world out that way.

      The cop stopped. Raised her hand. Said something.

      Probably Stop there sir. Get back into your vehicle.

      The guy said something back.

      He was big. Probably weighed up around two hundred and twenty pounds. Maybe more. Big hands, big shoulders. A paunch, but with his height, it was kind of hidden. He stood six-five. His head was higher than the duallie’s roof.

      The cop looked like a tiny waif compared.

      She was in a trim black uniform, cap set straight, and waist satchels all in order. Embroidered badges on the shirt.

      The guy was wearing jeans and tan cowboy boots. A loose button shirt worn like a jacket over a black tee shirt. He had a cowboy hat on too. Tan, like the boots.

      It was the cop’s left hand that was up. Her right elbow stuck out behind, and she’d turned slightly.

      Hand on her gun.

      She would have unclipped it already. Prepared to deal with the threat.

      The guy said something else. He lifted his hands to the level of his shoulders. Playing the innocent.

      The cop spoke again.

      The guy nodded. Turned to the open driver’s door. Started to get back in.

      Grabbed something.

      Whipped around.

      Fired a gun.

      Right at the cop.

      Ruby gasped.

      The sound was terrific. It felt as if it shook every timber in the house.

      The cop jerked back. Flew. Slammed into the tarmac. Landed like a rag doll.

      Already dead.

      Ruby couldn’t move. She just stared. Stared out of the rickety old house, watching a cop get murdered on the road out front.

      The guy reached back into the cab. Returning the gun.

      He walked along to the body. The cop seemed tiny now.

      He picked her up, one handed. Tossed her into the pickup’s tray. Reached over and made some adjustments.

      Ruby glimpsed the corner of a tarp.

      He went back to the cab. Reached in again. Came back out carrying a long hunting knife. The blade glinted in the sunlight.

      He walked along toward the cop’s cruiser. All casual, as if he was just on his way to grab a coffee and a bagel.

      He crouched to the front tire and jammed the knife in. Wrenched it out.

      The tire went down fast.

      Ruby’s breath came in gasps now.

      Someone was dead. Murdered.

      Some guy had shot her. Shot a cop.

      He was walking back to his pickup. Tossed the knife in. Climbed in after it. The door shut with a sudden, loud boom.

      The engine started again. He adjusted the gearshift and pulled up from the shoulder.

      As he went, he looked out and up at the house. Slowed a fraction. The driver’s window was down.

      Ruby’s heart beat fit to burst. It was like an opening and closing fist behind her sternum.

      He seemed to stare right at her. Moving along at just an idle.

      The distant clouds loomed. A breeze ruffled through a copse of trees three hundred yards away in the neighboring field.

      The guy turned to face the road and the pickup quickly accelerated.

      He was gone.

      Leaving behind just the cop car. With its slashed tire.

      Maybe some buckshot on the tarmac. It had been a shotgun, hadn’t it?

      Maybe some of her blood there too.

      Ruby’s mouth was dry. She felt clammy all over.

      She backed away from the window. Took quiet, slow steps back to the bedroom. Too tense now for anything.

      A murder. Right there.

      She didn’t even look at Dylan. She just gathered up Bunsy and lay on the bed.

      Curled in a ball.

      Her syringe lay there on the crate. Just within reach.

      She could wait. She could always wait.
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      Ambrose seemed like a nice enough town. Big enough for a couple of banks and more than a handful of diners and restaurants.

      A little movie theatre that seemed to potter along, with posters out of the latest releases, and special showings of the classics. Breakfast at Tiffany’s, The Thing, A Man Called Nobody. The place seemed to double as a rehearsal and show space for the locally community dramatic society. Always humming.

      Showings today at 2PM, 4.15 and 7PM.

      Farther out from the center lay a few secondhand car dealerships, though it wasn’t really clear that they weren’t all run by the same outfit. A husband and wife team, it seemed. Popping back and forth across the road, between the faded Mitsubishis and Fords, sad-looking Volkswagens and Toyotas.

      Highway 41 ran clear through the middle of the town, save for the little grassy, treed square which funneled traffic around a one-way system. Heading south, you’d cruise on the western side, near Hank Parker’s Diner, a little stuffy secondhand bookstore, and the movie theatre. Cars and pickups angle parked in a few spots.

