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“Mags, talk to me.” 

The sheriff of Jefferson County ignored her father as she stared out the truck window, counting the Las Vegas liquor stores and bars along the highway, thinking she could drain them of their inventory if given a chance. The urge to drink something brown was a warm feeling and an old friend, but she knew she’d wake up the next morning feeling like she’d had a one-night stand: regret topped by a raging headache and a sour taste in her mouth.

Maybe the rehab will stick this time, she thought.

She almost smiled at the small noises coming from the vicinity of the driver’s seat. Poppo had no problem dealing with the public behind a professional facade when necessary. But his family could read his moods from his grunts and sighs. The running joke was a combined grunt and sigh was his worst mood, and everyone could set a timer for the inevitable verbal explosion.

But Maggie found it hard to care about her father’s mood or much of anything in the world. 

It was nearly impossible, though, to turn off the cop part of her brain, and an essential trait of a police officer’s survival was always knowing where they were. She automatically noted that they were traveling northeast on Interstate 15 and would be crossing the city limits of Las Vegas to enter the city of North Las Vegas. They would pass the garden spots of Clark County known as Nellis Air Force Base and Las Vegas Motor Speedway before turning north onto Highway 95 and heading home to Jefferson County and its county seat of Davis.

Home. Do I want to go home?

+++

“Humiliation,” her counselor, Carlos, had said at their last one-on-one session, “is a natural and unavoidable outcome of a public meltdown like yours. It’s twenty times worse for you since you’re an elected official and maybe the most visible and judged person in your part of Nevada. That’s what has me worried.”

“What do you mean?” she had asked from her side of his desk as he fiddled nervously with the corner of her hard-copy file, though she suspected the fiddling and nervousness were a ploy to gain her sympathy.

“You have a well-developed, nurturing sense of caring for your constituents, Maggie. Maybe overdeveloped, but as God is my witness, I wish all politicians felt like you do. Here and now, though, that empathy is a problem. If there’s one thing we’ve seen in your recovery, it’s that you feel you let everyone back home down, yourself most of all. That’s a hell of a lot of guilt to carry on those shoulders.”

He took off his thick glasses, giving Maggie another chance to admire his brown eyes above the blue paper mask covering his mouth and nose, the gray strands of his beard poking out to the left and right. Carlos had the most expressive and caring eyes of all her drug therapists over the years. Considering this was her second long-term time with an alcohol rehab program, she’d had dozens of therapists and counselors to compare him to.

“Maggie, I can only repeat what you’ve been hearing since you joined Alcoholics Anonymous. Real life is real life. It’s a shitter. Drinking makes it worse as long as you care as much as you do.”

“Make me stop,” Maggie said. She heard herself talking in monosyllables again, which she knew she did when she felt attacked.

“Which? The empathy or drinking?” Carlos closed her file. “You know I can’t. You can’t. No one can. You are who you are, and it’s why you’re universally respected.” He patted her file. “We’ve gotten a few emails from folks asking about you. More than a few. We didn’t answer because of patient privacy laws and all that, but they’re in here if you want to read them.”

“What do I do?” 

She barely kept herself from sounding like she was begging, but Carlos must have heard it anyway. “If it were up to me, we’d work on the answer together for another month, but this Chinese virus, or whatever they’re calling it now, is real, and you don’t get that month. Management is sending out patients and shutting down as much as we can for everyone’s safety.”

He adjusted his blue paper mask as if his own words had reminded him it was there.

“Since we don’t have that month, I’ll be frank, Maggie. If you were a ‘normal’ patient, I’d tell you to open up and let love flow in, but you’re a cop. You’re the cop in your county, in fact. You’ve said time and again you have to keep people at arm’s length. That makes the answer to your question part of the problem. Do you know what I mean when I say ‘ouroboros’?”

Maggie’s mind clicked back to her university days. “The Greek snake eating its own tail?”

“It was Egyptian first, actually, but yes. That would be you. Your very nature that makes you who you are is consuming you unless you break the cycle.”

