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      The matted carpet in the back room was sodden and lifeless. It might once have been a strong set of blues, with a curving almost Paisley pattern. Cerulean and sky blue and royal blue. Perhaps some teal, and even some heading toward green.

      Now it was dull and dead.

      Jenn Fraser stood in the doorway looking over the expanse. The stink was about overwhelming. A mix of rot and fungus and uncooked meat.

      Before he'd vanished, Ed had paid actual money for this place.

      What had he been thinking?

      Jenn didn't dare step out onto the floor. It looked as if it was rotted through. Any step might drop her into the cavity below. That might just be a couple of feet to the ground, or it might be ten feet onto a concrete basement floor.

      If there was a basement, most likely it would be flooded. An indoor pool. Perhaps that was how the real estate agent had conned Ed.

      Oh, it's a little bit of a fixer-upper, but it has a pool.

      The room had all around windows. On three sides. Half-height, with a sloping ceiling. Twenty feet across and five or six feet deep. There was a central door, and the windows all had white cross pieces with cracked and peeling paint. Was that Swiss style? Swiss windows?

      Still, when it had been built, it would have looked nice. A little sunroom facing south, but with some privacy afforded by the half walls. There were curtain rails right along, either side of the door, but no curtains. Possibly they had decayed away to nothing. Blown away in a breeze.

      The room might have actually been added on.

      Jenn stepped back from the threshold. At least the hallway floor felt more solid. Old oak timbers, perhaps, that had a good echo to them. Clearly still confident that they could bear the weight of a human.

      From outside, through the open front door, came the quiet sound of traffic. The house was two blocks from South Milton, and it was nearing four thirty so rush hour was kind of starting up.

      As much as Flagstaff had a rush hour.

      The back yard was small, with the graying wooden fence maybe ten feet from the Swiss windows. The fence was six feet high, and the back of wide garage was just another few feet beyond. A thin, reedy looking larch stood in the left corner, and an empty birdfeeder was nailed to the fence to the right.

      A single sparrow stood on the feeder's lip, head bobbing. Ever hopeful.

      "Like me," Jenn whispered.

      It was summer. Well, early September, but it was still warm. This room would be awful in the winter.

      Jenn moved farther back through the hallway. The house was compact and efficient. Well, would have been efficient back in the days when it had been properly occupied.

      What was she going to do with it?

      Ed had really dropped her in it this time.

      She'd known him for eleven years now. They'd been kids, really, barely out of high school, talking up big plans of a year at NAU at Flagstaff. Northern Arizona University. A good school, for sure, but it wasn't Princeton or Harvard.

      That had been the joke, then, really. Slum it for a year, figure out what they really wanted to do, and get out of Dodge.

      Ed's getting out of Dodge had been moving south to Phoenix. Jenn's had been sticking around in Flagstaff.

      Imagine.

      Now they both had divorces behind them. She had no kids, but Ed had two, one eight and one ten, both living in San Francisco with their mother, her new husband and his two kids. Happy families, apparently.

      That's where Ed had been for the last week. Off in the city trying to spend some time with the kids. Emilie and Chantelle. Their mother was originally from Quebec and had moved to Arizona when she was twelve. She missed the snow, which to Ed's point of view made no sense. Why leave Flagstaff for San Fran? It might be more northerly, but there was definitely a lack of snow.

      Flagstaff got plenty.

      Not right now. Even with the front door open, it was warm in the little house.

      A downstairs living room with furniture that was in better shape than the carpet in the back, but still pretty sad. Floors that would have once been polished and shiny, but were now dull and scraped and peeling. A coffee table that even a thrift store wouldn't put into the showroom.

      A sofa with cushioning that had lost its pizazz, and a matching armchair. A tall glass-fronted china cabinet, on legs, with lead-lighting holding squares of glass in place. Sagging and bent, as if the sections might begin popping out any moment. Inside, on the dark wooden shelves stood white decorative cups on saucers.

      The wallpaper was peeling. A few photographs in frames were blurred and soaked beyond recognition. One might have been of a family. Another of a sailing ship in a storm, or a mountaintop with trees below in the process of being crushed by an avalanche.

