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			PROLOGUE TO A KILLING

			Bathed in the light of a dying Coleman lamp, two fingers and a thumb gripped the handle of a coffee cup printed with large hibiscus flowers. It was dainty and feminine but much lighter than a traditional coffee mug. The cup rose from a matching saucer, guided by a weak, trembling hand that still bore the bruise from the I.V. that had been in it. When the cup met a pair of thin, pale lips, it tilted slightly. Alan Lewiston closed his eyes as he slurped the black coffee, paused, then took another careful sip.

			“That’s good, Mama,” he said, his voice little more than a coarse whisper. He set the cup aside, and another unsteady hand came up to wipe his chin. Weakened by the cancer in his stomach and his advanced age, this was as long as he’d been out of bed in months. It didn’t matter where he was, he was dying, but at least the living room was a change of scenery. Two months ago, the doctors had given him six to live. By his account, he’d never see the weather cool off.

			Alan settled back in the worn-out recliner and smiled, rolling his head to the matching chair on his left. Though age and dim light hid most of her face, his wife’s smile lifted his spirits. In their sixty-five years of marriage, they’d raised three kids, six dogs, and enough corn and peas to feed an army. It had been a good life, but it was coming to an end, either tonight or a few months from now.

			“Let’s turn the light out and get in the basement, Shug.”

			Alan shook his head slightly. He didn’t have the energy to do much else. “You go,” he said, a weak hand urging her onward. “I’m tired of hiding. I’m too old and sick to do it anymore. If I got down them damned steps, I’d never get back up again.” He took a ragged breath and offered a sad smile. “I don’t want to die in a damp, cold basement.”

			Bethel Lewiston shook her head. She’d lived with his stubbornness most of her life. “Hard-headed as ever,” she said, unable to completely hide her smile. She lifted her own cup from the saucer in her hand and took a sip. “Why do you think it will come here this year? It ain’t never come before.”

			One shoulder shrugged weakly. “I don’t,” Alan said. He drew in a hitched breath and let it out. “I hope it does. Maybe if it takes me, it’ll get the same damned cancer I got. I hope it suffers a miserable death, too.”

			“Hun,” she pleaded, putting a hand on his arm. “You don’t even know if it works that way. It might not even come, much less catch cancer. Then all this will be for nothing. You’ll have worn yourself out for nothing. If you won’t go to the basement, at least let’s go to bed.”

			Alan shrugged again. “I been hiding from that thing my whole life,” he said, leaving the rest to his wife’s imagination. He had been hiding, year in and year out, from the same unseen devil as everyone else he knew. So had his wife. They’d grown up on neighboring farms outside of Friendly, Alabama. Their lives were linked by proximity and the same misfortunes as everyone else. Her long raven hair was gone, and so was the strength in his back, yet here they were. Still living under the same specter, and it showed no signs of weakening with age.

			“Well, if it comes here, I reckon it’ll get the both of us then.”

			“Don’t be a fool, hun. Go downstairs.”

			“A fool? If that ain’t the pot calling the kettle black.”

			The corners of Alan’s mouth pulled into something like a smile. Bethel always called him stubborn, but in her own ways, she was too. It was one of the things he loved about her. “I’d like to see it.”

			Bethel sipped her own coffee and nodded. No one had ever seen the creature that plagued their little town of Friendly, probably because if you saw it you didn’t live to talk about it. Dead men tell no tales. “Folks say it’s a vampire.”

			Alan nodded. “I reckon that’s what it is, of some kind or other. Probably don’t look like they do on TV.”

			Bethel sipped her coffee again and nodded. She sat the cup and saucer down to silence the rattling caused by her shaking hands. She offered the lie of a smile when her husband looked at her. She was scared, and despite his bravado, she knew he was too. Dying of old age, or even cancer, was one thing. Being ripped apart was a horse of another color.

			As a child, she’d often wake in the midst of a nightmare screaming. It was always the same creature. Though she nor anyone else knew what it looked like, her mind had pasted bits and pieces gleaned from gossip together to form an image of what the creature looked like. The same figure haunted her mind now, all these years later.

