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Neither snow nor rain nor heat nor gloom of night stays these couriers from the swift completion of their appointed rounds.


—Herodotus
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“Nobody smiles anymore.”


“Excuse me?”


“Have you noticed? Nobody smiles anymore.” Mike adjusted himself in the tiny postal Jeep, setting his back against the passenger-side door as he sat on the floor beside Dog so no one would see him in the September early morning light. “Remember when we were growing up how you were taught that when you walked down the street and you met a stranger, that you smiled or said hello?” He sighed, staring at the plethora of mail and packages in the back as if it were a weight he could no longer bear. “People don’t do that anymore.”


Mike Thurman, my late wife’s cousin, was in a bad mood, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have a point.


Mike had been having a tough month, so I tried to distract him just a bit, thinking of something to say while surveying the interior of the utility vehicle. “So, why do they call this model Jeep DJs?”


He grunted, swiping off his Seattle Mariners ball cap and rubbing his shaved head, then reaching over and scruffing the fur behind sleeping Dog’s ear. “Dispatch Jeep.”


“Oh.”


“Also, they’re two-wheel drive—smart for Wyoming, right?”


“Was she driving one of these?”


“No, there’s no way you could fit all that mail in a 307-mile route in something like this. She had a hopped-up ’68 Travelall that she drove.” He shook his head, putting his cap back on and folding his hands in his lap. “She probably used up her entire paycheck putting gas in the thing.” He nodded to the right. “Turquoise and white with all those hippie stickers in the back window. I think it was an old ambulance or …”


“Or what?”


“A hearse.”


Neither of us wanted to dwell on that.


“I think it’s for sale at the used car lot about a quarter mile down the main drag on Foothill Boulevard. That piece of shit boyfriend of hers, Benny, sold all her stuff about a month after she went missing.”


“Don’t you have to wait sixty days?”


“His name was on the title.”


“Sweetwater County process the vehicle?”


He studied me with a raised eyebrow. “I’m a postal inspector, not a criminal investigator.”


I glanced down at the heavy file folder in my hands. “Jeez, Mike, haven’t you seen those TV shows, anybody can do this stuff.”


“Yeah, right.”


I gave up on trying to distract him. “So, what is it exactly that you want me to do?”


“Find her.”


“Well, I can tell you from experience that that’s not likely to happen.”


“Because of the amount of time?”


“That, and the size of the area she was lost in.” I shook my head. “Is there any way to narrow the search area?”


“I wish there was but it’s as if she disappeared off the face of the earth somewhere in the Red Desert.”


“Did you talk with the Sweetwater County Sheriff’s Department?”


He nodded. “The primary investigator, Jake Moline.”


“Never heard of him.”


“Uturd, I think.”


“Uturd … ?”


“From Utah, that’s what they call ’em down here.”


“Nice.”


“Hey, I live in Colorado and shudder to think what you guys call us.”


I slid the map he’d printed for me from the file folder and looked at the gigantic loop surrounding the Red Desert in the south-central area of my state. “So, you want me to pretend I’m a contract laborer and follow her route?”


“And just see what pops up, yeah.”


“Pops up?”


He took a sip from his travel mug of coffee. “You’re the king of pop-ups, you see things other people don’t.”


“And you don’t think anybody will suspect that I’m law enforcement?”


“Nah, we get all kinds of people as contract rural carriers, especially the long routes that nobody wants.” He chuckled. “Besides, you’ve got the fake ID and that nifty mountain-man beard.”


I scratched the offending fur and then thumbed through the folder again, looking at the photo of the missing woman in her fifties. “Why do you suppose she did?”


“Did what?”


“Take one of the especially long routes, evidently one of the longest in the country.”


He sat up a bit, looking around at the empty post office parking lot. “You know, she told me once that she liked to drive because it helped her to forget.”


I stared at the photo of the dark-haired woman with the silver streak down the middle, one eye slightly errant and half-smiling with a note of wiseacre. “Forget what?”


“She never said, and I didn’t ask.”


I closed the folder. “You know, she could’ve just walked away.”


“Not her.”


“Why?”


“She was kooky, but she took things very seriously, at least some things.” He shook his head. “How does it go? In neither sleet nor snow …”


“Neither snow nor rain nor heat nor gloom of night stays these couriers from the swift completion of their appointed rounds …” I watched as the first vehicle swept into the postal lot. “It’s not official, you know.”


“What?”


“The motto, it’s not official.”


He sipped his coffee some more. “The hell you say.”


Stuffing the folder back in my satchel, I watched as a young woman got out of her vehicle in a Carhartt jacket and walked up the ramp to the back door of the facility, punching numbers into the keypad and then yanking the door open and going inside.


“That’s Tess Anderson, she’s the morning super and she’ll be the one that shows you the ropes—she was pretty good friends with Blair.”


“Was, huh?” I pulled the door handle and stepped out onto the smooth surface of the concrete, buttoning my old canvas hunting jacket and adjusting my hat. “When they built the James A. Farley post office in New York City, the architectural firm set the words in stone, and everybody assumed it was the creed of the postal service. Never adopted. It’s from The Persian Wars by the Greek historian Herodotus. During the conflict between the Greeks and the Persians, 500 to 449 BCE, the Persians had a mounted messenger service, a really impressive one—so impressive in fact that Herodotus used those words.”


“Well I’ll be damned.”


I gestured toward the beast next to Mike. “You’ll look after my dog while I’m gone?”