      The place was like those Etsy trades you saw with the text as is, where is. Cars without engines and engines without cars. Once she'd seen a trampoline with out a mat or any springs. Fifty bucks. Some people were ever hopeful.

      As was Ed with purchasing this place.

      Jenn walked out front, onto the limed walk. It crunched underfoot. The sweet scent of the surrounding pine trees swirled around her. At least the house had that going for it. There were open park-like areas with mature trees, and some newer areas that might have had places like this ramshackle cottage once and seen it torn down to be replaced with fast-growing saplings that were rapidly returning the suburb to the wilds.

      Perhaps that was a bit fanciful. Perhaps this was really just a suburb going nowhere. Flagstaff's version of all those abandoned sections of Detroit and elsewhere. Places that were reinventing themselves, but still left a whole lot to be desired.

      Jenn walked on to her car, a late-model secondhand Lexus. Silver, with slim tires and good aircon. Over fifty thousand miles on the clock, which meant both that she'd gotten it at a kind of bargain place, and that most likely it had been driven hard and plenty and would need servicing plenty too.

      "Freeway miles, though," the guy had said. Aaron. A few years younger than her, with a nice deep voice and a cocky attitude which doubtless helped him to sell plenty of cars. He had a kind of look as if he was thinking of asking her out any moment, and much as she hated to admit it, that had influenced her purchase.

      Not that she regretted it. And she was more than happy to not go on a date with a guy who'd sold her a car.

      She stopped by the passenger door and looked back at the house.

      The guttering was filled with needles and there were even pine branches on the roof. The concrete in the carport on the side had a thick and dark oil stain that looked as if it might be soaking through to the center of the Earth. Three scrawny scraggly trees stood in the front yard.

      Ed had lost his mind.

      Unless there was some other plan afoot.

      In her pocket, her phone buzzed and chimed. That would be Yuki, texting to arrange for drinks later. They'd talked about it in the lab earlier.

      But it wasn't Yuki.

      It was Ed.

      Not texting. Calling.

      She really needed to get her phone set up so that it did different rings for different people and different kinds of communication.

      She swiped to answer.

      "Ed," she said. "I'm--"

      "Did you go to the house?" he said.

      "Sure. It's--"

      "Are you there now?"

      "Yes."

      "Don't go inside, all right. You need to just go home now."

      "I already went inside. Ed, the place is a mess."

      Silence.

      "You went inside?"

      "Yes. You said to meet you here. You weren't around and the front door was open. Did you even look at the place before you bought it?"

      Silence.

      "Ed?"

      He swore.

      "What's the trouble? I'm out now, so it's not going to actually fall down on top of me."

      "Go home," he said. "Now. Quickly. I'll call you later."

      "Ed? You're kind of being weird. Kind of scary."

      But he'd gone.

      Broken the connection.

      Jenn looked over the house again.

      What had he gotten himself tangled up in now?
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      Cole Wright fell back onto the bed in the little studio apartment he'd had for three days.

      Post-hole digging was clearly not his thing. Out in the sun, dirty, dry, grimy back-breaking work. Surely they had machines that could do that kind of thing now.

      They did, of course. He'd seen them working on construction sites in Seattle during his years on the force there. Foot-wide augers on the back of old yellow trucks. Noisy things that chewed up the earth and could make sixty holes in the time it took him to dig one.

      Still, this was a cash job and a little cash never went astray. And it kept him out of mischief. Kept him active. Healthy.

      Had to be good, out in the Arizona countryside breathing that fresh air. Who needed pine-scented spray or little tree-shaped fresheners hanging from a rearview mirror when you could just breathe that all day?

      And Dawson, the boss, tossed in two meals a day, breakfast and lunch, and had the little team knock off at three PM.

      "Pick you up before dawn," he'd said. "Drive out to the property, ten minutes to toss down some flapjacks and syrup, put in the holes, get sandwiches for lunch at eleven, put in more holes and I drive you home. Cash in the hand. Uncle Sam never needs to know."

      Wright always figured that Uncle Sam could use the cash for things like schools and levees and, for sure, police departments, but for a little cash and a few days doing something different, he was kind of willing to let it slide.

      Besides, Uncle Sam would get plenty of it back in sales taxes, and, eventually, through his rent and tips and bus tickets.