+++

Maggie returned to the present when she realized her father was pressing down on the gas pedal on his customized pickup. Without thinking about it, she guessed they were doing at least fifteen above the speed limit.

He’s doing that to get me to talk. Dammit. “Dad.”

“What?”

“Slow down.”

“Or what?”

“Fine. Get a ticket.” She wasn’t worried about their safety. He’d been a cop long before she was born, so he could drive anything with four tires with maximum safety.

He kept his foot on the gas. “Can we talk? Please?”

“Fine. My period started this morning. I’m not pregnant.”

“Margaret Ann Doane!”

She couldn’t help but smile at the exasperation in his voice. “Dad, what do you want to hear?” His silence dragged on for a minute. “I’m as okay as I can be.”

“What did they do?”

“What? The facility?” Maggie thought back. “They dried me out, made me exercise, and made me go to meetings. A lot of meetings. You know how it is. You’ve been through it.”

Poppo’s head whipped around as he looked at her, stunned. “How did you know?”

“No one goes to a law enforcement conference for two months and comes back twenty pounds lighter and fully tanned, Dad. It’s usually the opposite. I’ve gone to cop conferences, remember? We mostly stay inside and drink beer.”

“Your mother didn’t tell you?”

“No, no one did, but I’m not stupid.”

“Your brothers and sisters?”

“They wouldn’t notice if aliens parked their ship behind the barn on the ranch.”

“Dammit.” Poppo laughed. “I always said you were born to be a cop. Guess I shouldn’t be surprised.”

“How did you make it stick? The rehab.”

He blinked. “It didn’t. You know that. I used to have a beer once in a while before the cancer, but I never got drunk again, so that’s something. The cancer cured me for good.” 

Maggie grunted, thinking her father was still far too thin for his own good, and his previously thick hair was thin and white. 

“Do you want to talk about home?” he asked.

“Not really,” Maggie said.

“Fine.”

She watched the exit signs for Nellis Air Force Base pass by, and her mind went to the “secret” air force base that jutted into her county. Considering it had its own security force, the base should have been the least of her problems, but in reality, they took up more of her week than she liked, between the rubberneckers, trespassers, and the occasional drunk airman from the base who drove on one of her highways. The Feds loved to tell her how to do her job whenever her deputies took them into custody. She’d learned long ago to ignore their emails.

Ugh. I’m starting to think like a sheriff again.

She thought back to the one phone call she was “allowed” to have with the outside world. She could call whoever she wanted after the first two weeks—patients were typically isolated to detox, sleep, and work on their diets—but she’d been humiliated by her collapse in Edith Holmes’s office. She didn’t want to talk to anyone.

But Carlos set up a call with Ken Tran, her Alcoholic Anonymous partner in Jefferson County. 

Their conversation had been brief.

+++

“It’s not your fault, Ken,” she had whispered.

“It’s okay, Maggie,” he replied. “I’ve been where you’ve been. Three times, in fact. Before I moved here.”

“I didn’t know. You never mentioned it.”

“No point. My parents kicked me out after my third strike. They moved me here. I’m living for today, not yesterday.” He paused. “Get better. Come home.”

“I will, but I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

“Yeah, you do.”

“What?” Maggie asked.

“What you and I always do. We’ll sit down over coffee and talk. I’m here for you, Mags. Take care.”

“Thanks, Ken. You too.”

+++

He has my back. I have his. 

A lot of people depend on me.

Is that my problem?

“Should I quit, Dad? Turn in my badge?” She didn’t realize she had asked the question until the words were out of her mouth.

“Do you want to, Mags?”

“Don’t answer a question with another question, Dad!”

“Sorry. Habit. Sometimes I don’t know what to say to you.” He tapped the steering wheel. “If you’re worried about the ramifications, then they’re not a problem. Tom’s holding down the fort.”

She realized what had been left unsaid, that her undersheriff would probably be appointed by the county commissioners to complete her term if she resigned and that he’d be elected in November to replace her. That Tom Wilson had filed to run against her was a betrayal that still ran deep and, as Carlos had pointed out, was connected to her meltdown when she filed herself for office. She pushed the memory aside to focus on her father’s words.