			The creature in her mind was gaunt, hunched over, its shoulders at an odd angle. It had long arms with razor-like claws dripping with blood. The legs were odd, mostly like a frog’s back legs, but the toes had long claws as well. The face that haunted her dreams was dark and twisted, scarred. A mouthful of pointed teeth hung over the bottom lip. It had no hair, only a pale scalp pockmarked by scabs and patches of dark, wiry hair. The thing breathed through its open mouth, almost panting. Saliva escaped the corner of its curled back lips and hung from its chin. It moved quickly, unafraid like it knew there was nothing anyone could do to stop it.

			Bethel closed her eyes as a shiver ran through her. She knew the creature probably didn’t look the way she thought, but it didn’t matter. It probably looked fierce enough to give her a heart attack.

			“You okay?” Alan asked, looking at her with his brow furrowed. “You went all pale.”

			Bethel rubbed her forehead with a trembling hand. “I’m just tired, I reckon. It’s getting late.”

			“Go to bed then.”

			She shook her head. “Sleep wouldn’t help even if I could. I’m old, Shug. We both are. I don’t know about you, but I’m tired of being scared, you know. I guess I agree with you on some points. I don’t want to do this anymore. I can’t.”

			Alan nodded. “That’s why I’m sitting out here and not huddled in the basement.” He reached over and took his wife’s hand. “I guess if it comes, it’ll get us both, and we’ll be together on the other side.”

			She smiled. “That’s something to look forward to.”

			“The Bible says that we’ll have new bodies when we get to—” Alan stopped, looking up as a heavy thud struck the roof. He swallowed hard and looked at his wife. Her eyes were full of fear, and she was on the verge of crying. He smiled and took her hand. “It’s okay, Mama.”

			“I want you to know that I’ve loved you with all my heart since the day we met.”

			Alan spared a glance to the back door, then looked at his wife. “Me too. I thought you were the most beautiful girl in the whole world.”

			Bethel ran a nervous hand over her thinning gray hair and smiled.

			“I still do,” he said, his eyes going back to the heavy wooden door that led to their back deck. “It’ll be over quick, Mama. Don’t worry.”

			Bethel screamed when the door burst open, spraying splinters across the room.

			“Go to hell, you—” Alan’s voice went silent as the creature crossed the room in an instant, wrapping long fingers around his throat. Bethel opened her mouth to scream again but never got the chance. Another hand shot out and silenced her.

			───────

			Outside, darkness swallowed the town. Everyone was in their “safe place”. All windows and doors were boarded up. The town was dark and silent while everyone waited restlessly for the sun to rise, bringing a close to the threat of death, at least for another year.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			One year later

			June 3rd. Early Morning.

			Truman Malone looked at his reflection in the mirror and released a frustrated sigh. The knot in his black uniform tie was crooked again. Normally a mundane task, his fingers didn’t want to work right. The tension, the dread had been building, and the day was finally here. Though he loathed to admit it, he was nervous.

			Giving up, he slid the tie loose and pulled it from around the light blue uniform shirt, proclaiming his as an officer of the Friendly Police Department, Friendly, Alabama. Leaning forward on the sink, he dropped his head with a heavy sigh.

			There were only a few times that made him hate being a police officer. Meeting politicians was one, belligerent citizens were another, but the worst would begin today. He hated the first few weeks of June. The very thought of it knotted his stomach.

			He turned, looking into his room as a knock came at his door. Living on the third floor of a hotel had its advantages. He got clean towels every day and clean linens twice a month, and he rarely got unexpected guests.

			Tossing the tie onto the bathroom counter, he went to the door. Opening it, his eyes widened at the sight of a tall red head looking back at him. Dressed in a pair of slacks and an unassuming blouse that hid her natural curves, a smile tugged at the corner of her lips as her green eyes washed over him.