      Going the other way, you went around to the east, past the looming stone edifice of city hall, a cobbler and blacksmith—who actually seemed busy—and a shoe store that sold sporting goods, hardware and tack, craft items and also cashed checks.

      Ambrose was small enough that the big box stores didn’t bother, but still, there were more than a few boarded up buildings. Brick or stucco, with inset windows hidden by six foot sheets of heavy ply, screwed into the framing with electric drills.

      Sad in a way, but almost a way of life now through rural America. Always the hope that things would change. That things would get better.

      Cole Wright enjoyed these morning walks through the center of town. He was new enough that he was still a novelty to the people he met, but had been around long enough that they knew his name, where he was living, some of his history and that he wasn’t afraid to unblock clogged toilets and drains.

      Not a pleasant job at all, but people were grateful. Jacobin Plumbing had just a single guy in town, and he’d gone away on an extended honeymoon and then fallen sick. Wright could help with some of the basics. A washer here, a seal there.

      Just five weeks in town so far and already he was a resident, though it was clear he would never be a true local.

      Today, late in October, he came up Maple street, heading right into town. He’d rented a little two bedroom apartment in a block of three on a side street off Maple. Four blocks from the square. There were trees beginning to lose their leaves and cats prowling and kids running wild.

      It would be nice to be in Ambrose for another month or two. Think about what was next, read some books. Enjoy some good meals and coffees. Generally rest and relax.

      The pace of life was good. Everyone knew each other, and knew each other’s business. And he was finding out perhaps more than he needed to know. He spent two or three hours a day walking, old habits and all, and often found himself stopping and chewing the fat with Edgar Grant and Mack DeRoper or any of a dozen or more of his neighbors.

      The Orioles were having a good year, Grant’s folks had moved to Miami and wished they’d gone twenty years back, the school was having a bake sale.

      It was all so typical and homey.

      Wright made his way over Cavendish Place and across the square. The grass was well-clipped, right to the edge of the concrete paths. A kind of pointed marble obelisk stood in the center of the square. A monument to men and women from the town, who’d lost their lives in various overseas conflicts. It stretched right back to World War One. 1917. With the dates and locations next to the names.

      There were thirty-two names. Far too many for a little town like this.

      The air was warm and the smell of the square’s tall oak trees was strong and refreshing.

      To the west, out Colorado way, tall clouds were building, with white puffy tops and gray-black bellies. If they rumbled east, it would be raining by lunch time.

      A cop cruiser idled by and pulled up outside the city hall. The granite pillars were imposing. Like something from the Colosseum or the Acropolis. Ancient blocks of stone far too large for the actual work they were doing.

      The vehicle was a little tired and old. Maybe six or eight years. That was old in the world of police vehicles. It had scuffs and little dents. A grubby imprint of a work boot sole as if someone had stomped on it since the last wash.

      The engine shut off and two cops got out. A woman in her thirties, passenger, and a guy in his fifties. Both were trim and tidy. Wearing the uniform with pride.

      The woman waved over to Cole.

      Sam Mendez. Just a regular street officer, but she’d gotten talking to him on about his second day here, right across the way in Hank Parker’s Diner, while Wright worked on a bitter coffee and a slightly stale Danish.

      She was sharp and vaguely ambitious. Still had her eyes on detective work, maybe in Wichita or even St Louis. Maybe eyes on something federal in DC.

      Wright had told her already that she should just go. Just move up the ladder if that’s what she wanted. But maybe, like him, she just wanted to avoid the bustle and the hassle that came with the complexities of big city policing.

      She waved over to him, said something to her partner and headed in Wright’s direction.

      Her partner, Alex Woodhouse gave him a nod, which Wright returned. Woodhouse had two kids in town, with his current wife, and two kids in Albuquerque, where they’d moved when his first wife left. Woodhouse had shown pictures. Hockey and field athletics. One of the older kids was a top public speaker and had gone to the nationals in some contest or other. Come away with a second, losing to some kid who came out of nowhere.

      “Hey, Wright,” Mendez said. “You got a minute?”

      “Always.” Time was about all he had. “On my way to breakfast. Is this a ’stop on the street’ kind of thing, or a ’sit down and eat’ kind of thing?”

      “On the street, but I know you want to eat.” She had amazing brown eyes and her black hair was pulled back and tied behind her head, just below her cap.

      Wright couldn’t help but glance toward the diner. Breakfast was the most important meal of the day, after all.