      His little apartment, right in a cluster of old houses, a few condos and a trailer park, lay just a few miles out of Flagstaff. For the moment it felt like a nice idea to stay a few months and feel the change of seasons.

      Arizona was dry and hot, but here, up on the plateau, it could easily freeze in winter.

      He'd taken a three month lease on the place, at a thousand a month, water and electricity included, WIFI and cable extra. He'd put on neither.

      There were seven apartments, laid out like an old motel. A single story row of six, identical to his, and one, closest to the road, which was wider and two storied. Either it had been a motel at some point--and had failed, which made sense in the location, on a road to nowhere in particular--or the builders had simply purchased the plans for a motel and gone ahead and built it, identical brick for brick.

      Easy to imagine a tall sign outside proclaiming Color T.V. and Free Breakfast and $35 rooms Mon-Thu.

      His room was plenty adequate for his needs. A bed, a few cubbies for clothes and shoes, a bathroom with a shower with great pressure, a toilet that worked, and a sink with water that ran just about hot enough to make a coffee.

      The place had been furnished, which the landlord told him was being discounted, on account of paying three months in advance. The bed had clean sheets, though not new, and there was a recliner seat and a medium-sized television on the wall.

      On the bench with the cubbies stood a microwave from about 1985, a beer fridge and a coffee maker which just gurgled and spat any time he tried to use it.

      The place really felt about ready to convert into a motel at a moment's notice.

      Fifteen minutes walk away, along cracked, dusty sidewalks, lay a tiny strip mall. If you could call five storefronts in a row a strip mall. Three operating businesses and two boarded up places. A laundromat, a lawyers' office and a penny discounter.

      It worked for Wright. He could launder his sheets and clothes for three dollars a throw, pick up food with almost real nutritional value at the discounters and, if he ever ended up in trouble, there was the lawyer.

      Not that he was likely to end up in trouble.

      And, a local bus ran twice a day into Flagstaff proper. A rumbling diesel thing that surely generated complaints from those who wanted every single piece of public transport to convert over to electricity.

      But this was good. All good.

      Hard work. He'd like to say honest work, but near enough.

      A place to sleep. A quiet enough neighborhood, even if kids on BMX bikes did speed around the vacant lot out back of the apartments through the afternoons. Rowdy and energetic when he kind of wanted to sleep.

      Still, after digging a couple dozen post holes, sleep usually came pretty easily.

      After a moment catching his breath on the bed, he sat up, stripped off and went to shower. He ran it hot and long, letting the power of the water massage his back and neck.

      He wouldn't be able to keep this up forever, but a few more days would be plenty. He'd have enough cash to just about live on for the next two and a half months without having to dip into savings, and that was always a good thing.

      He shut off the water and through the bathroom window came the cawing of a raven or a crow. They liked the dusty, weedy area between the row of apartments and the next building over, which was a proper condominium building. Two storied, gray concrete, with some designer flare like vertical windows and an overhang on the second floor.

      He dried, hung the towel and dressed back in fresh underwear, his second pair of jeans, fresh socks, a fresh shirt, and the dusty tan work boots. He'd had the boots for six weeks, from a stop in Galveston where he'd surprised himself by working in a small bookstore as they struggled to manage their inventory.

      They'd stuck him out on the front counter. Serving the customers had been a whole lot like police work--getting to know people, checking in on them, and simply having a conversation.

      Apparently, he'd had the best sales figures of any casual they'd ever employed. Better too than most of the regulars.

      "Because," he'd told Sheila, the boss, "I'm not trying to sell them books. I'm just chewing the fat."

      "I wish I could train everyone in that." she'd said. "Do you want a permanent position?"

      He hadn't. That felt like being tied down. He liked books well enough, but it wasn't really him.

      Besides, his work boots had barely gotten a scuff the whole time.

      Now, they were looking pretty shabby. Earning their keep. They would see out the last few days of post hole digging, but not much beyond that.

      Taking his little backpack, Wright headed out. Time for something to eat.

      He stepped out of the apartment into the dusty air. The day was cooling, but there was still heat. The sun lay far to the west. From the nearby highway came the sound of a truck downshifting. A pickup drove by on the road out front.