			She moved quickly, grabbing his shirt and pushing him back as she moved into the room. Closing the door with her foot, she spun him, pressing his back against the door. Fingernails dug into both sides of his rib cage as she threw her body against his, her lips hungrily kissing his neck.

			“Well,” Truman said with a smile. “Good morning to you, too.”

			She withdrew, putting a finger firmly to his lips. “No talking.” Her hands went to the back of his neck as her body slammed into him again. One leg rose, trying to wrap around his waist as her lips met his in a frantic kiss.

			“I haven’t slept at all. My cravings for you have been torturous.”

			“You get to talk, but I don’t?”

			She pulled back quickly. Her brow creased deeply, her breaths coming in rapid pants. “This is no time for your silly jokes. Shut up and take me. I need to have you inside me before I die.” She stretched up, finding his lips again as her hands explored his chest.

			As Truman moved from the door, she climbed his body, wrapping her legs around his waist and grinding her crotch against his. “I need this so bad,” she moaned as Truman carried her to the bed. He let her go, dropping her on the bed, but she held him with her legs, pulling him down with her.

			Propped on his elbows, he hovered above her while her hands quickly began working the buttons on his shirt. Halfway down, her eagerness popped one loose, sending it flying.

			Truman stared at the woman below him in amazement. Typically quiet and reserved, this behavior didn’t fit her at all. Her eyes were afire with a ravenous lust, her body trembling with desire. Heat emanated from her body as if she might burst into flames. He’d seen her like this once before, and while he enjoyed every minute of it, the session took a toll on him. He’d ended up with several deep scratches and bite marks, as well as a pulled hamstring. He was no spring chicken, and satisfying a woman easily ten years younger than him wasn’t easy. Luckily, these encounters were rare.

			He lowered himself to her, pressing their bodies together, and she moaned, fingernails digging into his back. The feel of her body against his erased everything else he’d been thinking about, and there was only her. Only her enchanting green eyes, her flowing locks of red hair, her glorious, perfect body. And her savage desire. 

			Giving in to her, he kissed her lips roughly, pressing his growing excitement against her. His hands found her hair, clenching it in his fist as he pulled her head to the side. His mouth found her supple neck in a flurry of passionate kisses. Using her long legs to squeeze their bodies closer together as she arched her back, she closed her eyes, releasing a moan as her body shuddered with anticipation.

			They both froze as four steady knocks came at his door. They were forceful, evenly spaced like a cop knocking.

			Rising from her, Truman mouthed “Shit” angrily. Who could be knocking on his door this early? Only the woman below him and her father had access to the third floor.

			Andria’s eyes grew wide, her hands still clutching Truman. She shook her head and shrugged, beginning a silent conversation. He gave her a questioning look, asking if he should answer. Her brow creased deeply, and she shook her head adamantly. He tilted his head to the side, his eyebrows arched. Was it Jean, her father? Again, she shrugged, her eyes going to the door.

			“Truman? You in there?”

			Andrea closed her eyes, shaking her head. She took a deep breath and let it out silently. It was her father.

			Truman nodded to her, then turned to the door. “I am, Jean, but I’m just getting out of the shower.”

			“Okay. Sorry to bother you, but have you seen Andrea?”

			Truman looked back at her with wide eyes. Had they been caught? They both worked hard to keep their spontaneous encounters a secret. Up till now, he thought it had worked.

			“Not since yesterday,” Truman lied.

			“Okay. No problem. I can’t find her. If you see her, tell her that I cleaned up her puke from the hallway and that I don’t think it’s what she thought it was. I think it was maybe that sushi she ate yesterday.”

			“Uh, okay, Jean.” Truman eyed Andrea suspiciously. “I’ll let her know. If I see her, that is.”

			“Thank you. Come to breakfast. We have French toast. I know you love my French toast.”

			“Yeah. I’ll do that.”

			“Okay, Truman. See you soon.”

			“You too.” Truman’s shoulders dropped. Both held their positions until they heard footfalls leaving the door. When the coast was clear, Andrea’s legs dropped from his waist, and he flopped down on the bed beside her.