“It’s not like you are hurting financially. You hardly spend your paycheck. It’s all in the bank. We could always use another pair of hands on the ranch. If you want to stay in law enforcement, you’d find a job in a second. Heck, there’ll be a line out the door. Neil Banks called.”

Maggie blinked. “The sheriff of Las Vegas Metro?”

“The King Kahuna himself.”

“How does he know?”

“Who doesn’t know in southern Nevada, Mags?” he asked rhetorically. “Cops are the worst gossips. He told me to tell you he’d find you a home in his department anytime you’re ready. He wasn’t the only sheriff to ask about you.”

“Even Washoe County?” Maggie had been a deputy in the Reno and Sparks area after getting her degree and before returning home.

“They were the second department to call after Neil.”

“Huh.” She wasn’t sure how to feel about the attention from outside her county. She knew there was no escaping the small-town busybodies, but for her peers to know about her stay here?

I should be horrified, but really, I’d do the same for them.

Maybe I’m not as alone as I feel.

“Maggie?” Poppo prompted.

“Sorry.” She remembered what she’d asked. “You still haven’t answered my question. Should I quit being a sheriff?”

“Don’t yell at me for saying it, but can you? It’s not your nature to run away from problems. You run toward the fire, not away.” He sighed. “You got that from me.” 

“Maybe that’s why I’m an alcoholic, Dad. Because I didn’t know how to run away.”

“I don’t know about that. Let me think.” He took a breath. “Do you remember filing for reelection?”

“Yeah.” Maggie felt her face grow warm. It had been her last binge before going to rehab, and the meltdown was spectacular. “When’s the primary?”

“Months away. June. It’s between you, Tom, and Pete. Yes, that Pete.”

The raucous laughter boiled up from her gut. She supposed every county had a political gadfly who loved to see their name on the ballot, and Pete McDonald belonged to Jefferson County. Older than dirt, Pete had run for every office in Nevada at one time or another, including governor, and managed to get one or two percent of the vote. He spent his own money on TV commercials and newspaper ads with him in an Uncle Sam suit, waving sparklers like conductor’s batons, though it was a mystery where he got the money for his campaigns.

He’s damn near destitute, but damn if I haven’t been tempted to vote for him once or twice myself.

“How about this, Mags? Save your campaign money and wait on the results from the primary. If Tom gets fifty-one percent, you won’t have to worry about resigning.” County election laws awarded local contests to the candidate who received fifty-one percent of the primary vote.

“I wasn’t planning on spending much to begin with.”

“Even so.”

“Do you think that’s possible? Tom getting fifty-one percent of the vote right out of the gate?” 

Poppo nodded. “Maybe. A lot of people know you, for good and bad, and you are the talk of the county. And face it. Between you and me, the Doanes have been in the sheriff’s office for decades. Maybe it’s time for a change.”

“Plus Tom’s got a head start with him running for office while I was in the clinic.”

“No, he hasn’t.”

“What?”

“Not a single word. Not a single interview. No campaign posters or billboards or anything. You wouldn’t know there was a sheriff’s race in the county if you looked.”

So no one put up anything for me, either, including you. Maggie felt another pain but pushed it back. She understood why. I’m not much of a role model for a cop. “That sounds like a Sophie move.”

“You’d think so, considering she and Tom are married. It’s natural for a wife as rich as her to spend the money.” Poppo shook his head. “She and I chat from time to time, mostly about the Corral and what to do with the debris in front of the sheriff’s office. My sense from what she doesn’t say is she regrets encouraging Tom to file for office. She’s spending a lot of time outside the county on her other properties, if that means anything.”

“Why do you think she regrets it?”

Poppo clicked his tongue.

“Oh right,” Maggie said. “She thinks by getting Tom to file, she tipped over the dominos that led to my meltdown.”

“Yes and no,” he said. “We both know whatever led you to pick up the bottle was more complex than that.”