“Sure.”


“Greenies.”


He looked up in confusion. “Excuse me?”


“We Wyomingites—we call Coloradans ‘greenies.’ ”


“Why ‘greenies’?”


“Your license plates are green.” I shut the door and started off toward the ramp and the door with the keypad.


It was late September, but the high plains were already letting us know what was coming. Fall was on its way, and autumn looked like it was intending on making an entrance, stage left. I had the crucial beginnings of a serious relationship on my hands and a missing family member of my own, and here I was in Rock Springs with a burgeoning, if not falsified, career in delivering the United States mail.


Ignoring the keypad, I thumped a fist on the heavy metal door and waited.


The blonde’s face appeared in the small window, peering at me through the cross-grid of wire within the glass, her voice muffled but strong. “Help you?”


“I’m the new gun for hire.”


She stared at me. “Let’s see some ID.”


Instead, I opened the folder, pulling out the vita that the postal inspector had provided me with, plastering it against the glass and waiting. After a moment, the lock buzzed, and I pushed the door open and stepped inside. “Thanks, it’s chilly out there.”


She said nothing, taking the sheet from me. “Word from the high-ups in Colorado, huh?” I looked around at the overladen carts filled with letters, packing envelopes, and packages as she read the page and then handed it back to me, looking me over from head to scuffed-up boots. “I guess we’ll just have to call you the Jolly Greenie Giant, huh?”


I didn’t say anything as she walked away, indicating that I should follow her toward a bank of lockers that stood near a time clock and a large calendar. “You can have number thirteen. You superstitious?”


“Not particularly.” I stared at the locker next to the assigned one for myself, covered in stickers with the name MCGOWAN written on a weathered piece of tape. “That the woman that went missing?”


She side-eyed me. “You know about that?”


“It was in all the papers, even down in Colorado.”


“Yeah, well then you know why we’re a little on edge concerning security these days.” She started off. “C’mon, I’ll show you your hut.”


She led me to a large cubby near another wired window with banks of metal compartments that had stenciled names, at least a couple hundred of them.


Handing me a small device, she gestured toward a large, orange bin full of mail. “Here’s your MDD, just use it to ID the pumpkin and the DPS tray, but when you go OTR you’ll have to reread the ones in the CBU.” She handed me a set of keys with a stylized peace-sign keychain and gestured toward the huge bins. “It runs like a river, the mail.”


She started to go, but I called after her. “Hey … ?”


She turned toward me.


I held up the device. “What’s an MDD?”


She stared at me for a long moment. “Oh my God.”


“She’s a beauty, huh?”


Standing before the vintage SUV made before there ever were SUVs, I watched as a potbellied individual in his shirtsleeves approached, straightening his cowboy hat and rubbing his hands together.


“The heater works, and that’s a blessing on a morning like this.”


I noticed the silver crucifix pin stuck in his hat. “You in the blessing business?”


We shook hands. “Mister, I am in the business of moving rolling stock, and you’ve picked a winner here.”


“Sixty-seven?”


He turned to introduce the vehicle like a long-lost lover. “This here is a 1968 International Travelall, panel model—has the big V-8 and the automatic transmission.”


“Hearse or ambulance?”


He made a face. “Neither. She was used to deliver mail most recently. Heck, I know the fellow that bought her originally down in Salt Lake City back in ’68.”


“Who owned it more recently?”


He leaned in close, his breath cloaking the truth between us. “I’m not supposed to say because it gives a lot of people the willies, but you don’t look like a Willy to me.” He slapped my shoulder and then squeezed the muscle there. “No, not a Willy at all.” He leaned in even closer. “It belonged to that mail lady that disappeared a couple of months back. Her boyfriend brought this fine vehicle in and sold her cheap. Seemed odd to me, but maybe he was just trying to get rid of all her stuff.”


I walked around to the rear and read all the stickers and peace and love signs: WOODSTOCK, THE GRATEFUL DEAD, MAKE LOVE NOT WAR, STAY GROOVY, THE DOORS, FLOWER POWER, JEFFERSON AIRPLANE, THE AGE OF AQUARIUS. “What was he like?”


“The boyfriend? Oh, I’d rather not say.” He looked back at the Travelall. “Are you in need of wheels, my good man?”


“How many miles?”


“About a quarter million, but she’s rebuilt and a baby like this’ll run an easy half million starting fresh.” I gave him a look and he chuckled. “Well, maybe a third of a million miles?”


“How much, and don’t say anything near a million.”


He stuffed his hands into his pockets and considered the International. “An even five thousand?”


I looked at the glossy surface of the paint, and the good tread of the tires. “Four?”


He smiled and then walked around me to the front and lifted the hood, revealing a pristine engine compartment. “She’s been well taken care of.”


“Maybe, but she’s a little on the high end of her lifespan.”


He patted the fender. “Like fine wine.”


“Forty-five hundred.”


He fluttered his lips with an exhale. “I’ll need to talk to my manager.”


“You got the keys?”


He reached into his pocket and tossed them to me as he headed back toward the trailer at the center of the lot. “I’ll be right back.”


Opening the door, I climbed in and sat, slipping the key into the ignition and hitting the starter as the motor sprang to life and purred like a contented kitten. I gave a pat to the dash, then reached over and flipped down the glove box, but it was empty except for a folder and receipt for what were practically new tires. There were side pockets in the doors, but before I could get a look in them the car salesman was coming back.