			“Are you sick?” he asked.

			She shook her head. “I don’t know what he’s talking about.” She sat up, straightening her blouse.

			Truman sat up, leaning forward to see her face. “You threw up?”

			“Fine. A little. It’s no big deal. I brushed my teeth and gargled before I came.”

			“While I do appreciate that, are you sick?”

			“I am not sick. You heard him say it was probably the sushi.”

			Truman nodded, accepting the explanation. “What did you think it was?” A smile crept to his lips as he looked at her. Their last encounter was a month ago, and they rarely used protection. He worried about her getting pregnant, but he’d never brought it up.

			“I am not a doctor, Truman. I have no idea.” She looked away as she stood from the bed, combing her hair with her fingers.

			Taking her hand before she could go far, Truman pulled her back to him. “I know you’re not a doctor. But what did you think it was?”

			“I told you that I have no idea.”

			“But you must have told Jean that you suspected it might be something.”

			“Look at you with that big goofy grin on your face. I wonder sometimes what I see in you.” She smiled, taking his cheek in her hand.

			“I don’t know either, but whatever it is, I’m glad you do.” His hands went to her hips, pulling her closer. “Now that Jean’s gone,” he began, kissing her stomach. “How about we pick up where we were.” His hands slid to her butt, moaning as he gripped her toned backside.

			“I’m sorry. I can’t now. He knows I’m in here.”

			“No, he doesn’t,” Truman replied, almost pleading. “You heard him ask if I’d seen you.”

			Andrea smiled as she pried his hands from her butt, holding them in hers between them. “I’m sorry for any discomfort I’ve caused you. I don’t know what’s come over me lately.”

			“Discomfort?” Truman asked, shifting his position on her bed. “That’s a nice way of saying it.”

			Andrea chuckled. “I truly am sorry. Perhaps I will make it up to you later.”

			Truman groaned. A part of him wondered what she’d do if he grabbed her, threw her on the bed, and had his way with her. He swallowed hard, considering it briefly, but decided against it. He couldn’t risk it. Their relationship always felt tenuous to him, and something like that might break it altogether.

			“I should go. I’m sorry.”

			Truman watched her go, crestfallen. “Shit,” he said after the door closed. Today was already going to suck. Now, it would be even worse.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			June 3rd. Morning.

			Downtown was already a hotbed of activity despite the early hour. There was no excitement, only the usual sense of urgency and fear. People were going through a well-rehearsed routine as they prepared for the seminal event of the year. It was that time of year again in Friendly, Alabama, but no one was celebrating.

			As he rolled through the streets in his police cruiser, Truman Malone took it all in with a veteran’s eye. He’d seen all this too many times to count. Well, he could count them but didn’t care to.

			When he married and moved to this place, his hair was dark and full. Now, it was neither. He wore a smattering of gray, gracing his temples with no shame. He’d been around the block enough times to gain some wisdom. 

			He knew who might need an extra set of hands and who didn’t, who needed some quiet reassurance to calm their nerves, and who would be mad about the whole situation. Those citizens never bothered him. The ones that pained his heart were the people who were quietly going about the chore of preparation. Those people had truly accepted what would happen and didn’t complain at all. They reminded him of an old plow horse, broken and resigned to its fate.

			All the apprehension, the oddness of the situation, had given way to a silent acceptance. So many people had never known anything else, having been born and raised here. For them, to not go through an early June in this manner would be strange.

			He knew people who’d moved away. There were plenty of them. Did they look at their calendars and see that it’s June 3rd and stop and think about those still here? Did it even give them pause, no longer being a part of the whole ordeal? He thought that it would. If you ever lived in Friendly for any length of time, you always took a part of it with you. You just didn’t tell anyone about it.

			Truman sighed, shaking his head. Even now, after so many years, the whole situation still felt surreal, like something out of a movie. The weeks surrounding June fourth were always full of anxiety as the push to get prepared took over the town. Some people quietly remembered the date from past years, while others hoped and prayed that this year wouldn’t be memorable for them.

