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“Nobody’s fool, that stranger,” wise Penelope said,


“he sees how things could go. Surely no men on earth


can match that gang for reckless, deadly schemes.”


— The Odyssey, Robert Fagles translation




Hello Ohio, the back roads


I know Ohio, like the back of my hand


Alone Ohio, where the river bends


And it’s strange to see your story end


— “Ohio,” Over the Rhine
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When the bullet tore through Myles’s left shoulder, nicking the brachial artery and spinning him around in a cloud of blood like a kite caught in a sudden wind shear, Penny was just over three miles away at the costume shop, arguing with a girl wearing too much mascara about the store’s return policy and thinking about how much she’d rather be home.


When the second bullet punctured Myles’s chest and careened through his right lung, sending him to the ground as his mouth bloomed red and the pain sheared his brain in two, Penny was doing her best to hold her tongue, because she really needed this job, not that the girl was helping with so much attitude. Attitude and lies—like Penny believed for one second the girl had put the cowgirl costume on once and taken it off again when she saw it didn’t fit, and not pranced around some party in it half the night.


When Myles, to Pryor’s surprise, rolled to his right and pumped off three shots of his own—pop-pop-pop—shattering the side window behind the driver’s seat of the van and forcing Pryor to squeeze his good eye shut as tiny, gravel-sized shards of glass sprayed his face, Penny stopped midsentence, this close to tearing the girl a new one, because of a sudden, inexplicable feeling that something wasn’t right.


She paused for a full five seconds, wrestling with her thoughts, before dismissing the worry as nothing more than a continuation of the dread she’d felt since picking Myles up at the prison the day before, followed by Pryor’s frightening midnight visit several hours later. Who wouldn’t think dark thoughts given all that? It was a miracle she was able to do her job when it came right down to it.


And so it was that when the van raced through the stop sign, barreling down the street because of the shattered window and because of Archie’s insistence that there’d been a cop right behind them—a claim Pryor doubted as soon as it left Archie’s mouth—Penny was taking a deep breath and offering the girl store credit as a compromise. As a result, she had no way of knowing that the last thing Myles heard before the darkness swallowed him was the screech of tires and the sound of a child’s voice yelling and his own wet, ragged breathing, each gasp slower than the last.
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Pryor asked again, even though he knew the answer wouldn’t change.


“Sure that was a cop?”


“I’m sure.” Archie’s voice sullen and low.


“Sure?”


“Sure,” Archie said.


Pryor had his doubts.


They were parked down the street from Michigan’s apartment listening to the sound of sirens fill the air. No way in hell they could go anywhere close to Pryor’s or Archie’s at this point. He thought briefly about Mae and her place, if you could even call the squalid squat where she stayed a room, and then remembered he’d already taken care of that headache and she was out of the picture. Someone else’s problem now. So it was Michigan in the end, and it worked out in a way because he had the cardboard and the tape they needed to cover the shattered window which beat having to go buy supplies some place, which would have added yet another complication to the mix. That was all Pryor needed, because he had to think carefully about what should happen next. Very carefully.


Baby—Myles—had thrown him for a loop. He had to give him that. What kind of idiot goes jogging with a target on his back like the one Pryor put there the night before, warning him on Penny’s mother’s porch? But there he’d been, catching Pryor and them unawares as Archie drove the van around the corner at the bottom of Eureka, and before Pryor realized what was happening Myles produced a gun from somewhere and a sharp crack spider-webbed the windshield right where he was sitting. Leaning out the window, returning fire, Pryor thought: It wasn’t supposed to go like this. I was the one supposed to get a drop on him. None of that would have mattered though, because his aim was true and Myles went down like a dog, red blossoming on his chest and in his mouth. And it would have been all right and he would have finished him then and there if Myles hadn’t surprised them again, firing back after he was down and bleeding out, and if Archie hadn’t suddenly yelled, “Cop!” and gunned it up the street before Pryor took the kill shot.


Except Pryor really wasn’t sure the car behind them had been a cruiser. Which made him wonder what the fuck Archie was up to.


It also made him wonder again what Myles was thinking, running around like that. And whether he had counted too carefully on Archie and Michigan keeping their mouths shut if his plan had worked and he’d taken Myles out.


“Where to now?” Michigan said, interrupting his thoughts.


“I’m thinking.”


“There goes another cop,” Archie said.


Pryor looked up and saw the third cruiser in a row streak past up on Broad. When it was gone, he turned and saw that both Archie and Michigan were staring at him. The look in their eyes made him feel like a mother hen. Always taking care of them. Always the one they went to for direction. Mother fucking hen. No. Not a chicken, he thought. He was a, what, that guy with the stick with sheep. A shepherd. That’s what. A shepherd with a bunch of sheep. Seems like all he had to deal with anymore. Mae too—until last night. At least that was done with. At least that problem was out of the way.