He hung in the open window. “He’s holding at five; the motor and transmission were rebuilt no more than a year ago and the tires are brand new.”


I reached down and turned on the heat, splaying my fingers over the vent as the engine began heating up and exhaling warm air. Turning in the seat, I could see the slide-out cargo tray. “You’re sure she wasn’t either a hearse or an ambulance at one point in her lengthy career?”


“Positive. The mail carrier put that in herself.”


“Did you know her?”


He looked puzzled. “Who?”


“The postal worker who owned it?”


He shook his head. “No, but I know the guy that did all the work; Sal Salvucci’s shop over on the north side.”


“You want to slap some dealer tags on it, and I’ll go visit him?” He started to speak again but I’d already pulled out a wad of bills big enough to choke a horse, peeling off five grand and handing it to him. “Get the title and paperwork ready and I’ll go over and talk to Sal.”


He took the money, smiling. “Friend, you have yourself a deal.”


The city of Rock Springs began its life split asunder by the railroad, the Lincoln Highway, and finally by I-80. Named for an actual rock spring, it’s claim to fame was coal, commemorated in a vibrant illuminated red sign that welcomed all visitors near the railyard that used to straddle the highway itself.


Taking a right on my way to the mechanic’s shop and under the highway, I spotted what I was looking for next door—one of those all-purpose fly-by-night electronics stores—and pulled in and parked at Flaming Gorge Vape.


The kid behind the counter with black hair and a number of piercings and tattoos looked up. “Help you?”


“Yep.” I took a deep breath. “I, uh … I need to buy a phone.”


The kid didn’t seem to think it was a big deal, even if it was for me, and he gestured toward the case underneath him. “Are you looking for something with internet access, games, HD camera, social media, 4G, 5G?”


I cleared my throat, looking around at the vaping devices, incense, neon signs, airsoft guns, and electronic junk. “Um, I just want to make and receive calls.”


He stared at me, speaking in the chopped cadence. “So. Just. Like. A phone?”


“Yep.”


He studied me some more and then reached down and placed one on the glass between us.


I looked at the relatively simple device. “Is that a flip phone?”


“Yeah, but it’s newer; they call it a JugBug, and it works and is real simple.”


“Simple is good.” I picked it up and studied it. “So, that’s it?”


“Well, no, you have to buy it and then we sign you up for a cellular contract, either long term or monthly.”


I flipped it open. “How much?”


“Twenty bucks for the phone and then twenty a month for the contract.”


“Why so cheap?”


“It’s refurbished or a trade-in; the people that buy those things generally die pretty quick.”


“I’m assuming by natural causes?”


“Huh?”


I gestured with the device. “I mean the phone isn’t killing them.”


“No. Dude. They’re just, like, old … and they die.” He shrugged. “Believe me, nobody under sixty wants one of these things.”


“Sounds perfect.”


“You want the gray one here? Or I’ve got one in red?”


“I’ll just take this one.”


“The red one is easier to find if you lose it.”


I pulled out my wallet and peeled off two twenties. “Here you go.”


“I need a credit card.”


“I don’t have a credit card.”


He stared at me some more. “What are you? Like, homeless?”


“No.” I slid the bills across the counter. “I just don’t have a credit card.”


He leaned his pudgy body back on his stool, almost losing his balance. “I don’t know, I’ve never done one with cash—I don’t even know if they’ll do that.”


“Well, I’ll tell you what. Do something ironic and call them up. I’ve got some business next door, which shouldn’t take too long, and I’ll be back in about twenty minutes. Then you can show me how to work that thing and, if not, I get my forty bucks back.”


Pushing the door open, I stepped outside and into the fresh air, happy to escape the modern age. Glancing toward Salvucci’s Rad Rides, I could see a man with a magnificent head of silver hair and a beard in worn blue coveralls, wiping his hands on a shop rag and walking around the Travelall, stopping to smile at all the stickers in the rear glass.


“Hey.”


He looked up to see me. “You buy this?”


“I was thinking about it.”


“It’s a great truck, I redid it for the woman that owned it last.”


“Blair McGowan?”


“Yeah. We pulled the 345, stroked and bored it and even found a four-barrel intake, and I made up a pair of custom headers for the thing. We ran a two-inch exhaust with flow-through mufflers, so she sounds good but not too loud.”


“Nobody wants to listen to that for 307 miles.”


He regarded me again with a hardened take. “No, they don’t.”


“When did all this work get done?”


He thought about it, tucking the rag in his back pocket. “I’d say we finished it about three months ago.”


“Right before she went missing.”


He took a moment to respond. “Uh-huh. Say, who are you?”


“Just a guy looking to buy a truck.”


He placed his fists on his hips. “Well, you’re asking way too many questions about Blair, and second, most people couldn’t quote the exact mileage of her postal route. So, when you decide to play straight with me, maybe I’ll answer your questions.” With that, he turned and walked away and into his shop where the sound of metal on metal and pneumatic tools drowned out my thoughts.


I followed him inside and found him in what passed for an office where thick, grease-stained technical manuals lined the walls, threatening to collapse inward on top of us. There was also a faded Ferrari flag, a few trophies, and a number of black-and-white photos tacked on the wall. “You used to race?”


He tossed the papers he was reading onto his overcrowded desk and lowered his glasses. “I used to wrench for the guys that raced, yeah.”


“Where?”