      “I won’t keep you,” Mendez said with a smile. It was a charming smile, too. Disarming. A little toothy and a little sideways, pulling to the right a fraction. It always reached right up to her eyes. Always genuine.

      Behind her, Woodhouse was holding the mic at his shoulder. Speaking into it. The response came, and Woodhouse nodded.

      “Shoot,” Wright said to Mendez.

      “You used to be a cop so you understand.”

      “I suppose I do.” Years on the force in Seattle had turned him into a burned out shell, or a free spirit, or vagabond. He was better away from it. Away from policing altogether.

      So how come he found himself hanging out with cops anywhere he wound up? How come he found himself attracted to cops in that way?

      “All it was,” she said, “was that I’d like to pump your brain a little for information about moving on. Moving up. Next steps.”

      “Next steps? In a police career?”

      “Yes.”

      “Yes.”

      

      Woodhouse had his phone out now, pressed up to his ear. He was looking over toward Mendez and Wright.

      “Career advice?” Wright said. “I’m likely not the right guy to ask.”

      “Sure you are. I was thinking over a meal. Maybe tonight. Or tomorrow. You know Jasmine’s Kitchen?”

      Oh. She was asking him out. Well, that was just fine with him.

      “The Thai place?” he said.

      It was a block away from the square, on Farrington Street. Who knew that Ambrose would have a Thai restaurant?

      “That’s it,” Mendez said. “Tonight?”

      “I’d have to check my diary.”

      She grinned. Even better than her smile.

      “Seven?” she said. “I get off shift at six, but I’d need to scrub up.”

      “Never. But sure, I’ll see you at seven.”

      “Okay. I could—“

      “Mendez!” Woodhouse hollered over. “We got a call. Out of town. Need to roll.”

      “Better go,” Mendez said, touching his elbow. “I’ll come by and pick up, all right?”

      “Seven.”

      “See you then.” She flashed him another smile and walked briskly back to the cruiser.

      Woodhouse was already back in the cruiser, head visible through the rear window. Still talking on the phone.

      Mendez slipped into the driver’s seat. The brake lights came on, and she spoke with Woodhouse a moment. The white reversing lights flicked on and the cruiser backed out fast.

      The rooftop flashers came on, shining red and blue on the city hall pillars.

      Mendez swung around, put the car into drive and swept off around the square. She sped away up toward Highway 41. Wright kept walking, heading for the diner. A couple moments late the sound of the cruiser’s sirens came back at him. She’d put them on to gain some confidence with her speed.

      Something was going down.

      Did he miss that? Certainly there was a tingle, a charge of adrenalin hearing the siren. It was automatic. A response. His body preparing.

      Would that ever leave him?

      He’d turned on his own vehicle’s sirens so many times he’d long ago lost count. Assaults and car wrecks, robberies in progress. Active shooter.

      No, all that was best left behind.

      All he wanted now was a quiet meal and a little peace.
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      Lying on the ratty old bed, Ruby clung to Bunsy. How had it come to this? A grown woman, lost somewhere in Kansas, lying in a tumbledown farmhouse squat with a good-for-nothing boyfriend, shivering and shaking and holding on to a stuffed toy as if it could somehow protect her.

      That guy had just shot the cop.

      Just like that.

      Thrown her into the pickup’s tray.

      Just like that.

      No qualms. No hesitation.

      If the cops ever found him, he would get the worst treatment, wouldn’t he? Cop-killer.

      But maybe they wouldn’t find him. He was way out here in the middle of a vast sea of nothing. Struggling fields and dead houses. Winter coming on.

      Maybe those clouds would race in and dump a deluge across the county. Wash away every last trace of the cop. The blood. The buckshot. His boot prints.

      The cop car would still be there. With its decals and its red and blue lights and its slashed tire.

      Why had he done that?

      Had to be to make it look like something else, right? Like she’d had a flat and needed to walk somewhere for help? But cops had radios. Phones. It wasn’t as if she was going to be stuck.

      Anyway, wouldn’t there be a spare in the trunk? Doubtless she could have just popped that open, switched out the tires and be back on the road in two minutes.

      Ruby took a breath.

      And cop cars had dashboard cameras. It all would have been recorded.

      And surely she’d called it in. The license number and the kind of vehicle.

      Slashing the tire wouldn’t help him.

      Ruby sat up.