And just like that, he made his decision.


“We’ll go on out there, I guess.”


“Out where?”


“To the farm.”


“Now?”


“Now,” Pryor said.


“We have everything we need?”


Everything but Baby, Pryor thought bitterly. Pissed at him for not cooperating, and now pissed at him for not dying properly.


Though part of that was on Archie.


Because he wasn’t sure that had been a cop behind them.


“Yes,” Pryor said. “I’ve got everything I need. It won’t be long now.”


“Hope you’re right,” Archie said, starting the engine as yet another cruiser roared east along Broad.


“Me too,” Pryor said.
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He’d been out running. That’s what Mama told her as they drove like hell to the hospital, the manager’s cries of protest at her untimely departure still echoing in her ears. Good riddance. The guy was a perv and a creep, anyway, always staring at her chest when they were alone in the store. Mack was safely back at the house with Ma-Maw watching him. Early evening, light fading, but not quite dark yet. A time of day that was supposed to be safe. Not two blocks from the house when it happened.


Running. After what Pryor had said to him. The way he’d threatened Myles last night, not even out for one full day. What the fuck?


He was in surgery at Grant for what felt like hours. They arrived at eight thirty and nobody would tell them anything. They were in the waiting room, Mama, red-eyed and shaky, Penny drawn up within herself, looking at nothing and everything, when the detectives came by. A Black guy and a white lady. They made Penny stand up and took her around the corner to a different waiting room, smaller and empty except for some old magazines and a plastic plant in the corner. The lady took her and Myles’s names.


“He just got out?” the Black detective said.


“Yeah.”


“Today?”


“Yesterday.” Avoiding eye contact so he wouldn’t see how scared she was.


“Any idea who would do this?”


Penny shook her head.


“Certain about that?”


“Yeah.”


“He’s out a day and someone shoots him,” the Black detective said. He was big and beefy, like he’d played football and not just in high school. She wondered idly if he knew Archie. Head shaved with a goatee and freckles running up and down his cheeks.


“So?”


“So maybe it’s connected?”


“Connected to what?”


“To whatever he went in for.”


Penny shrugged. Kept her face a mask, trying to reveal nothing. Maybe one good thing she’d learned at work, around those costumes all day long.


“They found a gun.”


“What?”


The lady detective. “They found a gun by Myles.”


“Okay.” Her stomach contracted.


“Does he own a gun?”


“No, obviously.”


“Do you?”


“No.”


“Any idea why he’d have one?”


“Who says he had one?”


“I just said they found one, next to him.” The lady’s face unnaturally brown, like she tanned or vacationed a lot. Hints of black roots in her too-blond hair.


“He just got out of prison,” Penny said. “He’s a felon now. He’s not going to have a gun. He was jogging, wasn’t he?”


“It appears so.”


Her heart beating fast, thinking about what the detective was saying. Thinking about what Myles said that morning, at breakfast, as they reviewed the implication of Pryor’s visit the night before. It’s him or me, sounds like.


“What was he in for?”


“What?”


The detective repeated her question.


Penny paused. She guessed she’d have to tell them. They’d figure it out, sooner or later. Cops always did.


“Armed robbery.”


Now she really had their attention.


“He was the driver,” she said, quickly. “He didn’t go inside the bank. That’s on camera.”


“What bank?”


Again, the hesitation. Why the fuck had he gone running? Unless—


“The bank, miss?”


“Chase Bank,” she said. “Eakin Road.”


“When?”


“Four years ago.”


Now it was the detectives’ turn to pause.


“Didn’t somebody die in that?” the lady said.


Penny nodded, miserable.


“A customer,” the detective said. “Had a heart attack, right?”


Penny nodded again. Fought to keep the mask on.


“Pryor pulled that job,” the Black detective said.


Another nod. Not trusting herself to speak.


“But he didn’t go to prison.”


She shook her head again.


“Why not?”


The lady detective said, “Hung jury.”


“Hung?” her partner said.


“I remember now. Pryor had an alibi of some kind, right?” The lady, to Penny.


“I guess.”


“Even though this guy testified against him.” Penny realized she was talking about Myles.


“Yeah.”


“Lucky bastard,” the lady said, and Penny knew she meant Pryor.


“Whatever.”


She could see it in their eyes, the pieces falling into place like a sped-up film of someone putting a jigsaw puzzle together.