      Mrs. Frobisher, his neighbor one over, closer to the road, was struggling out of her doorway with a black polythene garbage sack. The block had a Dumpster at the back, emptied once a fortnight. The landlord had warned Wright that it came between four and five AM, so to be ready for rude awakenings.

      Mrs. Frobisher wore bright yellow summer dresses and broad hats, and she couldn't have been under eighty.

      In three steps Wright was by her side.

      "You know," she said. "I figured if I timed it right, you'd be just about stepping from your apartment and offer to lend me a hand."

      "You're timing's pretty good then." Wright took the sack and hefted it. The thing had to weigh more than she did. "You loaded it with cinderblocks, didn't you?"

      "Just a couple. Can't let you think that I might be able to manage my own garbage." She grinned, showing an expanse of white teeth.

      Wright smiled back and took the bag to the dumpster. The bag fell in with a tinkling of breaking glass. He closed the lid against the stink of dead fish and rotting newspapers.

      Mrs. Frobisher stood in her doorway and nodded as he went on by.

      "Thank you," she said. "Same time tomorrow?"

      "You won't have enough by then, surely," he said.

      She glanced back into her dark apartment. "You never know," she said. "I'm still cutting up my husband, so there are plenty of pieces of him to go."

      Wright smiled. "You shouldn't joke about things like that."

      "Who's joking?"
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      Wright turned left and headed along the sidewalk. Maybe a can of soda, a microwavable burrito and perhaps something sweet for after. The discounter usually had something.

      What he should have said to Mrs. Frobisher was that she shouldn't joke about things like that to an ex-cop. They were liable to take her at her word and phone up a friend still on the force and have them drop around to check things out.

      Stranger things had happened than an octogenarian on the outskirts of Flagstaff, with pieces of her husband in a freezer.

      Wright passed by the block of condos. The building was a heavy, ugly thing. Probably the developer had had grand plans of putting it closer to town, but the council had shut him down. He'd gone ahead and put it up anyway, out here, figuring he could at least recoup some of his investment in the designs and leases.

      As Wright passed the gritty parking lot, the sound of shouts came from down the back.

      The condominium block had just four dwellings. Each design was a little different, but they all had garages, with the doors slightly angled toward the road. The tarmac driveway was wide, generous really, with space for more vehicles. Two were parked there now. A beat-up Taurus and an ancient white GMC pickup.

      A six-foot high cyclone wire fence separated the lot from the next property, which was vacant.

      At the back of the parking lot, the fence took a ninety degree turn, heading back around behind the building. The fence continued on, separating the condos from the building with Wright's apartment.

      The shouts were from the kids on their BMXs.

      A mix of sizes. Some under ten, a few big enough to almost be mistaken for adults. Seventeen, eighteen years old. Gangly and still to fill out.

      There was a gap in the fence. A stretched hole where someone had once cut the wire, and the passage of numerous people over time had widened the hole so that the wire sagged stayed open.

      Beyond, the rough dry land ran clear for a mile or two before there were a few more buildings, and the edge of the freeway. Mostly hidden by stands of trees. Spaced out, like a forest with no undergrowth and two out of every three trees culled.

      There were a few small mounds out in the vacant land. Dumped earth from construction perhaps. The kids used them as ramps for jumping their bikes. There were even a few board ramps they'd made for the same purpose.

      Two of the bigger kids were down on the dirt.

      On top of one of the mounds.

      One kid prone. The other kneeling over him.

      Punching.

      Wright stopped.

      Part of him just wanted to get on with the day. Grab a bite and maybe watch a show on the little T.V. Read a few pages from his book.

      But then again, a kid was getting pounded right in front of him.

      Wright turned into the condominium parking lot and headed along the rough tarmac.
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      Jenn drove home, her car purring along nicely. She had the air on low and the music down. A country station where the announcers were scarce and the advertising was discrete and entertaining. Who'd have thought that radio could continue to be a successful business model?

      Who'd have thought that anything could be a successful business model these days?

      Maybe Ed.

      What had he done?

      Jenn slid back through town, getting a little caught up in traffic. She passed the road up to the observatory, and went on down through the restaurants, near the university campus and onto the freeway ramp.

      A semi thrummed along in the fast lane, pumping noxious stinky gas through her car. Jenn eased back and let the truck go. She wasn't traveling far anyway. Just into Kenton. Flagstaff was pretty tiny. That was the appeal, really. And Kenton, the suburb, was like a little village, really. A friendly spot. Home. Comfortable.