“Yeah, way more.” Carlos metaphorically digging into her wounds and exposing them had been the most difficult part of her therapy. The collapse of the Corral Convention Center, the three deaths, the near deaths of Sophie and one of her deputies, and the usual crisis that came with being the most senior cop in the county had all taken their toll.

Yeah, Tom and Sophie were a small slice of the big picture. 

Feeling the rise in her blood pressure, Maggie put her head back on the headrest and tried the deep-breathing exercises that she’d learned in the clinic.

She opened her eyes and saw they were going north on Highway 95. “Sorry. I fell asleep.”

“No problem. I did that in rehab too. Unexpected naps. Your body is getting used to things.” He held up his cell phone. “Are you keeping up on the virus?”

“Why do I feel that you don’t care about NRS 484B, Section 165?” The Nevada Revised Statutes served as state law, and her deputies had written almost as many tickets for illegally operating a cell phone while driving as they had for speeding.

“There’s a law enforcement exception.”

Maggie didn’t bother to remind him that he wasn’t a cop anymore. “Not really.”

“The media’s going crazy.”

“When do they not go crazy?”

“This may be different. Governor held a press conference yesterday, telling everyone not to panic.”

“Really?” Maggie’s private rule was to often do the opposite of what politicians advised, but this situation could be bigger than her and her detox problems, she realized. “Are they taking any action?”

“Making plans and quarantining travelers for two weeks if they have symptoms.” The skepticism in his voice matched Maggie’s assessment. Authorities might be able to watch the airport, but Californians by the thousands traveled Interstate 15 up from Los Angeles every week. 

“What else?”

“Stores are having trouble keeping food and things on the shelves. They’re cutting back on their opening hours. Airlines are starting to require masks, which makes no one happy.” Poppo sighed. “Humans have to be the stupidest animals on Earth.”

“It’s why you had a job, Dad.”

“You, too, Mags.” 

“Maybe.” 

“Speaking of which,” Poppo said, tapping the center console between them. “It’s in there if you think you’re ready.”

She opened the lid and peeked inside then shut it. The gold had reflected the sun and all but blinded her. “I’m not ready.”

“Don’t bullshit a bullshitter, Maggie. For now, it’s who you are.”

“Shit.”

“You can leave it in there, but it’s like the booze: you can’t hide from it, so you have to be smarter.” He sighed. “Or we can go upstairs when we get to town and drop it off with your resignation letter.” 

“Upstairs” referred to the top floors of the county administration building that held the county commissioners’ office, among others. Maggie tried to visualize composing the letter, but the words wouldn’t come.

She opened the center console, pulled out the badge, and held it up so the sun highlighted the word “SHERIFF.”

“You gonna put it on, sweetheart?”

She almost answered when a blinking light in the side-view mirror caught her attention. Smiling, she pointed behind them. “Dad, pull over and keep your hands in plain sight.”

“What? Aw hell. Not another ticket!”

She dropped her badge between her legs and closed them. “I warned you about speeding. I’m not gonna help you. Take your medicine like a good boy.”

“You lost my vote, Sheriff!”

Maggie laughed again, knowing him better. 

That’s who I am today. The sheriff of Jefferson County, Nevada. I’ll deal with the badge and all the shit that comes with it tomorrow when it gets here.








  
  
Good News, Bad News, Really Bad News




Tom parked in the back of the courthouse to avoid passing the tall pile of debris formerly known as the Corral Casino Convention Center. His heart ached over the loss of three good lives, including the lieutenant governor of Nevada, and the effect the deaths had had on those close to him, including his wife and one of his deputies, the latter of whom was still struggling with the injuries they’d suffered during the tragedy. 

To distract himself, he tried to count the number of winters he’d experienced in Jefferson County. He’d thought he knew snow and cold, but his first year in Nevada taught him more about winter than he’d thought possible. Temperatures lingering below freezing weren’t uncommon in his hometown of Nashville, but Jefferson County had a special kind of frost that seeped through his gloves and thick jacket. The cold air crawled into his lungs and stayed there, snow clung to every surface and intensified the cold, and his breath seemed to solidify and crash to the ground. He’d recovered last week from his first case of pneumonia because he’d underestimated the weather. Never again. His hand and feet warmers were on their way from Amazon.

