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      Walt Colley figured he had to be shaving a year or two off his time in purgatory, but he wasn’t so sure it was worth it.

      The big, lazy snowflakes collecting on his faded purple Wolf Branch High School baseball cap weren’t all that bad, even though they did get together and drop off past his eyes every few minutes. His big, rawboned hands felt the nip in the late afternoon air more than he liked, same as his toes in his scuffed brown leather steel-toed work boots.

      He could tolerate the chill for a good while longer, especially in his sturdy blue work coveralls with a puffy brown jacket over top. The fresh, clean smell of a snowstorm heading in cheered Walt up pretty much no matter what else was going on.

      The bright white drifting down hadn’t gotten thick enough yet to obscure the red brick buildings of the smallish town of Wolf Branch stretching out all around him, but the sheltering bowl of the mountains had already disappeared, almost like they merged right in with the gray sky. That likely meant a long night of running snow plows and salt trucks in town, and possibly running tow trucks for folks who didn’t pay attention to the weather warnings.

      As far as Walt was concerned, as long as no one got themselves hurt with such foolishness, it was worth it for what promised to be a gorgeous sight of snow-covered trees come sunrise.

      He didn’t even mind the way nineteen-year-old Jimmy Adams talked about ten miles a minute, letting Walt and anyone else within shouting distance know he’d had something with plenty of garlic and onions for his lunch break before the snow got started.

      That part was more or less hard to take, seeing as how Walt hadn’t yet gotten to his own dinner bucket packed full of leftovers from his granny’s big Sunday dinner feast the day before. After long hours working for the town—in the garage all day, getting ready for a heck of a lot more snow to settle in overnight—he sure could use a big mess of fried chicken, cornbread, green beans, and potatoes.

      That kind of feast would keep him going right on through the night if need be.

      Jimmy waved his arm again, without the slightest notion that he held an oversized crescent wrench in his hand. A wrench that wouldn’t do a bit of good with any kind of modern automotive technology—like the big green Chevrolet truck he was having trouble with—unless you had a window that needed breaking for some ungodly reason.

      Walt leaned back like he’d done every other time, then made a show of peering at the engine currently vexing Jimmy almost to the point of conniptions.

      Walt kept his opinion of how that boy couldn’t see what was right in front of his eyes if a spotlight big as the moon in the sky cranked up and shined right directly on the problem to himself.

      He was bound and damned determined to let this goofy kid figure out the trouble on his own, not scold him or try to make him feel bad about all the things he didn’t already know.

      That, in Walt’s long-considered opinion, was how you learned.

      The engine was kind of a crusty mess, sure, just like most of the vehicles in the town’s motor pool. They couldn’t much escape that, driving up and down the Appalachian Mountain roads in any kind of weather, and when a good bit of the mileage they covered was still across mud and dusty gravel.

      But like all the other vehicles in the town shop, Walt knew this truck was as well maintained as it could be. Or it would be, once Jimmy settled down enough to notice the simple trouble that had it running like a fifty-year-old junker instead of a perfectly good Chevy with less than fifty thousand miles on the odometer.

      “Damndest thing I ever did see, Walt,” Jimmy said for at least the tenth time. “I swear I got a tankful of bad gas last fill up, or maybe one of the filters has got itself full of all this salt and gunk all over the roads. All I know is it started chugging and wouldn’t hardly pull coming up that hill headed into town.”

      Just then a big gob of snow dropped splat down off the back of Walt’s baseball cap, right past his thick brown hair that he let grow out every winter for this very reason. Then down his shirt so it could melt and run down his back.

      That was the worst thing about trying to help this sweet kid who didn’t have the good sense to drive his ailing truck all the way around into the darkened hunk of the town garage instead of parking it on the street beside the town hall.

      Sometimes Walt could just about smack himself upside the head for being too nice for anybody’s good.

      “And you say all the filters are new?” he said, hunching up his shoulders and brushing the snow off his hat.

      Jimmy finally gathered up enough awareness of his own hands to put the useless hunk of metal down in the big red toolbox he had balanced on the edge of the truck’s open hood. He tipped his own smudged-up white ballcap back and scratched his thin blond hair.

      “So you’re saying that can’t be it. Maybe I got a clogged fuel line, though, think that would make it run so bad?”

      “You fill up at the town’s pumps, like all the rest of us do with these work trucks?”

      This time Jimmy turned and glanced toward the garage, where the pumps waited out of sight.

      “Well yeah, like I always do. You’re saying no one else is having this kind of trouble.”

      Walt shrugged and rubbed his big hands together to warm them up, or at least make it look like he was trying to.

      Teaching or not, sometimes a hint or two wasn’t a bad thing.

      “Haven’t heard of it from anyone else, no,” Walt said. “Listen, you been out over any rough roads last couple of days? Rougher than usual, I guess I should say.”

      Jimmy laughed, but he rubbed his own hands together and shoved them deep in the pockets of his dark-blue work pants.

      “Sure thing, Walt. Had to go out along one of the old mine roads this morning. About jolted my teeth right out of my head.” He stopped, staring at the engine, then at Walt. “Jolted something loose, that’s what you’re getting at. All the fluid levels are good, and no leaks on the ground.”

      Walt nodded, letting a half-smile break through.

      “If those lines are good,” Jimmy went on, “some other hose might have got knocked loose. Just got to figure out what’s not getting through, right?”

      “Want to start her up and we’ll see what you can find?”

      Jimmy grinned and dashed around to the driver’s side, leaving Walt shaking his head and still smiling.

      The kid couldn’t help growing up with a father who was a wizard with numbers, and a mother who could make words sit right up and sing to the point they brought tears to your eyes. Walt knew them both, and respected what they did.

      He hadn’t spent his whole life with his head buried down inside an engine by any means. He’d spent some of his college years studying on computers, and he was glad of it all the time.

      Especially in weather like this, he didn’t mind one little bit working inside and getting the town’s records updated.

      But he was even more glad he’d come up with a whole family full of people who loved to tinker and fix things. He’d learned from both his parents, all four grandparents, aunts and uncles, and more than a few cousins.

      The automotive training he had made a huge difference, sure. Walt knew that even at his own tender young age of twenty-six, his habit of paying close attention and figuring things out made him seem like a much older, more experienced man.

      Especially to a kid who had the bones of a good mechanic, once he got a good bit more experience and practice.

      And built up his confidence most of all.

      The choppy rumble of the engine started right up, along with a hit of gas cutting through the clean air. When Jimmy just about bounced back around in front of the truck, Walt’s determination to pass along that tinkering habit jumped right back up to full strength.

      Then Jimmy got out his smartphone and flipped on the light, and Walt did his best not to wince at the thought of dropping a fancy pocket computer into a running motor. It would take at least a hundred of the little penlights he had in his own pocket to buy a new one of those phones. Walt kept his own older model of the same phone zipped safe and sound in one of his coverall pockets at times like this.

      That might be a lesson the kid had to learn for himself.

      The light traveled along all the wires and belts and lines, and Walt saw Jimmy’s face brighten when he started tracing the smaller, stiff vacuum hoses.

      Sure enough, Jimmy darted one hand in and grabbed the tiny loose hose Walt had spotted pretty much from the get go. It was a tricky one for sure, barely as thick as a pencil and sitting snugged up almost where it was supposed to be.

      Jimmy plucked it up, popped his thumb over it to test the draw, and grinned fit to split. He pushed the hose back down and nodded as the engine smoothed itself out at once.
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