“Why do you ask? Does my East Coast accent upset your delicate western sensibilities?”


I chuckled, thinking about how much he sounded like my undersheriff. “No, it’s just there aren’t that many places to race Ferraris around these parts.”


“New York State, Pennsylvania, Connecticut, Ohio … Road racing.”


I continued to examine the photos. “Is that A. J. Foyt?”


“Okay, let’s talk turkey, here.” He sat forward in his chair, taking off his glasses and pointing an ear stem at me. “What’s your connection to Blair?”


“Nothing, I’m just buying her truck and I’m curious.”


He studied me for a moment. “Try again, and this is your last shot.”


I took a deep breath, taking a few steps into his office to move a stack of motor manuals and sit in his guest chair. “All right, I’ve been hired by some folks to look into her disappearance. They think it just seems fishy.”


“So, you’re what, a private investigator or something like that?”


“Something like that.”


“Well, your inklings are correct, because nobody puts that kind of work into a vehicle and then flies down to Rio.”


“Any suspicions?”


He laughed. “A bunch of ’em, but whether any of ’em will hold water is another story.”


“Tell me some.”


He ran his fingers through his silver mane. “The boyfriend, for one. He’s a real piece of work.”


“What’s his name?”


“Benny Schweppe.”


“What’s he do?”


“Works for a custom motorcycle fabrication shop on the south side, metal cutter and shaper operator—thinks he’s a regular Picasso in pig iron.”


“Anybody else?”


“Sure, anybody who has anything to do with that much-awaited Rock Springs Resource Management Plan, the Bureau of Land Management, Citizens for the Red Desert, the Wyoming Outdoor Council, the Greater Little Mountain Coalition, or half a dozen other organizations she pissed off.”


“She was an activist?”


“Big time. I think she thought it was still 1968. She wanted to put a fence around the entire Red Desert and never let another human being go into the place.”


“Anybody in particular she upset?”


“Oh, she got into a shouting match with Bill Higgins at one of those BLM hearings.”


“That name sounds familiar …”


“He’s the mouth for the Little Mountain Militia. Not that Blair was without her idiosyncrasies. You know she claimed to have been abducted by aliens; it was in all those oddball tabloids and a documentary thing on some idiot TV channel back in the ’80s.”


I stood up, shaking my head, and wandered toward the door. “Wow.”


“You said it, brother. Anyway, for my money you’re looking in the wrong place. I think she went missing out on the road.”


I turned to look at him. “You mean the postal route itself?”


“I do.”


“But her vehicle out there was found in the postal service parking lot.”


“For my money, somebody abducted her and then drove that Travelall of hers back to the parking lot and dropped it off just to avoid suspicion.”


“Isn’t there a camera at the rear of that building?”


He raised his hands. “You tell me.”


I stepped forward and extended a hand. “Thank you, Mister Salvucci. You’ve been a great deal of help.”


I’d started to walk out when he called after me. “Hey, you gonna buy that International?”


“I believe I might.”


“How much?”


“Five thousand.”


“It’s worth every penny of that. She said her father had one like this back in the ’60s.”


By the time I got to the parking lot, he was hanging in the doorway, calling after me some more. “I hope you find her; she was weird, but she was special, you know?”


“Why do you suppose she decided to take on the longest mail route in the lower forty-eight?”


“Prolly because somebody told her she couldn’t—she was like that.”


“How do I make a call?”


The kid from the Flaming Gorge whatnot shop held the phone out for me to see. “You just punch in the numbers and hit the green button. And to end the call you push the red one.”


“What do I do to answer a call?”


He looked at me as if I’d just wandered off the farm, and in many ways I had. “You open it up. Hit the green button. Same … procedure.”


I took the thing and looked at him. “We’re good to go?”


“Yeah. Hey, can I ask you a question?”


“Maybe, try it and we’ll see—keeping in mind that I may not be able to operate a cell phone, but I can field strip and reassemble a Colt 1911 semiautomatic in under forty seconds.”


His face was all but blank. “Never … mind.”


“See you on the trail.” I pushed open the door and walked out, climbing into the International and heading back to the car dealership.


After getting the paperwork and temporary tags for the Travelall, I drove across town and along the railroad tracks on the appropriately named Blair Avenue before taking the cutoff into an expansive trailer park.


Cruising the loop, I stopped in front of McGowan’s address and studied the small, well-kept yard and a postage-stamp-size deck that had only marginally been ruined by the couple of dismantled motorcycles in the driveway that I assumed belonged to the boyfriend. I didn’t want to cast too much attention on myself, so I pulled down to the next turnoff, where I parked the truck and walked the short distance back to knock on the trailer door.


There was no answer, so I knocked again.


I’d just about thought of trying the knob when I looked at the next trailer over and saw the curtains being drawn shut.


Giving up, I started back toward the Travelall when a voice called out to me from next door. “Hello?”


I looked over to see an elderly woman, with an extravagant hairdo in a brassy red not seen in the natural world, standing on what passed for a porch, bundled up within a blanket over her shoulders, a bathrobe and slipper peeking out from underneath.


“Can I help you?”


I waved a hand and continued toward the truck. “No, ma’am, I’m just looking for someone.”


“What are you doing driving Blair’s truck?”


I stopped and looked back at her. “I think I just bought it.”


“That’s a shame. I was hoping she was back.”


I turned and walked toward her, stopping at the small picket fence and the row of garbage cans between the trailers. “Did you know her well?”