      Her thoughts kept drifting back to her afternoon.

      Ed had bought the old place. Gotten in touch with her to talk about it. Asked her to meet him there.

      He hadn't shown.

      Then he'd called to tell her to get out.

      Maybe he just didn't want her to tell him what a fool idea it was to get the place. Maybe he'd had second thoughts.

      A Jeep pulled up close behind her, darted to the left and zoomed on by. The driver glared at her.

      Mostly people were friendly.

      Jenn got off the freeway at the 192 exit, and headed along Plumtree onto Mitchell Avenue. The trees were mature and thick. Pines, so they were green all year round.

      Brown, abandoned needles lay across the road and sidewalk, and through people's yards. Kenton wasn't a fancy suburb, but it had most things she needed without having to venture into downtown. A functional mini supermarket run by an American-Korean family. Seo-Jun and Hei-Ran. Seo-Jun had been born in Phoenix, and Hei-Ran in New York. Second generation, but they still spoke Korean more than they spoke English in the store.

      Seo-Jun had surprised Jenn one day by serving the customer ahead of her using fluent Spanish. Jenn had shaken her head at herself and her own racism there. She'd decided right then to make much more of an effort to be neutral and without expectations. As much as she could.

      Jenn pulled up outside of her little house. A 1970s two bedroom bungalow with white siding, a huge attic and a half veranda along the front. The garage was down a driveway at the back of the property.

      She had a magnolia in the front yard, but it struggled in the shade of bigger trees.

      She parked her car alongside the house and went up onto the veranda and inside.

      What was going on with Ed?

      It had sat there in the back of her mind through the whole drive.

      He'd told her to go home.

      After inviting her to come look at the rundown house.

      Something had changed.

      Was he in trouble here? Was there something shady in the real estate deal? Had he borrowed money and was trying to pay it back?

      Of course not. Ed was a smart guy. He understood business and loans and mortgages.

      Back when they'd been studying, she'd been about to get a personal loan to buy a better laptop and he'd thrown up his hands in horror.

      "Never ever," he'd said, "get a loan on something that doesn't appreciate. Houses. Property. Good to go. Cars and computers, always pay cash."

      Then he'd gone on to explain it in a way she could understand. A two thousand dollar computer was worth less than five hundred dollars by the time you'd paid the full three thousand dollars of principle and interest. A two hundred thousand dollar home was worth four hundred thousand by the time you'd paid the loan. During which time, you paid no rent, so that was the payoff there.

      As she shifted her keys to unlock the house, her phone rang again.

      She grabbed it, expecting Ed again, but it wasn't Ed. It was Ellie, calling about the mock-ups. Jenn's side-hustle-turned-into-a-real-job was putting together advertising pages for a company in L.A. that booked space in magazines. There were so many middle-people involved in the process it was amazing there was any money left at the end for Jenn at all.

      Advertising, though, was where the money lay.

      She remembered back in college when she'd discovered that some Disney movie had cost a hundred million dollars to make--which seemed remarkable itself--and that they'd spend something like a hundred million dollars again on international advertising.

      And, that kind of thing was just in an obvious industry. That kind of money was thrown around all over.

      "Ellie," Jenn said into the phone.

      "Jenn, Jenn. You got snow there yet?"

      "No snow. Not for a while yet."

      "Yeah. I forget, on account of living in a place where it never snows. You know, where you should move to. Soon."

      Jenn smiled. "Love the offer, Ellie, but I do like living in a place with more than one season." Wind ruffled the pines and a bird squawked from nearby.

      "We have seasons."

      "Yes. I know," Jenn said. "You have summer in January and February, and extra-baking summer for the rest of the year."

      "Ha, ha."

      "Mock-ups?"

      Ellie didn't reply.

      "I'll have them for you this time tomorrow."

      "Oh."

      "Which is a day ahead of schedule." A silver people-mover slid by on the street, Michelle Granger driving, kids in the back. Michelle waved out and Jenn smiled and returned the wave.

      "I know, honey," Ellie said from the phone. "You're one of our miracle workers, but I need and extra little miracle from you now."