“Pryor must have been angry about that,” the Black detective said. “About Myles testifying against him, I mean.”


She didn’t answer.


“You seen him around, since Myles got back? Heard from him?”


Another head shake, more vigorous this time.


“You’re absolutely certain about that?”


Pryor on the porch the night before, grinning, blinking his eye.


“Well lookey who’s home.”


“Beat it,” Myles told him, standing protectively in front of Penny, as she tried not to launch herself at Pryor and scratch his eye out, especially given the way he was looking at her, barely dressed in the bathrobe she hastily put on when the knocking woke them up.


“Listen, Baby. Got another job for you,” Pryor said.


“Get lost.”


“It’s a big one, Baby. Big pay-off. Set you up for a long time.”


“Stop calling him that,” Penny said


“Calling him what?”


“Baby.”


“Stop calling him by his name?”


“It’s not his name. And this ain’t no fucking movie.”


“You’re pretty when you’re pissed, Penny.”


She felt Myles tense beside her. She placed a warning hand on his back. They couldn’t afford to give Pryor the satisfaction of losing it. Not now.


“Fuck off,” Myles said.


“Well, problem with that is, you sort of owe me. What you did to me. My bung hole’s still sore from where you screwed me over.”


“I took a deal. That’s life.”


“Fuck life, Baby. I got a proposition.”


“I said—”


“Drive for me again. You’re the best I ever had. Do the job, we call it even.”


“I told you, I’m done with that shit.”


“Done?”


“I’m not going back.”


“Back? You haven’t even left yet. Just because you’re out doesn’t mean you’re out.”


“I’m not driving,” Myles said. “I’m not doing another job. I’m not doing anything for you. What’s over is over.”


“So, you’re a nobody, then.”


“What?”


“From now on, you’re a nobody, Baby. And you know what happens to nobodies.”


“Penny?”


The Black detective.


“Yeah?” She blinked, coming to, staring at the waiting room’s drab walls.


“I asked if you’re sure you haven’t seen Pryor around?”


“I’m sure.”


“Any idea why he was out running like that?”


“Who?”


“Myles.”


“No idea.”


“Maybe he was looking for someone? Like Pryor, perhaps?”


“I don’t know,” Penny said, wondering if that were true. “He started running in prison. In the yard. He probably just wanted some exercise. Stretch his legs on actual streets.”


The tanned lady said, “So no idea who might have done this? If, say, Pryor was involved? Or why Myles had a gun?”


“I told you no.”


Fuck fuck fuck.


It went on like that for a good ten minutes. She knew they could tell she was lying. Not that that was any big surprise. You’d have to be an idiot not to figure out what was going on, especially with Pryor’s name popping into the middle of things like a turd under a Christmas tree. But Penny wasn’t telling them anything else. Not yet. She knew what Pryor was capable of. She’d seen it. Myles had nailed him to the wall that day in court, laid it all out. And yet somehow Pryor walked free. And it wasn’t the first time he’d beaten the system, or left bodies in his wake. Darren Garretty, hello, just for starters. And of course, Cousin Ed. And most dangerous of all, Pryor had a long memory. Very, very long.


Obviously.


In the end, they gave her their cards and told her to call them if she thought of anything. Clearly frustrated. The Black detective reminded her about obstruction charges. Said they were on her side but only up to a point.


“You change your mind, you call us.”


“I don’t know what happened,” Penny said.


“I hope he’s okay,” the lady detective said.


“Thanks,” Penny said, walking back to rejoin Mama.


Around midnight, a doctor finally emerged and called Penny’s name. Dark-skinned guy with a British accent. He said Myles was stable but unconscious and only time would tell.


“He’s very strong. Healthy heart. Someone else, that many shots . . . I don’t know.”


Penny thanked him. She didn’t know what else to say. Mama surprised him by reaching out and hugging him. After a moment, he hugged her back.


They gave her five minutes. He was lying in a bed with tubes snaking out his gut and wires everywhere attached to machines that were flashing lights like some kind of bomb about to go off in a spy movie. He looked almost half machine himself. He was pale, yet his chest rose and fell regularly, thanks to the ventilator covering his face. Of course. He couldn’t breathe on his own. Penny took his hand and called his name, but he didn’t respond. She sat there until a nurse came and told her she had to leave. She leaned over and kissed Myles on the forehead and left the room and went down the hall and back to Mama.


