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Ray Acuna was in luck. As he stood in line at the window of the post office, he glanced toward the counter past the two people in line ahead of him. A third, a balding man in a dark-grey pinstriped overcoat that probably matched his suit, straightened at the counter. He seemed to have almost concluded his business. 

“Thanks, Ms. Miller,” the man said. 

To the left, a few FBI wanted posters hung from thumbtacks on a cork bulletin board. They were only partially visible beyond a rotating rack of greeting cards on one side and a display of flattened Priority Mail boxes and envelopes on the left.

But at the counter, the post mistress herself, Louise Miller, was on duty. Sometimes the others would give him a hard time, reminding him they really weren’t supposed to pass mail out through the window.

It was a game they played. He would explain that the widow Miller had approved him for General Delivery due to his special circumstances.

They would miraculously remember, then mutter one version or another of, “Now we can’t keep doing this indefinitely.” 

He would don a look that conveyed he was appropriately contrite.

Then they would smile as if they meant it and turn away to check for his mail. 

The man in the pinstriped overcoat turned away from the window and moved toward the door. The left arm of his coat brushed the left arm of Ray’s blue-jean jacket as he focused on stuffing a few bills into his wallet.

He glanced up, his eyes wide. His pink jowls moved as if he was about to mutter, “Sorry.” But when he met Ray’s eyes he quickly looked away. 

A moment later the glass-and-chrome door opened. A chilly gust of whipped in through the opening. It riffled the wanted posters on the bulletin board and played for a moment around the legs of Ray’s jeans and up across the back of his neck. 

Ray shrugged deeper into his faux-wool lined blue-jean jacket.

Then the door closed and the man was gone.

The twenty-something woman in front of Ray shivered slightly as she shuffled ahead one step, a medium-sized package balanced on her left arm. Her dark brown hair bordered on black. It hung well past her shoulders and seemed almost superimposed over her deerskin-tan jacket. It smelled nice too. Lavender shampoo, maybe.

Ray was suddenly aware of his own scent and hung back a bit. 

Beneath her jacket she wore shapely, light blue jeans. They were tucked into dark brown boots that came halfway up to her knees. Probably she was wearing a lavender blouse too, or maybe pink. Definitely not white. She looked the kind to dress in vibrant but complementary colors.

The man in front of her was a farmer, or dressed like it. Tall and thin, he looked up as if surprised he was next. Then he tipped his brown wool hat back slightly and took a step forward. 

His coveralls wrinkled to the side of his left hip as he lifted his foot a little higher than normal. As he put that foot on the floor again and raised his right, he leaned heavily to the left with a pronounced limp.

Ray recognized him. 

It was Hank Johnson. He graduated high school two years ahead of Ray. He was an all-state forward for all four years on the basketball team, and he was offered a full paid ride to three different universities during his senior year. 

But three weeks after graduation his father’s tractor got away from him. He fell off the seat and splayed face-down on the ground. Before he could get out of the way, the massive right rear tire crushed his left thigh and hip. The doctors were amazed they’d even been able to save the leg. But his basketball career was out the window like a puff of smoke. 

In the man’s left hand was a priority mail envelope. He nodded at the widow Miller as he stretched to lay it on the scale.

The widow looked up over the top of her small glasses and smiled. “Thanks, Hank. Be just a second.”

“No rush. Longer I’m gone, the less I have to work out in the cold today.” He laughed. 

Outside, the morning was blustery with occasional flurries of light snow. The breeze came from every direction and seemed to gust unexpectedly around corners. But the post office was comfortably warm.

The widow Miller finished what she was doing and turned away for a moment to drop a slip of paper into a narrow slot. When she turned back, she repositioned Hank’s envelope on the scale and gazed at the small screen above it. After a moment, she looked up at Hank and quoted an amount.

The farmer shook his head as he reached back and took his billfold out of the broad hip pocket on the right side of his coveralls. “Reckon the postage rates are ever gonna stop goin’ up?” He took a ten out of his billfold and passed it through the window.

The widow took the ten and counted out two dollars and change, then handed it to him. “Goodness, I certainly hope not. We school marms have to eat too, you know.” She laughed.

“Aw, you get paid the same no matter.” The man’s ears twitched. Probably he was frowning. “Don’t you?”

She nodded. “Just a little levity, Hank. They should get your letter in three days.”

“Thanks, Ms. Miller.” He side stepped to the left as he slipped the change into his pocket. Then he worked on feeding the bills into his wallet. 

The woman in front of Ray shuffled forward again. Her left wrist was bent up on the far side of the box she was carrying, her clutch purse in her left hand. When she craned her neck so she could see over the box, her hair parted. It revealed the back of her neck and the whitest skin Ray had ever seen.

Probably that’s what people meant when they talked about “alabaster skin.” Very smooth and pretty. 

She twisted the top of her clutch open with her right hand and searched through it. Maybe looking for the right amount of postage. She must have weighed the package at home and looked up the rate on line.

As she continued to dig through her clutch, she glanced back apologetically at Ray. At first he thought she was going to say something. But fear flashed across her face before it was replaced with the ghost of a fake smile. Then she bowed her head and focused more closely on her clutch purse. 

The farmer looked down at the woman, then nodded and moved his lips to say “Hi,” though no words came out. He smiled as he averted his gaze and slipped his billfold back into his pocket. 

When he looked up again, he noticed Ray for the first time. Again he smiled, though this time it was more of a grin. Or maybe a sneer. “Well, as I live and breathe! If it isn’t Ray Acuna, the war hero.” Yes, definitely a sneer. 

The young woman glanced at him again, then quickly averted her gaze.

“How’s the overpass these days, corporal? You were a corporal, right?”

Ray nodded. “Yeah. Fine I guess. I haven’t been out there in a while.”

“Yeah?” The man seemed to study him. Then the grin disappeared and his face grew serious. But his voice didn’t get any quieter. “Hey listen, Ray, all kidding aside, Martha and me, we’ve got plenty. You wanna come by for supper sometime or other?”

Martha Preston. Well, Martha Johnson now. She was Ray’s girlfriend all those years ago. His first true love. Hank probably thought it still bothered him that she’d ended up with Hank. It didn’t.

Martha could have done a lot better, but that was none of Ray’s business. “Sure,” he said. “That’d be nice.”

“Good, good,” Hank said, and a twinkle crept into his eyes. “Hey, can I get your home phone number? We’ll set it up and I’ll give you a call. Oh, wait.” Then the man guffawed.

The widow Miller leaned to her right to look past the woman at the window. “Hank, for goodness’ sakes, what are you doing?” 

He glanced over his shoulder and held up one hand. “Sorry, Ms. Miller. Sorry. Me an’ ol’ Ray go back a ways. We’ve known each other for years. I’m just kiddin’ around with him.” He looked at Ray, a sneer on his face. “Ain’t that right, corporal? You know I’m only kiddin’, right?” Hank grabbed his shoulder and squeezed.

Ray met his gaze, tightened his shoulder and refused to move. “Sure, that’s right.”

Hank withdrew his hand. He maintained eye contact. “Nah, but hey, seriously, lemme know when you’d like to come over. I know Martha’d like to see you again if you can get out there. You do know where the place is, right?”

Ray nodded. “The place” was Hank’s father’s farm, and his father’s father’s before that. It was the largest farm in the tri-state area, and the house was around nine miles outside of town to the south. Out past the National Guard Armory. Even past the fairgrounds. And Ray didn’t have a car.
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