      She was thinking clearly, for once. That was good. Better. Even feeling drained and drawn, she was still processing this.

      Despite the shock. Despite the brutality she’d just witnessed.

      She put Bunsy aside and stood, kicking over one of the Chinese food containers.

      Rice and bok choy and chunks of chicken tumbled out, spreading across the floor. She stepped around the mess. Padded through to the front room. Peered out the window again.

      Nothing had changed out of the road.

      The cop car was still there. Of course.

      The front tire was flat to the ground, the wheel rim pressing out the rubber.

      The clouds were moving in. Approaching and thickening. The gray of rain below their bases. It would run right over them in an hour or two. Just as she’d predicted.

      Ruby pressed up to the glass and looked back and forth along the road. North and south.

      No other traffic. Nothing coming at all.

      Surely someone must come by soon. It was a highway, after all. It ran all the way from Ambrose to Kellington thirty or so miles to the north. She heard traffic all the time.

      Well, maybe not all the time, but frequently enough to know that it wasn’t some lost highway.

      If she had a phone, she could call the cops. Let them know.

      Dylan had a phone. Switched off to save battery. Charged it when he went into town for pick ups.

      But cops weren’t a good idea. Not at all. Not poking around. Not here.

      But the guy had just murdered her.

      Maybe Ruby should shift the car. The keys had to be in it. Didn’t cops have to leave the keys in their cars when they stepped out? Was that a department policy or just something people thought?

      She was breathing harder again.

      Maybe she could call it in and then go hide somewhere. Why would they be interested in the house at all?

      That look the guy had made toward the house. Almost as if he could see her. As if he didn’t care.

      Maybe he’d been so charged after killing the cop that he missed that detail. What if he decided to come back?

      “Dylan?” Ruby said.

      She took a last look out at the murder site—so easy to picture it with a white chalk outline there—and turned from the window.

      She went back to the room.

      Of course, there would be no chalk outline. There was no body.

      “Dylan?” she said at the bedroom door. “Need to use your phone.”

      Sleeping. Maybe she could just slip it from his jeans’ pocket. Power it up. Make an anonymous call. Climb up to the attic and wait it out.

      “Dylan?” she sat on the bed by him. He gurgled. Didn’t move. Just lay there on his side.

      Ruby reached for his phone. A slim old cranky thing with a damaged screen and volume buttons that were punched in and didn’t work at all.

      She tried to tug it out, but his leg was bent and his butt was squeezing against the pocket fabric. The phone was jammed in tight.

      Reaching across, she took his calf gently. Tried to move his leg back and down.

      He was real cold.

      As if...

      Ruby let go. Gasped. Tried not to panic.

      She stood. Touched his shoulder.

      Cold through the fabric.

      Touched his face.

      Real cold.

      Taking a deep breath, she pulled his shoulder. Pulled onto his back.

      He came over as loose and floppy as an octopus.

      His mouth hung open.

      He’d wet himself. A big dark patch at his crotch.

      He wasn’t breathing.

      Ruby staggered back.

      Bumped into her bed.

      She sat.

      Looked across at Bunsy.

      Looked across at the crate with charged syringe.
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      Wright crossed the street from the Ambrose town square over to the Hank Parker’s Diner. They had a blackboard out listing a special on char-grilled trout, with salad, and double-cooked pulled pork, with vegetables. It seemed a little early in the morning for that.

      The door chimed as he stepped in. Marlene, the place’s mainstay waitress waved at him from behind the counter. She was busy wrapping knives and forks into napkins.

      “Wright,” she said. “You after the usual?”

      “Suits me,” he said.

      “Coming right up. Let me do a couple more of these and I’ll be right with you.”

      “No hurry.”

      He stepped into the diner, breathing the humid, grill-scented air. It was actually kind of invigorating. As if his body was anticipating the meal.

      He was a little bit of Pavlov’s dog there—the dog that had been trained to salivate at the sound of a bell, anticipating food—with his own food. With the sound of a siren.

      Anticipation.

      The diner was about empty. A delivery guy in a brown uniform and cap sat in one of the booths with a bowl of cereal and a tall coffee. Two young women who looked like they were attending KU somewhere sat facing each other at a free-standing table. They were both pretty occupied with their phones, and both had open laptops on the table in front of them. Glasses with some kind of thick purple-pink smoothies in the middle.