And began thinking about a plan.
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There were two ways to drive into Darbytown from Columbus. You could take the last exit off I-70 in Madison County, turn right onto the Madison-Union Road, then turn left on old 31, cross into Darby County a mile later, and drive into town from the east. That’s the way Pryor preferred. A week ago at dusk, coming that direction, he clipped a groundhog that crept too far onto the berm on the right side of the road just as he drove by. The van shuddered a bit as he jerked the wheel over onto the gravel, but he hadn’t minded after seeing the animal in his rearview mirror convulse in paralyzing quivers as it crawled a few feet before going still. Satisfying, like. Blue van with a gray door that Pryor found on a side street on the South End. Good enough for what they needed it for.


That way into Darbytown was good for that kind of thing. For groundhogs. The other way took longer and involved wider roads that fewer animals crossed, at least when it was light out. You stayed on 70 into Darby County, took the exit for Route 31, turned right, then right again, and rolled into town. It was the way they took now.


Thanks to the stunt pulled by Myles—by Baby—that forced them to leave town tonight instead of tomorrow, they were a day ahead of schedule. But it shouldn’t really matter in the end, Pryor thought. He texted Robby as they left Columbus and told him there’d been a change of plans. Robby hadn’t been too happy about it, but that wasn’t Pryor’s problem. Michigan behind the wheel, slowing at Pryor’s order as they came into town proper and the street changed names to Main. A joke comparing Michigan’s skills behind the wheel to those of Baby, but what were you going to do? They drove into the town square under a canopy of maple branches arching over the street, limbs intermingled like warriors locked in a death grip. Pryor told Michigan to do a once-around, follow the yield signs to the left, and slow again as they passed the bank so everyone could have a good look. Darby Farmers National Bank. Weathered granite exterior with a pair of stone pillars like petrified tree trunks guarding the door. Lots of windows, but the lobby itself not visible from the street.


They pulled into the restaurant parking lot two minutes later. Pryor made Michigan park the van at the far end. It probably didn’t matter. Lot pretty full, even for a Thursday night in September, just like Robby predicted, meaning they wouldn’t stick out much either way. Except for the cardboard over the van’s window, but some things just couldn’t be helped. According to Robby, the restaurant did nothing but shovel people in and shovel food inside them and shovel them back out morning, noon and night, no matter the day of the week or the month of the year. Amish-style cooking. People couldn’t get enough of it.


Robby showed up a couple minutes later. He parked three spaces away and exited his car slowly, looking around. Pryor whistled for him, short but loud, and Robby’s head jerked up at the sound. Everyone knew Pryor’s whistle.


“Okay,” he said, walking up to the van, sweat beading on his upper lip.


“Okay, what?” Pryor said.


“I’m ready. I can drive you out there. Show you where it is.”


“We’re not ready.”


“Okay,” Robby said, uncertainly.


“We’re hungry. You said this place has good food.”


“I guess.”


“Amish style.”


“Yeah.”


“What’s that mean, anyway?”


“I’m not sure.”


“What do you mean, you’re not sure?” Training his eye on Robby, holding his gaze until he looked away. Which didn’t take long. “It must mean something.”


“Home cooking, I guess. Like, you know, filling?”


“Sounds good. Go buy us three dinners. Chicken dinners.”


“Now?”


“Now.”


“I thought you wanted—”


“We’ll get to that.”


“I’m not sure I’ve got enough money.”


Pryor stared. “You remember our deal?”


“Yeah.”


“You remember what I said about cooperating?”


“Yeah, but—”


Pryor handed him his phone. Showed him the headline he’d punched up. It had popped fifteen minutes ago.


POLICE RESPOND TO HILLTOP SHOOTING


Pryor waited while Robby read the short article. When he was finished, Pryor said, “We have a deal, right?”


“Yeah.”


“Three chicken dinners.”


After Robby trudged away, they sat with the van running and the windows rolled up, the air conditioning blasting until Michigan complained he was cold. Pryor ignored him.


“Why’d Robby get to go in there?” Archie said.


“Don’t be an idiot.”


“What?”


“Like you wouldn’t stand out a hundred yards in every direction.”


“Because I’m Black.”


“Because you’re so well dressed. Give me a break.”


There’s a cop, Archie had said. Pulled the van away before Pryor could finish the job. Not that he had any doubts Myles would survive the bullets he put in him. But still. Had there been a cop? He really wasn’t sure. And that was his reward for letting Archie drive them through the neighborhood instead of Michigan. Michigan drove for shit but at least he did what you told him to.


“You could have sent me,” Michigan said.


“Shut up.”