			His eyes went to a flatbed truck parked too close to the corner of Second Avenue and Mulberry Street. A stack of battered plywood sat next to it on the manicured lawn of a two-story Craftsman that belonged to the Simmons family. He could write the driver a ticket, but he wasn’t going to, and everybody knew it.

			On the bed of the truck were more stacks of plywood, and plywood was a valuable commodity in Friendly, Alabama today. In many ways, it was the most valuable commodity in town.

			As he rolled slowly past, he found two young men in blue tee shirts. Scott’s Construction was written across their chests in yellow block lettering. Both young men, probably fresh out of high school, already had sweat rings around their necks. Neither looked at him as he rolled slowly past.

			One of them checked the clipboard in his hand and then passed it to Buford Simmons. The man whose wallet was normally as tight as the bark on a tree, signed the clipboard and handed one of them a check with a smile on his face. The young man slipped the check under the clip, tossed the whole thing into the cab of the truck, and yelled to his compadre, already in the process of strapping down the remaining plywood.

			From the looks of the amount of wood still on the truck, they had several more stops to make. They’d probably finish it and get a new load, working right up to curfew. Allowing enough time to get home before dark, of course. No one wanted to be out after dark.

			Scott Billows, of Scott’s Construction, made a good but fair living off the same few hundred sheets of plywood. Every year, starting on June first, his men would begin deliveries. Stacks of plywood would start showing up at houses around town. For Truman, sighting the first stack was like seeing the first robin of spring or the first bright head of a daffodil, only far less welcomed.

			The stacks varied in size, depending on how many doors and windows the house had. Scott’s customers got enough to secure every one of them. Every last entry would be boarded shut, and the people would disappear for nearly three days.

			Following the mantra of “what goes up must come down,” the same men would pick up the plywood in four days and haul it back to Scott’s shop. Of course, all of this was done for a fee, but people paid it willingly. It beat storing a dozen or so sheets of heavy, hard-to-handle plywood yourself. Most people simply didn’t have the space, the muscle, or the willingness to do it.

			Scott also had a crew that would install it on every opening in a client’s house, then remove it when the time came, but that was a different crew. They were the really busy ones, especially today. It was a race against the clock.

			All eight hundred sixty-seven people who lived in Friendly, Alabama, were preparing for the annual sequester. It was the biggest event of the year, though it lacked the excitement of the Fourth of July festival or the pageantry of the Christmas parade. The sequester was met mostly with a watchful eye, not discussed as much or even welcomed. Groups of old women didn’t sit around planning it. Nobody gave speeches at Civitan Park. There were no potluck dinners or ceremonies. Plywood was the only decoration.

			The sequester just came and went as unceremoniously as the winter rains or the summer heat. Through the years, it had become a fact of life, akin to hurricanes for people living on the Gulf Coast. Nobody liked it, but it happened anyway. Every year without fail for as long as anyone could remember. Thus was life in Friendly.

			The brakes on Truman’s car squeaked as he rolled to a stop at a traffic light. His eyes followed an elderly woman and a young man crossing the street in front of him. Mrs. Wooden was a widow, and her son, Mark, had moved back home from Birmingham after his father’s death to help her out with things.

			Mark’s father, a pig-headed, stubborn old man, was raised in the ways of his own pig-headed, stubborn father, which was the reason Mark moved away in the first place. Mark being gay and all. But, of course, that was the worst-kept secret in town.

			Truman smiled, offering a wave as they passed in front of him. Mark smiled and waved back. His mother simply cast a harsh stare in his direction, her lips pursed beneath her hawk-like nose. Never exactly what you’d call “sociable,” Mrs. Wooden’s temperament seemed to get worse with each passing year.