      Jenn smiled. She'd done the mock-ups, of course. For a kind of soap that was supposed to invigorate the skin with electrolytes and nutrients. The images and layout sparkled as if cleaned with the soap itself.

      "An extra miracle?" she said.

      "Three hours?"

      Jenn whistled.

      "Four. I'll stay up late."

      "You're in a different time zone."

      "But I'm real tired and was planning an early night."

      "You haven't had an early night in your life."

      "True. But can you do it?"

      "Let me take a look and call you back in five minutes." Of course she was done and ready, but there was no sense in letting Ellie know that. Jenn had to retain her reputation as able to work miracles.

      "All right," Ellie said. "Five minutes. Otherwise, I'm calling you in six."

      "I'll be padding my invoice."

      "Oh, honey, that's just fine. You pad all you like."

      Jenn smiled. "Bye now. I need to get to work."

      "Kiss, kiss. Thank you, thank you. Talk soon."

      Jenn hung up and turned to her front door, reaching with her key.

      But the door wasn't locked.

      It was ajar by just a couple of inches.
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      Wright's tough, worn work boots crunched on loose stone chips lying on the parking lot tarmac. Once it might have been solid and smooth, but it had been done cheaply, with too much stone and too little bitumen.

      The cyclone wire was similarly tired and old. Sections of rust in places where the galvanizing had been worn away. Scraps of rags and cord held it together in places. Cable ties. It got worse the farther along he went.

      The kids were still fighting. They'd switched positions, somehow. The one who'd been underneath was now kneeling on top.

      He had his arm up. Elbow bent. Fist clenched.

      Talking. Wright couldn't make out the words.

      He was still fifty feet off. Walking fast.

      He went by the Taurus and the white pickup. He crossed potholes and discarded soda bottles and burger wrappings. A child's doll with matted hair, no clothes and a missing right arm.

      The smaller kids were gathered around the fight. Some standing astride their bicycles. Maybe eight of them. Age from twelve on down. Dusty clothes. Black shorts and big sneakers.

      Wright reached the fence. He ducked and went on through the gap in the wire. The ground was dry and weedy. Plenty of litter lay caught up in the struggling plants.

      A couple of the smaller kids noticed him coming.

      Whatever the big kid on the ground said, the one on top didn't like it. The paused fist flew down and smacked the guy right on the cheek.

      Not that smart really. A cheek bone might be a fragile part of the skull, but it was angled and sharp. No real points of strain.

      Meanwhile, the guy's finger bones were thin and fragile. Like pretty much everyone's.

      Really if you wanted to punch someone's head, you needed to go for the jaw. Fair chance of breaking it without doing too much damage to your own hand.

      Maybe the ear. Maybe the nose.

      Definitely not the forehead.

      Almost certainly not the cheek.

      Both guys yelped. The puncher grabbed his hand back and the guy underneath squirmed away clutching at his face.

      Wright kept moving. Coming at pace. Not quite running. But with real intention.

      Part of the idea there was to convey that he knew what he was doing. Not desperate, just coming.

      The two smaller kids who'd spotted him were talking with the bigger kids around them.

      They all looked over.

      They took off.

      Wright smiled to himself.

      It was like a kid stepping into crowd of city ducks. Or a dog racing into seagulls minding their own business. None of them hung around.

      Just two on the mound.

      No. A couple of others too.

      Older ones. Big, but maybe only fifteen or sixteen. Guys who might have thought they could try out of the school football team, but didn't really have the dedication or the motivation.

      Wright was only ten yards off when one of them called.

      "Hey mister. What're you doing?"

      "Going for a stroll," Wright said. He looked left and right. "Public land."

      "It's not any of your business."

      "What's not?"

      "Lennie and Drake. You take your nose somewhere else."

      Wright kept walking. The ground was compacted and bare where the bikes had been riding across it. Trails up the mounds and through the curves.

      He followed one up. Right to the top of the mound.

      "Lennie and Drake?" he said.

      The two had stopped real fighting, but were still jostling for position.

      Wright stood a yard back from them.

      "Looks like you hurt your hand real bad there, Lennie," Wright said. Fifty-fifty chance of getting the right one.

      From the look, he'd picked the right one.

      "None of your business, mister," the first one who'd spoken said.