Truth was, it was debatable which of the two would stick out more. Archie, a Black guy in a rural county without a single other Black person living there as far as Pryor could tell, unless you counted some of the darker Mexicans working in the Azteca kitchen farther up the street. Or Michigan, who had somehow thought it a good idea to have a blue dagger tattooed over the left side of his face, starting above the eye, down to the lid, and then tapering to a point below the eye. The notion, Pryor knew, was to model himself as some kind of warrior, like the guy in that movie about the Scottish hero. But the result was ludicrous, as if he’d been run over by a bike tire coated in blue house paint. That and his blond hair turned heads almost everywhere they went. It ruled Michigan out as a guy who could handle anything inside, from casing a place to doing the actual stick-up. One look at the security cameras and the cops would just roll their eyes and type in the BOLO. Jimmy O’Brien, aka “Michigan.” O’Brien not even a Scottish name—even Pryor knew that much. Once upon a time, it would have mattered to Pryor. It would have been one more thing to factor into his plan. But that was before Baby turned him down—before he signed his own death sentence by refusing to rejoin Pryor. The two of them together—they could have accomplished something. Because Baby was the best Pryor ever used.


Now he was stuck with just Archie and Michigan, each uselessly conspicuous in his own way.


But not for much longer. Not for what he had planned for them.


“You see the cop?”


Pryor started. Robby, back again, standing at the van window.


“What?”


“The sheriff’s deputy. Came in right after us.”


“Deputy?”


“Yeah.”


“Where?”


“Over there.” Robby jerked his head behind him. Robby: tall and pudgy with long dark hair that always looked like it needed washing.


“Get in.”


Robby did as he was instructed. Inside, he handed each man a plastic bag. The smell of roasted chicken filled the interior.


“Guy see you?” Pryor said.


“Don’t think so.”


“What was he doing?”


“Nothing. Just drove in, took a look around, drove off again.”


“He didn’t make you?”


“Don’t see how he could have.”


Pryor didn’t say anything. He reached into the bag and pulled out a white Styrofoam container of food. He opened it, picked up a chicken breast, and took a bite. Shit. Robby was right. Amish style. It was good. Warm and juicy and salty. He glanced behind him and noticed Archie and Michigan were watching Robby instead of opening their own meals.


“So, you ready?” Robby said.


“Do I look ready?” Pryor said, spooning himself a glob of mashed potatoes.


They sat for a few minutes in silence, eating their chicken dinners. Pryor would say this about the Amish. They were weird birds, with the horses and the buggies and the old-timey clothes and the houses gutted of plumbing and electricity, and all those kids wearing miniature versions of their parents’ outfits like creepy life-sized dolls. But they sure as hell could cook chicken. When he was finished eating, he closed the white box his meal had come in—not very Amish-y, come to think of it—and tossed it onto the passenger seat floor.


“All right,” he said to Robby. “Now we’re ready.”
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Penny thought about leaving as soon as they arrived home from the hospital. Strike while the iron was hot—wasn’t that the expression? But she changed her mind after coming inside with Mama and accepting hugs from Ma-Maw and Clyde and peeking in on Mack. He went to sleep just fine, they assured her. But she couldn’t leave without saying goodbye to him, a proper goodbye, even though she couldn’t explain where she was going. And the more she thought about it, there were things she was going to need she couldn’t just acquire in the middle of the night. A reliable car, for starters: the Aurora stalled twice at lights just on the fifteen-minute drive home from Grant. And a working phone—her piece of shit flip phone wasn’t going to cut it. And of course, the most important item. Three things she didn’t have. But she knew where she could get them. Hoped she could get them.


If only she’d known what Myles was up to. If only he’d told her—trusted her—so she could help. Which she would have done so gladly.


Pryor, licking his lips as he moved his eye down her exposed leg last night before she covered it with the robe.


And startling her that day in the costume shop, two weeks before Myles was due for release, asking about him. About her. Whistling at her the way he did, the sound so loud, eye trained on her chest. Asking innocently about Donald Trump masks when the manager walked up, asking if everything was all right.


No, the trip would have to wait until morning. Which was probably a good thing, because she had to figure out exactly how she was going to do this. Not the why—she’d known that even before seeing Mama’s anguished face as she entered the costume shop with the news. She’d known from the moment she sat down beside Myles that morning and he offered the only realistic solution to their problem, whether he was serious about it or not.


We could kill him.


Well, she considered. She guessed he’d been serious about it after all. Serious—and so hopelessly naive.


No, it was not the why, or the what, or any of that. It was the how she had to think about. For that she needed just a little more time.


[image: img]


Penny slept better than she’d expected. Awake by seven, her skin sticky in the humidity, Mack sprawled beside her like a starfish. She rubbed her eyes, kissed their son lightly on the cheek, and gathered her things. Her plan had formed overnight, crowding out her dreams, and although she couldn’t quite see to the end of the road, she knew where to start. The beginning of the journey had become as clear as the air after a late-summer thunderstorm passes through.