He hefted his bag containing his laptop and reports, grumbling under his breath at the need to become a computer nerd. The black boxes had been essential during his Metro Nashville days, but he hadn’t realized how much office time cops devoted to maintaining files and entering data until he transferred to Nevada. Everything used to be handwritten or typed in the JCSO due to financial necessity—or lack of finances, to be more accurate. The freedom from the PC keyboard had been delicious and a perk of his new job when he joined the JCSO, but those days were over.

A recent federal law enforcement grant had given new computers to the Jefferson County Sheriff’s Office, along with office and mobile networks, printers, and—most important, in Tom’s opinion—an on-site, full-time tech to pull everything together. Korey Faulk was a University of California, Berkeley grad and a computer wizard from everything Tom could see. What impressed Tom was his infinite patience for Luddites, as he called users who refused to adapt to the twenty-first century. Avowed computer hater Deputy Joe Russell had fought with Korey every step as the kid slowly brought Joe along. Their “war” was mostly one-sided because Korey refused to respond to the old deputy’s snark. Tom helped when he could, including slipping hints at Joe’s partner, Deputy Bill Becker. Tom crossed his fingers and hoped for the best.

Maggie would have slapped Joe upside the head by now and told him to get his shit together, which is why she’s a great sheriff, Tom thought.

He entered the county administration building from the back, passing the door to the holding cells downstairs. The JCSO occupied the first floor and the basement of the building, with the state and county offices upstairs along with the office for the county attorney general and Judge Harry’s small courtroom. 

When he entered the main squad room, none of the Nevada State Police troopers were at their desks. After the Corral collapsed across the street, the JCSO had been augmented by the NSP because the office was undermanned, even more than usual. The cadre of troopers were slowly being reassigned to their old jurisdictions, and Tom admitted he had mixed feelings. On one hand, the county had the best law enforcement presence since Nevada had gained statehood in 1864. On the other hand, the NSP was fairly unbending when it came to speeders and such. More than a few locals had vented their spleens in his office. All he could do was shrug and tell them to pay their tickets and slow down.

The only cop in the room was Leonard Downs, the latest JCSO hire from the Los Angeles Police Department by way of the Elko County Sheriff’s Office in northeast Nevada. Leonard was one of their volunteers, and he’d gladly leaped at the chance to wear a real badge and sidearm again, and Tom was happy to get him. Not a lot of qualified applicants ran to the remote side of the state to work in a grant-funded temp position for low wages and maximum overtime.

What made Leonard unique wasn’t his extensive LAPD patrol experience or the fact that he was the second hire from outside Nevada to join the JCSO—Tom had been the first. Deputy Downs was the blackest man he’d ever met, and Tom had been raised in the South. Aside from the Pit outside of town, which served as the county’s low-income residential center, Tom could count the number of African Americans in the county on two hands. Leonard had increased that number by one. He had no family as far as Tom knew, either local or anywhere. His new employee kept to himself.

The deputy was working on a booking form, and Tom envied Leonard for his data-entry speed. “Good morning, Leonard. How was the graveyard?”

“Morning, boss. We busted a DUI outside of town. She was passed out in her car on the side of the highway.” He held up a driver’s license. “Ever seen one from Pennsylvania?”

“She lost? Vegas is a few hours from here.”

“Couldn’t tell. She wasn’t coherent. She probably doesn’t know where she is.” Leonard pointed at the basement. “She made a mess of everything. Charlie’s downstairs, cleaning her up and getting her into an orange jumper. After I hose out my car and we check in with Judge Harry, we’ll take her to Ely.” The JCSO was prohibited by a recent audit from keeping prisoners in their cells overnight. An inmate had died by suicide, and the auditors had cited the office for failure to monitor their holding cells.

“You guys had a long night. Bill can take her.”

“We knew you were going to say that.” Leonard’s smile was bright. “We don’t mind. Need the overtime.”

Tom laughed. “We get plenty of that. Hey, the good news is this is your last probationary shift. Congratulations.” He stuck out his hand, and they shook.