“Well enough. How about you?”


“I’m afraid I didn’t know her at all.”


“Then why all the questions about somebody you didn’t know?”


“I guess I’m just curious.” I ducked my head in admonition and smiled. “That, and I’m the one who’s taking over her postal route.”


She studied my smile for a long while before rewarding me with one of her own. “Would you like a cup of coffee, Mister … ?”


“Walt. Just Walt.”


She studied me a bit longer and then gestured for me to follow her into the trailer house where it was no warmer inside than out. Following my breath like a steam train overrunning its rails, I closed the door and watched as she pulled two mugs from a cabinet and set them on the worn Formica surface of a small breakfast nook along with a jar of freeze-dried instant Folgers and a single spoon. “I’m out of milk.”


“Never use it, Ms… . ?”


“Frasier, Flossy Frasier.”


I glanced around the trailer’s crowded interior. “Flossy?”


She fanned a hand, pulling out a cigarette and lighting it. “My stage name. I was, um … I was a magician’s assistant back in Reno, you know?”


“The kind that get cut in half?” It sounded a little dubious, but I went along with it. “Ms. Frasier, do you have any heat in this place?”


“Supposed to, but that wall unit pilot light keeps going off and I play hell trying to get it started.” She put the kettle on and turned to face me. “Caught my hair on fire the last time.”


“Would you like me to try?”


She smiled with a few missing teeth. “Mister, I thought you’d never ask.”


After lighting the heater, I moved to the small bench seat and slid in across from her as she filled our mugs and stirred them both, continuing to smoke. “Blair used to keep it lit for me, but since she’s been gone …”


“What do you think happened to her?”


“I think that no-good boyfriend of hers had something to do with it, whatever it was.”


“Benny Schweppe?”


“Exactly.”


“So, you don’t think she just left?”


“No, I do not. Why would anybody think that?”


“How well did you know her?”


She sat back, looking out the window where I’d first seen her. “Well enough to ride the route with her a few times, just an aged Thelma and Louise.”


“The 307-mile postal route?”


“Yes.”


I lifted the mug and attempted to thaw my taste buds. “What was she like?”


“The kind of person I enjoy living next to—independent, truly independent in mind and spirit.”


“I understand she was somewhat political?”


“She was definitely a child of the ’60s.” She sipped her coffee and stubbed out the butt in a clay ashtray that read OWL CLUB, EUREKA, NEVADA. “I mean she could be something of an activist, concerning things that were important to her.”


“Like the Red Desert?”


She rested her mug back on the surface of the table and sat there staring at it. “Very much like the Red Desert. That was a personal cause of hers.”


“So, you think it might’ve been political enemies?”


“Maybe, but she had more than her share of loose wing nuts out there on her route—people I wouldn’t want to see every day, but she didn’t back down from much.”


“Any names you can give me?”


There was a sudden and tremendous crashing noise outside, and Flossy reached over to pull back the curtain. “Oh, shit …”


There was more noise as a voice bellowed from next door. “I told you not to put your trash in my cans, damn it!”


She let the curtain fall shut and then sat there with her hands clutched in her lap, shaking.


“Ms. Frasier?”


She slowly stood and then walked to open the door, stepping outside where the crashing noises continued. “I’m sorry, Mister Schweppe, but mine were full and I didn’t think you would mind if I …”


The bellowing continued. “I pay for every one of these cans that they empty, and I’m not paying to have your trash hauled off! Do you hear me, you old bitch?”


I stood and walked through the front door and onto the small porch next to Flossy as the man in question, I assumed Benny Schweppe, dumped a full can of trash onto the elderly woman’s lawn.


He was tall and stringy with a salt-and-pepper ponytail, and when he picked up another, I stepped off the porch and started across the lawn. “Hey, you don’t have to do that, Mister Schweppe.”


He finished emptying the can and threw it in the woman’s yard. “I know you?”


“No.”


“Who the hell are you, then?”


I took another few steps toward him and could make out the tattoos on his neck and even the three teardrops inked under one eye. “Just an interested party.”


He reached under a hooded shirt jack for the waistband of his pants. “Back off, big man.”


I continued toward him but raised my hands. “Hey, I’m not looking for trouble.”


“Well, you’re about to find it, motherfucker.”


“Look, Benny …”


He yanked out what looked to be some kind of cheap semi-automatic and leveled it at my face.


I stopped and then cocked my head, looking at Ms. Frasier and then back at him. “Are you actually pulling a gun on me over purloined trash cans?”


He stared at me. “What the hell does ‘purloined’ mean?”


“Borrowed.”


He frowned and gestured with the 9mm toward the Frasier woman. “I have told her to not put her trash in my cans and week after week she damn well does it again and again.”


“Benny, have you been under a lot of emotional stress lately? It just kind of seems like you’re overreacting a bit.”


He swung the barrel back at me. “I said, do I know you, motherfucker?”


“Benny, there’s a lady present.”


He sneered. “She’s a piece of shit, retired hooker from the Biggest Little City in the World who keeps using my trash cans, motherfucker.”


“Benny …”


He shook the gun at me like it was a stick as his voice became even more shrill. “Stop using my name like you know me, goddamn it!”