			Truman sighed, shaking his head as he watched them make the far sidewalk. He didn’t envy the kid being sequestered with Ester Wooden. All things considered, given the choice, he might just take his chances on the porch.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Preston turned his attention back to the town before him. The brick-paved road ahead of him was the official start of “Downtown.” It held the original buildings, most of which were still in use. Some had even retained the upstairs balcony where it was rumored that ladies of ill repute would call to passersby, seducing them to come upstairs.

			Of course, none of that went on in Friendly now. Times had changed, mostly for the better. On the corner facing him was a squatty brick structure made of mud bricks that had been painted gray. Once a saloon, it was now a furniture store. The bank of windows showed a mix of antiques and modern accommodations.

			Across the street was a barber shop. Oddly enough, it had always been one. The red, white, and blue striped barber pole didn’t turn anymore but still announced its presence well enough.

			There was a Five & Dime store that mostly sold an odd assortment of junk and some funeral flowers. The only reason Truman ever ventured inside was either to be sociable or to get an ice-cold RC cola.

			There was a jewelry store, a place that printed business cards and the like, and a few other cottage shops that catered mostly to women.

			In the center of town, looming over the other buildings, was the Jupiter Hotel. His eyes found it, and he smiled, wishing his shift was over.

			A polite beep from behind him pulled him back to the task at hand. He glanced in the mirror, offering an apologetic wave to the pickup truck behind him.

			He rolled forward but was forced to slam on the brakes, narrowly avoiding a pickup rattling through the intersection. Crossing in front of him, the truck drew a horn blast from an SUV coming from the opposite direction. The woman driving it threw her hands up at him, jerking a thumb in the direction the truck had gone. Truman grunted, muttering under his breath, and flipped on his lights. Turning left, he went after the truck.

			When the truck pulled into the Super Saver parking lot, he pulled in behind it. He didn’t bother calling it in or grabbing his ticket book. Truman knew the driver, and although the kid deserved it, he wasn’t going to write him a ticket anyway.

			Getting out of his car, he surveyed the occupants through the dirty back glass of the truck. There was some movement inside the cab, but not enough to cause alarm. They were probably just hiding a joint or two. The two occupants were likely Dusty Frasier and Mason Biggs. Pot was their drug of choice, but they never had enough money to buy much at one time.

			The two of them were thick as thieves and always seemed to be up to something that didn’t sit right with most of the people in the quiet, conservative community that Friendly had become. Most of it he could shrug off as youthful exuberance, but sometimes they did go too far. Like now.

			“Dusty,” Truman said as he approached the elbow hanging out of the driver’s side window.

			“That light was yellow, man,” he complained without looking at Truman.

			“We both know it wasn’t, Dusty. C’mon.”

			“Whatever, bruh.”

			Truman looked at the driver. In his late twenties, a scruffy beard clung to his chin. Oily, sandy brown hair hung well past his shoulders. A gold chain lay on his bare, freshly sunburned chest. Dusty held a general disdain for the police, and most of the time, the feeling was mutual.

			In a town as small as Friendly, there were few secrets. Truman knew both young men in the truck had gone through several dead-end jobs since high school, never keeping any of them long. They liked smoking pot and hanging out at the swimming hole much more than they liked gainful employment.

			Truman’s eyes darted to the passenger, likewise shirtless and wearing a pair of dirty jeans and cowboy boots. He, too, had been in the sun too long, enjoying the last days before the sequester began.

			“Mason,” he said. “How’re the folks?” The Biggs were a respectable family who carried a fair amount of shame for the way their youngest son turned out. Mason’s older brother had ridden his baseball prowess to a junior college upstate and had gotten a degree. The last time he talked to Wilson Biggs, their father, the man had proudly told him about his son’s latest promotion. Wilson didn’t mention Mason at all, and neither did Truman.

			“They’re good,” Mason replied, dropping his eyes to his hands. “Thanks for asking.”

			“Good. Good.” Mason tapped on the door of the truck with his knuckle. “Look, Dusty, I’m just going to give you a verbal warning, okay? Be careful, man. The last thing you want is to cause a wreck and end up owing a bunch of money. Or worse, catching a charge for vehicular manslaughter and end up down in Atmore for the next twenty years.”

