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    For Joe Bob Briggs

Thanks for giving so many of us weirdos a place to be every Saturday night when I was a kid.
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Joe Dawson frowned down at the copy of Hot Rod International he had open on the counter as he slowly tried to make sense of an article about the late, lamented 1971 Plymouth Hemi 'Cuda. Reading had always been a struggle for him as he had trouble with big words and if he tried to go too fast even the small ones got all jumbled together until he was looking at gibberish. Joe was in his late thirties, prematurely balding and carrying around about two dozen or so extra pounds around his middle under his black Gas 'N Gulp tee shirt. He had made it as far as as the eighth grade before more or less giving up on formal education, which was just as well. As his daddy always used to say 'The world needs ditch diggers too.'. Besides, the car magazines had some sweet pictures too and not just of the vintage muscle cars. A tiny grin spread over his features as he took in the smoking hot blonde in a bikini that looked like it was made out of dental floss and not much else on the two page spread before him. She was posed suggestively on the hood of a shiny mint condition candy apple red '67 Corvette convertible, back arched and lips parted slightly as she stretched languidly on the hood of the muscle car. “God damn...” Joe whispered admiringly as he let the calloused pad of an index finger play over the glossy photograph taking up the page...

The sound of tires on the tarmac outside snapped him out of his trance. Joe scowled into the darkness beyond the halogen lamps mounted over the gas pumps as he tried to get a look at the vehicle. A slow grin spread across his features and closed the magazine. He hurriedly tried to get the magazine out of sight as the tan and cream Ford Crown Victoria from the Woodard County Sheriff's Department pulled up to pump five. A brown haired woman in dark brown slacks and tan uniform shirt climbed out, giving the area a quick once over as she hitched at the wide duty belt around her slender waist. Joe turned on the pump and waited while she gassed up. He wiped his clammy palms on his jeans, steeling himself as Deputy County Sheriff Molly Cooper walked toward the store. Oh goddamn... I says goddamn... Joe thought admiringly as he smoothed his lank dark hair back. She was pretty tall, nearly coming up about to his shoulder, with her light brown hair pulled back in a bun and these great blue eyes. There had been an article in the paper when Molly got hired that said something about her going to college on some sort of athletic scholarship or something and Joe believed it from the look of her. 

“Hey, Joe!” Molly called with a cheerful little wave as she entered the Gas N' Gulp and made a beeline for the row of coffee pots steaming away on hot plates on the other side of the store. “How's things?” she asked while selecting a large paper cup and filled it with regular. Her cobalt blue eyes flitted toward the fish eye mirror in the corner over the coolers at the back of the store just in time to see Joe turn away. She made a slight face as she added a couple packets of sugar and some creamers to the coffee and popped on one of the white plastic lids. 

Joe shifted on his stool behind the counter and cleared his throat as she turned to face him. He was almost certain she had caught him checking her out in the mirror though...damn...it was hard not to look when she turned around. “Pretty good. You?” he asked as Molly stopped by the little refrigerated stand near the register and picked out a sandwich. She set the coffee and the sandwich in its plastic container on the counter then dug out the county gas card, which Joe dutifully ran through the scanner and passed back. In a few moments the register spat out a receipt for twenty three dollars and five cents which he handed over with a flourish that earned him one of those secret little smiles she gave out on occasion as Molly put the slip into her trouser pocket. 

“Pretty slow, so far.” Molly smiled as she rapped gently on the counter with her knuckles. She fished her billfold out of her back pocket and waited for Joe to ring up her sandwich and coffee. Frank Parker, the manager of the Mason Creek Gas 'N Gulp, offered free coffee to cops, especially those that worked the night shift though Molly rarely took advantage of it. In practice, it was a pretty smart idea. If anyone was going to rob the place they never knew when a cop might be stopping by for a cup of Joe. It also apparently gave Mister Parker the idea that for some reason he could use this as a Get Out Of Jail Free card when he got pulled over for speeding or he left his Cadillac double parked on Main Street or the neighbors complained about his kid's parties being too loud. She produced a five dollar bill and a single once Joe tallied everything up. 

He dropped a quarter and a dime into the palm of her hand. “Ah...ya know...that new Clint Eastwood movie's coming out this Friday...” Joe suggested as he let his hands rest on the counter. His lips writhed like a couple of spastic earthworms under his nose as he worked up the nerve to finish the second part of the question. Oh...oh jeez... Joe thought when he saw Molly's eyebrows start to draw towards each other in an expression of mild confusion.