“Thanks, boss. I thought I was supposed to do it for a year.”

“Nah. You know your shit. Everyone I talked to said the same thing.”

“And coming off probation this fast will look good on my resume for my next job,” Leonard said wryly.

“Only if you want to move on. Everyone understands if or when you do. We can’t make promises about what will happen when the grant runs out.”

“I get it. I’ll stay for now.”

The front door opened to admit Deputies Bill Becker and Joe Russell. The fishing and poker buddies covered the day shift, though they generally stuck close to the office, since the NHP patrolled the county roads. Joe was the oldest deputy on staff by far, and his gut hung over his gun belt, but his uniform was impeccable and hand pressed, as would be expected from a Marine Corps veteran. Bill was not as old, though he wasn’t young, with a salt-and-pepper beard. Tom had long ago decided neither could survive as cops in a modern police force, but as Maggie reminded him often, the two of them brought more than sixty combined years of experience in the county. They were friends with or related to most of the adults in Jefferson County.

They waved as they went to their desks, and Tom guessed they’d had a beer at the one surviving casino in town, and they didn’t want him to smell it on their breath. He’d had a talk with Ken Tran, the casino manager of the Palace, and they agreed to limit Bill and Joe to one beer before their shifts. Better that they tip one in public, he thought, than tip five in their living rooms.

Tom mentally shook his head. Law enforcement in rural America.

Leonard’s phone rang. He listened to the caller for a few seconds before setting the receiver down. “Tom, Commissioner LaFuente wants to talk to you.”

“She’s here early.” He looked at his watch. “Yeah, I got time.”

“I’ll put your stuff in your office.”

“Thanks.” He set his gear on Charlie’s empty desk and dropped his heavy coat on her chair before walking briskly up the grand stairway to the second floor, which held the state and county employees. In an unusual magnanimous gesture to Jefferson County’s small budget, the State of Nevada paid the heating, cooling, and maintenance bills for the building. Tom knew the real reason. This “gesture” allowed state workers to occupy the offices on the north side of the second floor while the county workers baked in the summer sun on the south side.

The center hallway between the two rows of offices led to the suite for the chair of the county commissioner. Victoria LaFuente wore a second hat for the county as a licensed social worker and the sole local employee for the state’s child protective services. Tom had an immense amount of respect for Vicki, as he wondered if she ever slept, because she always responded whenever his office needed a CPS worker on a call. He also admired her zero tolerance for bullshit, a trait they shared.

As always when he went to her office, Vicki was on the phone and speaking Spanish. What was unusual this time were the number of cardboard boxes on the floor and the bare walls that normally held Vicki’s diplomas, certificates, and photos of her clients. He’d known this day was coming, but it didn’t make him happy. Vicki was a friend of the JCSO. Her replacement on the county commission would not be so friendly.

She waved him at the coffee maker in the corner before returning her pen to her yellow tablet. He topped off his gallon-size insulated mug before parking himself in the threadbare gray chair in front of her desk.

Vicki set down the phone. “Hola, Tom.”

“Morning.”

“I have good news, bad news, good news, and bad news.” She paused to look at her yellow tablet.

“Yes, I’m fine this morning, Commissioner,” Tom said formally. “How are you?”

She laughed. “Yeah, that was rude, wasn’t it? I figured you have a full day and bullshit bores you.”

“Picking on you, Vick.”

“I deserve it. Did you hear Maggie is back at the ranch?”

“No. Poppo told me he was going to pick her up, but he wasn’t sure when.”

“Yeah, they got in late last night. She didn’t say when she’s coming back to the office, but we know her.”

“Yeah, she’s probably on the way now.”

“Maybe.” She locked eyes with him. “I know you’ll treat her like an adult, but Bill and Joe are middle schoolers.”

“I got them under control.”

“I don’t have to worry about them drinking before shift, then?”

Tom felt the sting of the implied criticism. “Ken Tran and I have it worked out.”

“Don’t get defensive. You don’t work for me.”