She stuffed a shirt and socks and some underwear into a blue drawstring nylon bag with “Columbus Metropolitan Library” printed on it that she found in the basement. Left over from some summer program when she and Brandi—Brooke now—were kids. She added a bottle of water and a half-empty wax-paper bag of cereal pulled from the box. She found two slices of pizza in the refrigerator leftover from Myles’s welcome home party two days earlier. She had one for breakfast and stuffed the other in a plastic bag and threw it in with the other things. She found the knitting she left on the chair the night before, exhausted as she came home from the hospital, and stuffed that in there too, long needles right on top.


She’d almost thought it was going to work out—Myles being home and all—as first the party wound down, and then she put Mack to bed, and eventually they retired to her room.


Sitting beside Myles and taking his hand. Him looking at her, his eyes wide, taking in her face. Reaching over and putting his free hand around her neck and leaning in and kissing her. She wasn’t sure how to respond right away, it had been so long. Then something stirred in her, the remnants of an old fire, and she kissed him back. Slowly, in an awkward dance of whispers and giggles and cautions not to wake Mack, they fell back onto the bed and tugged heatedly at each other’s clothes and soon were grappling naked beneath the sheets. Fucking like teenagers. There would be time for something slower down the road, over the next few days, but not tonight. It had been a long three years, and now she had Myles back, for good.


“Penny?”


Mama, standing in the kitchen doorway, shapeless in an oversized Ohio State T-shirt and white sweatpants, a red crease on her left cheek from where she slept funny. Penny hadn’t heard her come down.


“I need to go away for a couple of days,” Penny said.


“Go where?”


“There’s something I need to do.”


“Do?”


“I need you to watch Mack. Watch him carefully, you understand? You be with him all the time. You and Ma-Maw and Clyde. All right?”


“I don’t understand.”


“I’m sorry, Mama.” Penny walked to her and held her. Not even fifty, her mother felt soft and frail, the way Ma-Maw felt when you hugged her and how much older was she? The years had aged Mama. Penny had aged her, she thought, fighting back regret like sudden nausea. That year she ran the streets with Myles after high school—


“What about Myles?”


“I’m going to the hospital to see him now. I’ll tell him.”


“Is he awake?”


“I doubt it.”


“Then how?”


“How what?”


“How will you tell him?”


“I’ll take care of it,” Penny said.


She left her bag by the front door and walked back upstairs. She sat beside Mack and rubbed his back, his tiny shoulder blades like stunted wings, until he stirred.


“Hi, little guy.”


“Mmm.”


“Mommy has to run an errand. I’ll be gone for a little bit. But I’ll be back.”


“Daddy.”


“He’s at the hospital. He’s just fine.”


He reached out and grabbed her around the neck. “I don’t want you to go.”


“I won’t be long. Gramma’s here. And Clyde and Ma-Maw are coming by soon. You mind them. And be a big boy.”


“Can I see Daddy?”


“In a little bit. As soon as I get back.”


“Will you bring me something?”


“Like what?”


“A toy.”


“I’ll see what I can do. You be good, okay?”


“Okay, Mommy,” he said, laying his head back down on the bed. She stroked his damp hair until she heard his breathing even out again. She heard a clicking sound and turned and saw Gus come into the room. She held out a hand and the dog approached. She scratched him and patted the bed. The dog hesitated a moment, and then jumped up and lay down beside Mack.


“Good dog,” Penny said, and stood up and left the room.


“Don’t go,” her mother said, meeting her at the bottom of the stairs. Her face puffy, eyes red and shiny, like she’d stuck her head into a bag of bees.


“Myles had a gun,” Penny said.


“What?”


She repeated what the detectives told her. “Do you know where he got it?”


“No.”


“Did anyone come by?”


She shook her head. “He just went running. That’s all I know. And then—”


“Okay.” There was no use pushing it. All the people at the party. It could have been anyone.


“Remember what I said. Watch Mack all the time. You understand?”


“What about Brandi?”


“What about her?”


“Shouldn’t I call her? Tell her about Myles. She could help.”


“Don’t call Brandi.”


“Why not?”


“Just because.”


“She might be able to—”


“Please?”


Her mom blinked her shiny eyes and nodded.


“I’ll be back as soon as I can. Don’t let Mack out of your sight.” She hugged Mama a second time and then was through the door and outside. She started the Aurora, saw it had barely a quarter tank of gas, which was just enough, and headed east on Broad, toward the hospital.
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Opioid receptors.