      “Got the paper there, you want it,” Marlene said to Wright. She was in her fifties. Still spry and sharp. From what Wright could tell, she basically ran the place.

      “Thanks.” On the first booth table were a couple of copies of the Kansas City Star. Amazing that they still printed it and shipped it this far west.

      He picked up a copy and headed toward the back of the diner. From the kitchen came the hum of fans and the smell of sweet pancakes.

      He took a seat in the second to last booth, back toward the end wall. The bathroom was right there, so a little separation was good.

      The tabletop had a kind of a gingham pattern, red, pink and white squares, but molded into the heavy plastic. It was scratched and well worn. Four mugs stood upside down against the wall, and a basket filled with napkins, sugar and sweetener sachets, soy sauce, ketchup and mustard, stood in the middle. Wright pushed the basket aside and lay newspaper out flat.

      Congress blocking the president again. Trouble in east Kansas City with school staff striking, and a fire in a MacDonald’s. A twelve year old in a small town on the outskirts of Kansas City had pitched a no-hitter right near the end of the season. A feel good story.

      Wright flicked through to the crossword and puzzle page. There was a sudoku and he made a start on it. The condiments basket also had a half-length yellow pencil. He quickly filled in the ones, then getting stuck.

      Marlene arrived with the coffee jug. She flipped a mug

      “You’re looking fine today,” she said. “Sharp.”

      Wright was wearing regular tan work boots, jeans, a plain tee shirt and a jacket with a few too many pockets. Pretty ordinary. Nothing sharp about it, really.

      “Do you flirt with all the customers?” Wright said.

      She winked. “Only the male ones at least fifteen years younger than me. It kind of messes with their heads.”

      “Not messing with mine.”

      “You sure about that Hun’?” She gave him a warm smile, finished filling his mug, smiled widening. As if there was some secret she had.

      “What?” Wright said.

      “Well, you know it’s harmless, don’t you? I have to watch myself, you know. Especially when I’m messing with a guy who’s got his eye on some more age appropriate.”

      “Who does?”

      “You do.”

      “Me?” He said. Now she really was being funny.

      “Sure. You and officer Mendez.”

      Wright stared at her blankly.

      Marlene smiled back at him, but her smile faded.

      “Oh, you poor man,” she said. “You haven’t even noticed, have you?”

      “Noticed what?”

      “She has a total crush on you.”

      “She does?”

      “I could see it the first time you and she were in here having coffee.”

      “We were just talking about police stuff. Me getting out and her knowing she would stay.”

      “Sure. That’s how it looked on the surface.” Marlene winked again—surely she would develop a tic—and departed.

      Wright sighed and looked for twos in the sudoku. Only three, so it was a lost cause for the moment. As with many things.

      From the distance came the sound of a police siren. Sounded as if it was away to the south. Coming closer. Coming fast.

      Wright scanned through for threes. Found a few. Progress.

      The delivery adjusted his hat, stood, and went to the cash register at the diner’s door. Marlene came over, charmed him, took his money and handed him change. Told him to come back real soon. The guy gave her a sheepish smile, nodded, and headed out the door.

      The sound of the siren grew. Not far away now.

      Wright went in search of fours. Nothing much. He found all the fives quickly.

      Soon, Marlene brought over a steaming plate with bacon, eggs, mushroom and onion. It looked greasy and over-cooked, but it would be just fine.

      The siren noise leapt as the cop car rounded up out of the south end of Highway 41, sped around the square and was gone in seconds, following the highway out of town.

      “Well,” Marlene said. “Busy day in Ambrose, that’s for sure.”

      She was right. In his weeks here, Wright had heard the sirens perhaps three times, and two of those had been just a quick flick on and flick off to pull over a driver.

      With a second cruiser following Mendez and Woodhouse, it was positively out of control out there.

      “Looks that way,” Wright said.

      “Hope everyone’s all right. Things like that, it might be a wreck or something.”

      “We hope not. And if it is, at least they’re on the scene quickly.”

      “Spoken like a true ex-cop,” Marlene said. “You give me a wave if you need a refill on your coffee there and I’ll do my best to top you up. I’m about rushed off my feet here, though.” She gave him another wink and headed away through the near-empty diner.

      Wright folded the paper around to show just the puzzle, and started on his meal.

      Looking for sixes, he couldn’t concentrate. Thinking too much about what two cop cars running their sirens like that might mean.

      Nothing good, that was for sure.
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