It’s a given that, in these types of situations, the first step is to get yourself out of the line of fire, which I did by stepping sideways and grabbing the gun’s slide action with my left hand. Most people are afraid to do that for fear that if the gun fires it’ll hurt your hand, but it won’t. Then grabbing his hand at the rear of the gun with my right, I twisted up and back, forcing him to the ground as he began screaming. The problem was the low picket fence between us, but I was able to leverage the weapon from his hand and then toss it behind me into the dry and dead grass next door.


I looked back at Flossy to reassure the woman on the tiny porch with her hands covering her mouth, and when I turned back to Benny, he punched me in the chin.


It wasn’t much of a punch, and I think he was shooting for my nose, but with the pain in his other hand where I’d come close to breaking his finger, his aim might’ve been off.


I’ve got a big chin, and his fist bounced off as he reached down, first clutching the one hand and then the other, screaming his favorite phrase some more. “Motherfucker!”


I’d just started to turn away when he made some kind of martial-arts noise and threw a boot up at me. He was off-balance from trying to nurse his fingers and it wasn’t hard to catch the foot and flip him backward, where he fell onto the gravel driveway and started rocking back and forth. “You broke my finger! You broke my finger, motherfucker!”


I turned back to Ms. Frasier. “I should probably go.”


Glancing around at the other trailers, she nervously lit another cigarette and nodded. “Maybe so.”


I stepped over the part of fence broken in the scuffle to walk around him, but misjudged in that he drew himself up and charged at me. I tried to turn but wasn’t fast enough, and he bounced off the sidearm at my hip and then fell onto one of the trash cans that littered the driveway.


Glancing back at Flossy, I shrugged. “You have to give him credit for persistence, huh?”


She folded her arms with a worried look, moving toward the door. “I guess.”


I started to walk away again but this time one of the trashcan lids clipped me on the side of my head, knocking off my hat. I reached up and felt the blood where the thing had gotten me and then headed back for Benny. “All right, Captain America …”


He must’ve thrown it from his knees and then fell backward, and was now crab-walking away from me as I approached. Grabbing another lid, he whipped it at me like a Frisbee that whacked my knee and damn well hurt.


Scooping up the nearest can by the handle, I lifted it over him and then brought it crashing down; I thought it might contain him long enough for me to make discretion the better part of valor, but as soon as I started to let go, he began kicking me.


I held the can in place and then picked up one of the lids and began beating it against the can with him in it. “Can you hear me?”


“Fuck you!”


“I’m about done with you, but I want to make sure you understand that if you give Ms. Frasier here any trouble, I’m going to be back.”


“Fuck you, and fuck her too!”


I beat on the can some more, only pausing to add, “Benny, I’m starting to lose patience with you …”


It was about then that a Sweetwater Sheriff’s Department unit squealed to a stop at the end of the driveway and a very earnest and nervous-looking deputy threw open her door and leveled a .40 Glock at me from over the roof. “Sheriff’s Department, I need you to drop the weapon!”


I gestured with the trash can lid. “You mean this?”


“Drop it!”


I did as she requested.


The deputy was reaching for her cuffs as I complied. “Now turn around and put your hands behind your head and lace your fingers.”


I started to do as she ordered and turned, but then stopped, calling back over my shoulder. “It’s at this point that I should probably tell you that I’m armed.”


Flossy stared at me, incredulous. “You’ve got a gun?”


I shrugged and carefully pulled my coat back and unsnapped the .45 from the holster with two fingers, glancing back at the deputy.


Now she looked real nervous. “Just … Just toss it on the ground, there.”


“I’m not tossing my vintage 1911 Colt on the gravel.”


Flossy continued to stare at me. “You have a gun?”


I reached over and sat it on the up-sided bottom of the trash can as Schweppe’s voice echoed from inside. “You have a gun?”


I placed my hands behind my head, lacing my fingers. “Shut up, Benny.”
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“What the hell, Walt?” Sweetwater County Sheriff John Grossnickle sat across the table from me in the interrogation room with his easy smile, shaking his head. He was young, in his second term, and in the right. “Did it ever occur to you to come in and introduce yourself—maybe tell us what the heck you’re doing here?”


With the handcuffs somewhat limiting my dexterity, I fingered the bandage on the side of my head where the trash can had clipped me and where the deputy who had performed the arrest had patched me up. “I was getting to that.”


“After you put one of the citizenry in a trash can and started playing the 1812 Overture?”


I dropped my hands in my lap. “It was more of an Art Blakey kind of paradiddle.”


“Walt.”


“I was just taking a look around and asking some questions before I came in and bothered you guys.” I glanced at my manacles. “Are you going to uncuff me now, John?”


Grossnickle stood and walked around the table, sitting on the corner and looking at the two-way mirror on the wall. “Did you know that my county is the largest in the state?”


“I do know that.”


“Did you know that it’s the eighth largest in the country?”


“No, I didn’t know that.”


“I have over a hundred people in my department.”


“I knew it was a big department.”


“Well, let me tell you, what I don’t need is one of my fellow sheriffs coming down here and rootin’ and tootin’, you catch my drift?”


“I do.”


He reached down and unlocked the cuffs, tossing them on the table with a clatter. “All right, who are you working for?”


“Mike Thurman, the postal inspector out of Colorado.”


He nodded. “Concerning the missing McGowan woman.”


“Yep.”


“And this Thurman fellow doesn’t think we’re up to the job?”


“He’s family, the cousin of my late wife.”


“So I can look forward to a bunch of federal agents swooping in here and looking over my shoulder?”


“Nope, just me.”