      "That so?" Wright said. "Maybe Lennie can decide that for himself. Can't you Lennie? Make your own decisions about what's my business and what's not?"

      Lennie blinked at him. He was wearing jeans and a black tee shirt with a logo and the words Soda Lake Punk like a band, maybe. Not any band Wright had heard of. Most likely not a band he'd be interested in listening to.

      "Curl's got it right," Lennie said. "None of your business."

      "What about Drake there?" Wright said.

      There was still tension in the air, but it was fading. The fight was done. Probably both guys relieved about that.

      "Here's what I figure," Wright said. He would be way off target, but it was worth it.

      "Mister, get out of here," Lennie said.

      "I figure that Drake said something about Lennie's manliness. How he can't get a girlfriend. Or something about his mother. And Lennie, you don't like being insulted by this guy. So you shoved him. He shoved back. You hit him."

      "Shut up mister," Curl said.

      "Next thing he's hitting you back. In fact, he's got you on the ground and he's pummeling you."

      None of them spoke.

      "Maybe you're actually friends," Wright said. "Maybe you used to be. But let me tell you what I want to see. I want to see you all just hanging out here and having some fun. Easy. Nothing matters so much that you've got to go hitting someone you know like that."

      Wright was hardly someone to go telling people not to hit each other. He'd seen more than his fair share of brawls.

      The kids just stared at him. Maybe he'd turned into a green alien with giant antennas sticking from his head.

      "I'm going to go on now," Wright said. "Get myself a bite to eat. Go on home and watch some T.V."

      He turned and started down the mound.

      Stopped. Turned to face them again.

      Looked them over. Plenty of potential there. Most of it going to waste.

      And he wasn't some youth counsellor or pastor or something. He wasn't even a cop anymore. It was none of his business what they did.

      But in this moment, at least they'd stopped fighting. Maybe the curtailed conflict would fester and grow, or maybe that would be the end of it.

      He would never know.

      But at least he'd done something.

      Coming to Flagstaff to get a feel for the change of seasons was supposed to be a break for him. A way to turn off from the worries of the world.

      Not that he had a lot of worries. Free agent, rent paid for the next few months, and a microwave burrito in the immediate future. He had nothing to complain about.

      And still those habits. Thinking about Mrs. Frobisher joking about disposing of her husband. Stepping in to stop kids fighting and getting hurt.

      Maybe he should have just left them to it.

      Really, you should never second guess yourself. Trust your instincts. Go with your gut.

      Stop people getting hurt.

      He walked on through the condominium parking lot without looking back. Turned left and continued on along the sidewalk.

      Fifteen minutes later, he had frozen burritos, a soda and some kind of cupcake-muffin thing in a cellophane package for dessert.

      The kids had gone from the vacant land, and Mrs. Frobisher was back inside her apartment. The sound of loud arguing came through the window. One of those reality shows. Castaways of Love or Real Housewives or something.

      Arguments sold advertising apparently, and the producers of those shows sure knew how to edit to make the most of the arguments.

      Mrs. Frobisher was an interesting person. She'd pitched baseball at the state level, had kids in Baton Rouge, Canada and Eritrea and had piloted short haul freight aircraft for decades. And possibly had a husband in her freezer.

      It was cool inside Wright's apartment. He heated the burrito and ate and it was surprisingly good. The soda was too sweet, and the prepackaged cupcake-muffin was dry and but kind of had a nice-ish berry flavor. He didn't dare read the label to see what kinds of ingredients it had. Likely to be entirely from a laboratory and nothing actually farmed.

      He watched some news and an old syndicated comedy show with Danny DeVito.

      He slept, dreamless and deep. Woke with time to spare, dressed and headed out into the dark. Far to west, a huge nearly-full moon was dipping into the trees.

      Wright waited on the curb for Dawson.

      Dawn came, and Flagstaff was slowly waking up, with lights shutting off and the traffic noise slowly building. Cars and pickups cruised by Wright as the clouds in the east reddened and brightened. Mostly the vehicles were heading into the city.

      Dawson was running late.

      Wright waited.

      The sunrise officially ended dawn.

      Pick you up before dawn.

      Dawson was a good forty-five minutes late.

      Wright kept waiting.
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