“But you’re not wrong. I’ll sit on them.” Tom reminded himself how much he hated personnel problems and how easy Maggie made the job look. 

“That was the first good news. Now for the first bad news. The governor’s office called and said they’re appointing Joel Cunningham to my seat on the county commission. His interim appointment is official at midnight. Not a surprise and not my recommendation, but here we are.”

“Are you still withdrawing from the race?”

“Have to. My official residence will be in Carson City, so I’m no longer eligible. Edith already notified me that my candidacy will be null and void.” Edith Holmes was the county recorder and chief election official. “Joel is the interim commissioner for now, and since he’s the only legit candidate on the ballot for my seat, he’ll probably get fifty-one percent and go straight in. Sorry, Tom.”

“Oh well,” he said, shaking his head. “The good times can’t last forever. He’s Maggie’s problem now.”

“Not if you get fifty-one percent, which leads me to the second bit of bad news.” She picked up her cell phone and swiped before holding the screen up to Tom.

“Shit.” On the billboard was a large picture of him in uniform with his arms crossed next to block letters: TOM WILSON FOR SHERIFF: CLEAN AND PRESENT. “Those are new.”

“Went up yesterday.”

“I didn’t do that. Sophie didn’t either.”

“I know. I called the billboard company. The order came from some assholes calling themselves Friends of Tom Wilson. Completely legal. The worst part is there are two billboards. North and south ends of town. Maggie had to have seen one of them on her way through town last night.”

“Crap.” Tom took a deep breath. “I’ll take them down.”

“Good luck with that. Since you had nothing to do with them, you probably can’t touch them. My advice is to let it go. If someone asks, tell the truth with as few words as possible. The election will be decided by how many people hate Maggie, not the billboards.” She looked down at her pad. “The last bit of good news is the mental health grant for your office was approved.”

“Ugh,” Tom said reflexively. He approved of the extra help for his deputies, but talking about his childhood or whatever with a stranger ranked near prostate exams in his experience.

“Hush.” She pointed her pen at him. “Everyone in your office was affected by what happened at the Corral, especially Tanner and Maggie. Charlie, too, through her relationship with Tanner. You guys are getting help whether you like it or not.” She opened a folder. “The therapist will do on-site visits as needed, but they’ll do most of their work remotely. Interviews and counseling sessions, all confidential and not reported to anyone in the county.”

“Including Joel Cunningham?”

“Especially Joel Cunningham,” Vicki said. “This grant will help, Tom, but you need to buy into it one hundred percent. If you go along, everyone else will follow, including Maggie and Tanner. That’s a good thing.”

“Fine.”

“Don’t be grouchy with me. I’m on your side. Speaking of which, how are things between you and Sophie?”

“Fine,” Tom repeated.

“Yeah, right.” Vicki bit her lip for a second. “The grant is all-encompassing, to include sessions with spouses and partners. I know cops are perfect human beings made of stone and diamonds, but think about it.”

“Thank you, Commissioner,” Tom said formally.

“Don’t be an asshole, Tom. Look at this from Sophie’s point of view.”

“You’re right.” He threw up his hands at her suspicious look. “I mean it. You’re right.”

“Is she having problems?”

“Yeah.” Her public persona was one of a ruthless businesswoman, but lately when they were alone, Sophie was prone to unexpected crying. He felt helpless to do anything other than hold her until she stopped. “Yeah, okay. I’m on board. For her.”

“Good.” Vicki stood and opened her arms. “Gimme some love and get back to work.”

He left her office and met Leonard escorting a prisoner on the staircase. She was tall in her orange jumper, and her long blond hair covered her face as she focused on the stairs. She wasn’t wearing handcuffs, and from what he could see of her hands, she was probably in her late fifties if not already in her sixties.

“Heading up to see Judge Harry,” Leonard said.

“Good.” Like Tom, Judge Harry was an early riser to keep ahead of the paperwork tsunami in his office, though his stated reason was to get out early to the local lakes and streams to drop a line, even in the depths of winter. “Have you met His Honor?” 

“First time,” Leonard said.