“I almost prefer the federal agents.” He stood and walked toward the door but then stopped, turning with his hands on his hips. “Schweppe wants to press charges, but the fact that he was brandishing a sidearm seems to undermine his claim that you assaulted him.”


“Well, I kind of did, but only after he started brandishing.”


“And then you started brandishing the trash can?”


“No, he brandished the trash cans first … at least the lids.”


The easy smile returned, and he shook his head at the speckled tile floor of the interrogation room. “That’s a lot of brandishing.”


I stood, rubbing my wrists. “You can ask Ms. Frasier about the order of the brandishing.”


“Flossy? She’s got enough to contend with in this life.” He knocked on the knobless door and it was opened, and he gestured for me to follow him across the hall where the nice young deputy handed me my badge wallet, sidearm, and my own cuffs from across a counter.


The brunette smiled a becoming smile. “Hi.”


“Hi.”


She shrugged, sticking out a hand. “Officer Rivera, sorry about all this.”


I shook the hand. “Just doing your job.”


She continued to smile at me. “I’ve had to arrest Benny three times, so I know where you’re coming from.”


“He’s a unique personality.”


Grossnickle pulled at my arm. “C’mon, if you’re really nice to Jake Moline, the primary on this one, he might share his report and talk with you about the case.”


I pushed the .45 into my holster. “So, no brandishing?”


“No, let’s try and keep the brandishing to a minimum from here on out, shall we?”


He led me down the hall past the reception area to a small commissary where a balding, heavyset man in his forties sat at one of the tables, drinking a cup of coffee and thumbing through a folder.


He stood as we approached. “Sheriff Longmire, I’ve heard a great deal about you.”


I glanced at Grossnickle. “None of it good as of late, I’m sure.”


John ignored me and moved over to the machine on the counter. “I’m getting a cup, you want one?”


“Please.” I looked around. “You got a bowling alley around here too?”


Moline slid the folder toward me. “Blair McGowan in toto.”


I looked at it. “Kind of thin.”


“Really thin.”


“You want to just tell me the story?”


He laid an arm on the back of the chair next to him and looked at the ceiling, hooking an index finger in his collar and loosening his tie. “June ninth, McGowan reports to the post office for her daily run at four thirty a.m. She sorts the mail, loads it, and begins her route. All 307 miles of it. All the fine folks of Superior, Point of Rocks, Red Desert, Wamsutter, Lamont, Bairoil, Jeffrey City, Sweetwater Station, Kotey Place, Atlantic City, South Pass City, Farson, and Eden received their mail that day. The next morning, June tenth, her vehicle is parked in the post office employee parking lot with the keys hanging from the switch. No one pays much attention, figuring she must’ve run out to get a cup of coffee or a bite to eat, but the hours tick by and Blair is a no-show.”


“Security footage?”


“You can see the vehicle pulling in but it’s impossible to see who drove it.” He sipped his coffee. “The postal folks called her house and woke up Benny, the walking skid mark, who I hear you attempted to can like he was Prince Albert, who tells them he hasn’t seen her since the morning before and that he has no idea where she is.”


“Does he have an alibi?”


Moline nodded. “Worked full shifts and overtime on both days, supposedly slept the rest but it’s hard to believe he’d have time to do anything nefarious—besides the fact that he’s about as useful as a pig roast at a bar mitzvah.”


I opened the file, looking at the report. “I hear he can shape metal.”


“He can run the machine that shapes metal, which means he’s marginally smarter than it is.”


I continued reading. “She was born in Riverside, California.”


“Yeah, but after graduating from high school she ran off to San Francisco before spending thirty-five years in the valley near Fresno.”


“She has a daughter?”


“Yeah, so far we haven’t been able to pin her down, and from what I’ve gathered it wasn’t a close relationship.”


The sheriff returned, setting both coffees in front of us, and then sat down, facing his investigator. “What did she do in Fresno?”


“Worked for the hospital for the first fifteen years, then twenty with the postal service in California before she retired here.”


I continued reading and found myself on the last page of the report with a lot of bizarre-looking information. “What’s all this?”


“Links to the documentary they did with her on the alien abduction thing along with the tabloid stuff that made a big splash.”


I raised my eyes to look at him.


“Yeah, I know. But there are some at-length interviews, and I thought they might shed some light on who she was and what might’ve happened to her.”


I closed the file. “What are your thoughts?”


“I don’t think she just walked away, I think there was something going on on that jumbo-size route of hers, or …”


I sipped my coffee. “Or what?”


“The aliens really got her this time.”


“Who is this, and what the fuck have you done with Walt Longmire?”


“It’s really me, honest.” I cradled the cell phone in my ear trying not to talk too loudly in Fiesta Guadalajara, a restaurant comfortably nestled on the first floor of the Park Hotel complete with a plastic tropical forest. “How did you know it was me, anyhow?”


My undersheriff and betrothed continued. “Caller ID, your name came up—not that I really believe it’s you, anyway.”


I nursed my beer, then dipped a chip in some salsa as I waited for Mike Thurman to show up. “What’s going on?”


“Ruby, Saizarbitoria, and I are cleaning out the evidence lockers because the sheriff hasn’t done it since the Polk administration.”


“Nixon.”


“Whatever.” I listened as she readjusted herself in her office chair. “So, are you through farting around down there or what?”


“No, I’m going to have to go out and run the route just to see what I’m up against.”


“Why?”


“It’s important to Mike, and he’s family.”