The radio on Molly's duty belt made a loud blaring noise followed by a burst of what sounded like nonsense to Joe. She reached for the hand mic clipped to the shoulder of her uniform shirt and thumbed the talk button. “Roger, Dispatch. Car Three Four responding.” Molly said, tilting her lips closer to the plastic square. It was hard to miss the tone of relief in the young woman's voice. “Sorry. Gotta go.” she said with a small apologetic shrug as she snatched up the sandwich and coffee before turning and rushing for the door. 

About half an hour later the gravel of the driveway crunched under the cruiser's tires as Molly pulled up to the light green ranch house. Dispatch said that there was a burglary reported at the MacClane residence wherein the complainant had spotted somebody running away from his barn. Well...this should be interesting... she thought as she opened the car door and stepped out of the vehicle, heading for the front porch. A tall, lanky man in jeans and a red and black flannel shirt opened the front door and stepped out onto the porch to greet her as she got closer. “Hello, Mister MacClane.” Molly said as she reached the stairs to the porch “What seems to be the trouble, sir?” 

“Somebody stole one of my damn sheep is what.” Daniel MacClane snapped as he came down off the porch then shook his head, ran a palm over his salt and pepper crew cut and planted his hands on his hips. “Sorry, Officer.” The farmer smiled shamefacedly at the gravel between his feet for a moment before turning his attention back to the young policewoman. “C'mon, I'll show you what I mean.” She noted the butt of a revolver in his hip pocket but thought little of it. Lots of people that lived outside of town had guns...and lots of them in town did as well, for that matter. The state land north of town sounded like a shooting gallery on the opening day of deer season every fall. Also, she had been a grade behind Dan Junior, Daniel MacClane's son, in school and had helped raise funds for the charity 5K fun run to help with his late wife's cancer treatments so there was that.

Molly nodded, reaching for the notepad and ballpoint pen in the breast pocket of her uniform. “Okay. Tell me what happened.” she said, flipping to a blank page as she prepared to take down the man's statement. The MacClanes had a small barn and a big backyard which he had turned into pasture for a handful of sheep a few years ago and he showed a couple at the County Fair last summer. The pale light of the full moon in the sky gave the place a vaguely sinister air for some reason she could not quite put her finger on, though. Molly suppressed a shudder as she started to jot down the time and date of the entry in her notebook.

“Well, I just happened to look out the back window...” Dan waved a hand absently back toward the house as they approached the barn. “I think it was around nine or so. Law and Order was just starting, anyways.” He shrugged, sparing a glance at the woman who was studiously taking down what he was saying while walking a pace or so behind him. “I saw a light like somebody with a flashlight or something back here by my barn so I grabbed my piece and run 'em off.” 

Molly arched an eyebrow. “Run 'em off how? Were they in a car or something?” she asked as she glanced around the yard. A look over her shoulder showed their footprints in the almost ankle high grass. Her brow furrowed slightly and when she moved a bit to her right she spotted the trail of what looked like footprints or something in the dewy grass heading up the hill. Strange... Molly thought, the tip of her pen hovering millimeters from the surface of her notepad. It sure looked like somebody had gone come across the field...but why? There was nothing but woods out there. 

“I don't think there was a car or nothin'. I couldn't see 'cause it's dark.” Dan shrugged with a glance over his shoulder again then, as if anticipating the question, he added “I was down in the basement after dinner. Working on a bird feeder for my granddaughter's birthday in a couple weeks.” As they got closer to the barn the quiet shuffling sounds of drowsing animals could be heard in the barn. Dan motioned toward the padlock hanging haphazardly from the latch and the pale marks where someone had ripped the screws out with a crowbar.

Molly pulled a small flashlight from its carrier on her belt and flicked it on. “Did you touch anything, Mister MacClane?” she asked with a slightly puzzled expression as she got a closer look at the damage. The air was tinged with that scent particular to barns with farm animals in them: a melange of sweat and hay and dung that hovers somewhere between pleasant and disgusting. Upon closer inspection she could make out where the suspect had gouged the paint on the wooden door while trying to get the crowbar into place under the latch. Curiouser and God damn curiouser... Molly thought, her features pensive as she regarded the marks and then looked toward where she had seen the footprints. Naturally, they were invisible at this angle.

“No more than I had to, Officer.” Dan said as he watched the cop look over the door. “I had to check on my animals, ma'am.” He inclined his head toward the half open barn door. She nodded and nudged the door open the rest of the way with the toe of one of her ankle boots. The first thing she noticed was the gates to the handful of animal pens just inside hanging open into the walkway between row of pens on either side. A few sheep approached the steel bars and shoved their muzzles through the gaps, eager to meet the stranger visiting them at this late hour. Dan flicked a switch, flooding the inside of the barn with pale yellow light from the halogen bulbs hanging from the ceiling so Molly turned off her light and put it back. The sheep baaed their displeasure at the disturbance as Dan showed Molly the empty animal pen. 
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