“You two are alike. No time for chitchat. State the facts, answer his questions, and you’ll be done before you know it.” 

“Thanks. Charlie said the same thing.” Without waiting for a reply, he gently pushed the woman up the stairs, and Tom descended to the sheriff’s office to find Deputy Charlie Stone typing away at her PC.

We used to bullshit and have a good laugh between patrols, but all we do now is stare at the screens in our cars and desks.

“Morning, Tom,” Charlie said without looking up.

“How’d you know it was me?”

“You walk loud.”

“Funny girl. Bill can take your suspect to Ely. You guys already pulled a full shift.”

“Don’t mind. Wide awake. Shit! I lost everything.” She shoved the keyboard away with a loud noise. “Why did we agree to pay for this piece of shit?”

“The price was right.” Their application was hosted on the Washoe County Sheriff’s Office servers in Reno. The JCSO didn’t have to pay for the licenses for their office.

“Still a piece of shit.”

Tom wanted to ask about Tanner, but he couldn’t help but feel that Charlie and Tanner’s relationship was a landmine. He decided to take the back way into his questions. “I certified Leonard as a full-fledged patrol officer like you recommended, effective immediately.”

“Cool,” she said as she opened a new file.

“I’m moving you to the swing shift. Take the rest of the day off after you get back and start tomorrow.”

That got her attention as she looked up. “Is that a good idea?”

“Tanner’s on swings. This will be a chance for you guys to see each other for more than one or two hours a day.”

“I don’t think—”

She stopped when Tom held up his hand. “I don’t have time to talk about this right now. Give me a few minutes to get organized, and we’ll have a quick staff meeting before you go to Ely.” A movement at the front counter caught his eye: Leonard and the prisoner returning from Judge Harry’s courtroom. “That was quick, Deputy Downs.”

“Sit there.” Leonard nodded as he pointed the prisoner to the chair next to Charlie. “Sir, need to talk right now.”

“Fine.” Tom led his deputy back to his office. His things were on the couch, as Leonard had promised. He closed the door. “What’s up?”

His deputy looked flustered. “Tom, I’ve stood in front of a thousand judges for ten thousand cases, but I got to say that was the weirdest thing I’ve ever seen in a courtroom.”

“We do things different in Nevada.”

“Not like this. The judge took one look at the prisoner, said that she was immediately released on her own recognizance with no bail, then he recused himself from future hearings. Boom, boom, boom. Less than a minute, and we were standing in the hall.”

“Really?” Tom looked at the prisoner through his big office window. She was talking to Charlie, probably saying the same things Leonard had. “That is weird. She’ll probably skip town, and we’ll never see her again.”

“Exactly what I was thinking. Can we get the DA on this? Have him talk to the judge?”

“We’re lucky to get anything from him.” Martin Townsend was universally loathed in the Jefferson County Sheriff’s Office for his well-known inaction and laziness. “I’ll give her the wrath-of-God speech. Maybe she’ll make her court appearances, but she’s probably gone. Start processing her out, Leonard.”

“Her driver’s license?”

“Yeah, that too. Return it to her. We don’t have a judge to sign off on her suspension.” He saw the frustration on his deputy’s face. “I agree with everything you’re thinking. Give it back.”

“Yes, sir.”

He led Leonard back to Charlie’s desk but stopped when he saw who was standing at the counter. 

Maggie and Spud.

Her uniform was big under her open snow jacket, her gun belt hung loosely off one hip, and her auburn hair was down, but the rings around her eyes were gone, and she looked like she’d gotten a good night’s sleep. Her blond Labrador was wearing his own green jacket against the cold and was nuzzling her hand for attention.

Oddly, the sheriff was fixated on the prisoner sitting next to Charlie’s desk.

Tom walked to the counter and stuck out his hand. “Welcome home, Sheriff.”

She nodded and shook his hand without answering, walking through the counter door.

The prisoner looked up as the sheriff approached and spoke in a quiet voice. “Sweetheart. I’m so sorry.”

Maggie didn’t answer and looked at Tom instead. “Why is my mother in a prisoner’s uniform?”