“How is that again?”


“Martha’s cousin.”


“Oh, right.” I listened as Vic Moretti breathed and missed hearing it in person. “So, what, another couple of days?”


“For now.” I read off the information I’d called her about. “Bree, short for Sabrina McGowan, that’s the daughter, possibly somewhere near Fresno. See if you can come up with anything?”


“I heard you got arrested.”


I spotted Mike and waved as he came in through the hotel lobby, but he didn’t see me. “Momentarily.”


“I heard you put somebody in a trash can?”


“How did you hear about that?”


“Ruby’s friends with the dispatcher down there in Sweetwater County. Personally, I think the dispatchers have their own information syndicate going on.”


I stood, waving again. “Miss me?”


“Not when you give me shitty jobs like this to do.”


“I miss you.”


“You should. I’ll call you when I find the daughter.”


I watched as Mike came over and sat opposite me, placing a small bag on the seat beside him and plucking a menu from the holder. A waitress approached and Mike pointed to my Pacifico, whereupon she immediately departed.


I continued my conversation with my slightly miffed staff. “You sound pretty confident.”


“I am.”


The phone went dead in my hand, and I held it in front of me, carefully punching the red button and closing it up. “Howdy, where’s my dog?”


He studied the menu. “It’s a phone, you don’t have to handle it like a bomb disposal unit.”


I gently placed it on the surface of the table. “It’s my first one.”


“Congratulations. I put your dog up in your room and fed him. Along with that rifle case.” The waitress arrived with his beer as he turned to me. “Speaking of, what are you having?”


“Fajitas, beef.”


He looked up at the waitress, scribbling away on her pad. “Same, but with chicken.”


He lifted his beer in a toast. “What’s in that case, it weighs a ton?”


“The Cheyenne Rifle of the Dead, a Sharps .45-70 that I was hoping to have appraised up in Cody at the Buffalo Bill Center of the West before heading home.”


He nodded. “I heard you were arrested.”


We tipped our longnecks and both took a slug. “What, is there a billboard?”


“Grossnickle called me.”


“Checking up on me, is he?”


“I think he’s one of those guys who check everything.”


“Good man.”


“So.” He took another sip. “What have you got for me?”


“The general consensus on Blair McGowan is alien abduction.”


He suddenly started. “Oh, shit, I brought this for you.” He reached beside him, placing the bag on the table and slid it toward me. “I got you something.”


I peered in the bag. “What is it?”


“A portable DVD player, but now that I see you have an actual phone, I could’ve just texted you the links.”


“I don’t think my phone can do that.”


He studied the simple-looking device. “What can it do?”


“Make and receive calls.”


“Oh brother.” He slid the bag to me some more. “This DVD player—do you have any idea how hard these things are to find these days?”


“No.”


“Well, they are, and lucky for you I had one in the top of my closet.”


“Why do I need that?”


“It’s got all the interviews Blair did about her alien abduction.”


“And why do I need that?”


He shrugged. “I just thought you’d like to meet her?”


“Maybe not under those circumstances, but I’ll give it a look. How does it work?”


“You plug it in and hit play.”


“I think I can handle it.”


We sipped our beers. “So, Tess Anderson is accompanying you on your route driving tomorrow morning?”


I nodded. “At least for the first leg on I-80.”


“The Snow Chi Minh Trail.”


I chuckled. “So they say.”


After putting the Sharps in the hidden compartment of the International, I lay on my bed in the corner room of the fourth floor of the Park Hotel with Dog. I had to admit the place had seen better days, but there was no one else in the forty-some rooms and the grand old lady still had her charms with dark woodwork and transoms above the doors, and a private bathroom including a massive, claw-foot tub and hot and cold running water.


The hotel wasn’t particularly open to the public, but Mike had secured me the room in the firm belief that I was in “deep cover,” whatever that meant.


The Park was famous for a momentous party that took place on June 30, 1919, that was supposed to have been wrapped up by midnight, just under the wire of a new law called Prohibition. For all intents and purposes, the party had continued into the night and into the next morning. Not that Prohibition had done that well in Rock Springs after being implemented, as the great number of immigrants who worked in the surrounding mines owned vats for production of their own, personal imbibing. During Prohibition, a grand total of one hundred carloads of grapes were received in the greater civic limits of Rock Springs, and only a few years later the town made headlines across the country as “the wettest spot in the western United States” when a federal seizure with a US marshal and more than fifty deputies confiscated so much bootleg hooch that they had to use a special railroad car to remove it.


I reached for one of the cans of Rainier I’d purchased at the Cowboy Lounge below and took a swig, and then grabbed the DVD player and sat it on my lap. After plugging the thing in and hitting the play button as Mike had directed, I watched as the show started and the dated graphics and crappy techno music of Mysteries from Beyond began. After a moment of this, some cheesy-looking actor with very pale-blue eyes that had played some character in some show that was long since canceled appeared on the screen and did his best to convince me to sacrifice the next thirty minutes of my life to watching this C-grade TV show.


I really didn’t have much choice in that it was a job and who knew, maybe Blair McGowan was up for an Emmy.


Showing a group of cows meandering in the blue light, the actor’s voice extolled the alien abduction period in the ’70s. “Boar’s Tusk monument, near the Killpecker Sand Dunes—not the place you would think of when considering an alien abduction, but it was here that Blair McGowan first met Higgo One, an alien who had traveled billions of light-years.”
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