“Opioid receptors,” J. P. mouthed, moving his lips as he drew out the syllables.


Then, reading aloud: “Opioid receptors.”


He looked around shyly, unused to hearing the sound of his voice by himself like that. Sasha raised herself from the couch, turned in a circle once, twice, licked herself, then plopped down and went back to sleep with a sigh.


J. P. didn’t know why he struggled with the phrase. It wasn’t that hard a concept. The pills, the Oxys, the Percocets, the Vicodins, and of course the heroin, all did the same thing, more or less. Rewired your brain, was the way the book put it. Cooked the brain, more like it. He understood that part. It was the technical aspect he stumbled over. The chemicals in the drugs blocked receptors—not quite sure what those were, but he’d get to that—that were found in people’s heads. That explained the dazed looks, the flat affect, whenever he and the paramedics walked into the houses, into the basements and rec rooms and bedrooms—heck, even the town library, more than once—and found the overdoses laying there like discarded mannequins. The way they saw the girl last week, turning blue, eyes fluttering, breathing shallow like someone had just told her some really bad news, yet hardly anyone in the room seemed to care. Only the little brother, couldn’t have been more than thirteen or fourteen, who’d stumbled downstairs after he heard something and found his sister and had had the good sense to take her phone and dial 911.


Not that it made any difference in the end.


Outside, the sound of a car door shutting. Sasha off the couch like a shot, a blur of white fur and ribbons. A minute later, the jingle of keys in the bungalow’s back door, and then June was home in a swirl of papers and purse and pink flowery vinyl lunch bag and the smell of her perfume. “Hello?” she said, her voice carefree, but entering the dining room she stopped, the expression on her face someplace between bemusement and annoyance.


“You’re all dressed. Didn’t you get my text?”


“Well, yeah, but—”


“But what? Listen, Deputy, this baby’s not going to make itself.”


“I’m sorry.” He glanced guiltily at the textbooks. “I got distracted.”


“I’ll give you distracted, J. P. In about six-zero seconds.” She shot him a smile not at all like the one she saved for church. “C’mere, Sasha,” she said, setting her things on the kitchen table before turning and scooping up the pom.


“Distracted, my foot,” she sang out as she beelined for the stairs.


J. P. blushed, following the progress of his wife’s backside until she disappeared around the corner, and then lifted his phone to reexamine the text in question. Two hearts on either side of a peach, sent minutes before, so just as she was leaving school. No question what she had in mind. And he did, too, for sure. At this rate, he could embrace the work you apparently put in to have a baby. It’s just—the exam, his first, only a week off. The class harder than he anticipated. Drugs and the Criminal Justice System. He’d make it through, but the material was tough. “Tough as week-old tenderloin,” as his father used to say. Just one more paragraph, J. P. promised. He adjusted himself—radio, cuffs, mag case, Taser, flashlight, SIG—and went back to the textbook, back to opioid receptors and breathing rates and skin color and muscle spasticity. Another word he had to say out loud. But he never had the chance. He heard the upstairs toilet flush and the faucet run and then June’s voice from the top of the stairs, loud and insistent.


“What the heck? Don’t you have to leave soon?”


“Sorry, sorry,” he said, pushing the book aside.


“Sorry is right if you don’t get up here.”


He stood and undid his utility belt and set it on the chair, the gun thunking lightly on the wood, and then beat feet for the upstairs bedroom. There, he found the blankets pushed down to the foot of the bed and June sprawled on her side on the bottom sheet, not one stitch of clothing on, shooting him that smile again.


“Now we’re making progress.”


“Roger that,” J. P. said, kicking off his shoes and fumbling with his zipper.


“I packed your dinner. You saw it?”


“Yes,” he said, pulling off his brown uniform trousers with the black stripe down the leg.


“Two sandwiches, and chips, but also carrots, all that Vitamin A,” she said. “The better to see me with.”


“I can see you just fine,” J. P. said, sliding his boxers off and moving onto the buttons of his dress shirt.


“You like what you see?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Then why don’t you show me?” she said, in that affected drawl of hers he only heard at one particular time, always between the two of them.


“Well now. Looks like someone’s finally on duty,” she said as he finished undressing and climbed into bed, the frame creaking a bit at his girth, and into her arms. J. P. kissed her and she kissed him and that went on for a minute or so and then he paused, and she said, “What’s wrong?”


“Trespasser,” he said, reaching over and palming Sasha. He dropped the pom gently onto the floor where she landed with an indignant yip.


“Silly Sasha,” June said, and the matinee resumed and the next thing J. P. knew he was on top and inside her, and they rocked up and down for a while making all kind of noise, and then June’s breathing deepened and she gasped in that singsong way that always signaled it was about to happen, and then it did happen and she breathed out that sound like she was hitting a high note during the final hymn. And then a short minute later it happened to him too and he made the same ooh noise he always made only this time really loud. For him.


“I love you, Deputy,” June said after a few moments.


“I love you too,” J. P. said, audibly enough for her to hear it, because they’d talked about that.


But also because he meant it.


“Pillows,” she said after a minute, and he raised himself and carefully positioned them beneath her rear end. “Helps the little spermies slide home,” she informed him the first time she made the request, and who was he to question it?


“Anything?” June said a minute later as she maneuvered his head onto her stomach.


“Sounds like gas,” he said. “Is that a good sign?”


“Maybe there’s a whole choir in there.”


“Gonna need a bigger car in that case.”


He shifted himself and lay beside her, thinking about opioid receptors.


“J. P.?”


“Yes?”


“Promise me we’ll still do this after we have kids. And even when I’m old and fat. Fatter, anyway. That we won’t be like just any old couple.”


“You’re not fat.”


“I’m serious. You promise?”


“Oh, if you insist.”


 “I mean it, J. P.” She turned to him. “The other day, at the Dutch House after church? Jan Rittmaier told us she and Hank only do it once a year, on his birthday. Can you imagine?”


“Wow,” J. P. said, his mind reeling at the revelation about his one-time, long-ago girlfriend. Not at the thought of the Rittmaiers only doing it annually. That pair, he was surprised it was so frequent. But at the notion that Jan confided something that intimate to June and the other girls from Bible study. He tried to imagine telling one of his few male friends something similar, and decided quickly not in ten thousand years. Correction. Ten thousand and one.


June took his left hand and intertwined his fingers with hers. He looked at her engagement ring next to the gold band. His grandmother’s ring—his father’s mother—because that’s all he could manage when he proposed. A quarter carat. So small.


“I love my ring,” she said, following his gaze. “And I love you so much.”


“I love you too,” he repeated.


“I’m so proud of you.”


“Thank you,” he said, forcing the words out.


After another minute, she hoisted herself off the bed and headed for the bathroom. When she returned they traded places and then he dressed and went downstairs and fastened his utility belt back around his thick waist. He closed the textbook and carried it over to the bookshelf and slid it between his book on public speaking and the book on marksmanship June gave him the previous Christmas, their first since the wedding.


“Church tonight,” June said, coming downstairs in the sweats she wore after school while she planned for the next day. “We’ll probably go to Dutch House later. Do you want anything?”


“Maybe not.”


“You sure?”


“Yes,” he said, not sure.


“That was nice,” she said, kissing him on the cheek. “Even if you didn’t read my text.”


“I read it.”


“Then follow the instructions, next time. Wake me up when you get in?”


“Yes.”


“Your cowlick,” she said. She used her fingers to smooth out his hair.


“It’s fine.”


“Not quite. There. Now it’s perfect.”


“Thanks.”


“That was nice,” June repeated.


“Very nice,” he said.


“Glad you agree, Deputy. Now go make the bad guys behave.”
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J. P. drove into the employee lot behind the sheriff’s office and parked quickly. He left his car in a hurry and strode up the walk to the brick building, watching himself approach in the glass double doors like someone with a gun to his back, forcing him forward. Not happy with the sight of his reflection but nothing he could do about that right now. He went inside and smelled green beans and instant mashed potatoes and what passed for Salisbury steak in warming pans drifting down from the jail, dinner already prepared. The cheapest meals possible, under Sheriff Waters. Not like when J. P.’s father was around, when he knew better than to run a jail crowded with a bunch of hungry prisoners always on the edge of revolt.


J. P. glanced up at the camera in the corner and waited for Joyce to click the interior door open. Was it his imagination or had she waited an extra couple seconds to hit the button? Taken her time because what were the consequences? He pulled impatiently on the door as he heard the buzz and went inside.


The others were already in roll call, if that’s what you called sitting at the conference table while Vick slouched by the door with his clipboard, reading off assignments.


“Holy shit,” Marks said, looking at J. P. as he took his position against the wall. He never sat. They had never sat when his father was here. “Are you late?”


“Sorry.”


“God in heaven,” Marks said. “Might be a first. The mighty J. P., late for duty. Everything okay?”


“Okay,” J. P. said, keeping his eyes on Vick. But Vick was watching Marks as if he were the only person in the room.


Marks stood up, which was a sight, because he was a big guy the way mountains are big. But not mountains of rock, J. P. thought. Mountains of garbage.
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