			“The light was yellow, bruh.”

			Truman stared at the kid, fighting the urge to smack him in the face. That’s what he needed. Maybe then he’d finally grow up some. “Whatever. Look, just be careful, okay? Lots of people out, lots going on, as I’m sure you know. Just take it easy. Be careful.”

			“Well, maybe if the po-lice worried about the things that matter instead of rousting innocent drivers, there wouldn’t be so much going on.”

			Truman forced a smile, absorbing the comment with as much decorum as he could muster. “All the same, Dusty. Just be more careful.”

			“All the same, nothing. My uncle was killed last year, and y’all ain’t done shit about it.”

			Truman sighed, hooking his thumbs in his utility belt. Dusty’s uncle had been killed during the last sequester, but nothing Truman had heard led him to believe that they were close. Like his brother, Alvin Biggs was ashamed of his nephew and had little to do with him.

			“I am sorry for your loss, Dusty. I truly am, but there’s nothing we can do about that, and you know it.”

			“You could go out and hunt for that damned thing.”

			“That is one option. But there’s only five of us, including the chief, and he’s pushing seventy. We don’t even know where to begin looking. Besides, we’d need a hell of a lot more manpower. Maybe we could get a few volunteers. Would you care to put your name on the list?”

			The young man scoffed. “I ain’t getting myself killed. I ain’t no po-lice man.”

			A wry smile slid across Truman’s face. “Okay then. That’s what I thought. Have a nice day now. Mason, give my regards to the folks.” Truman turned and started toward his cruiser.

			“And, hey, fix your damned button, fatass!”

			Truman looked down at his shirt, remembering the button Andrea had torn away in her eagerness to undress him. He sighed and walked on to his car, ignoring the laughter coming from the truck as it drove away.

			He got into the car and slammed the door hard. “This day just keeps getting better,” he sighed. He’d felt angry and frustrated all morning and wanted to blame it on the way it started, but he knew that wasn’t it.

			The problem wasn’t Andrea or even those punks. The real problem was that there was nothing to do about what would happen soon, and any sane person knew it. He took the angry words in stride as best he could. People were understandably scared and frustrated. So was he. He didn’t like the sequester any more than anyone else. He just happened to be one of the ones wearing a badge. That meant he also had to wear the blame, like it or not.

			The radio in his car squawked to life as he watched the truck speed away. He lifted the mouthpiece from its cradle with a reluctant sigh. “Malone. Go ahead.”

			“Hey, Truman, you busy?”

			“Yessir,” Truman answered, recognizing his boss’ gruff voice. “I’m very busy. Extremely busy. Much too busy to possibly do anything else,” Truman said with a flat smile.

			“Good. That’s good. But I don’t care. You have to come to this meeting with me. We’ve got an appointment with a huge asshole.”

			“I’m no proctologist, sir.” Truman rolled his eyes, wanting anything but a meeting today.

			“Me neither, but all the same, he wants a meeting.”

			“I assume you’re talking about our illustrious mayor.”

			“The one and only. Who the hell else would want a chat right now when we’re so damned busy? You’re the deputy chief, so you better get used to the fun side of police work. It’s not all glitz and glamour, you know. Today you get to listen to a puffed-up jackass pretend like he has some real authority.”

			“Well, I was going to poke a hornet’s nest with a stick…”

			“As fun as that sounds, it’ll have to wait.”

			“Well, if you insist.”

			“I do. Come by the station and pick me up.”

			“My pleasure,” Truman lied. He replaced the radio with a groan. Meetings were always so boring and fruitless, especially ones with the mayor. He’d been elevated to deputy chief five years ago out of sheer attrition, but the small bump in pay wasn’t enough to cover the additional headaches. The only good thing about the position was that he only had to pull an occasional night shift.

			Typically, the job was quiet and easy. An occasional parking ticket, and sometimes a speeding citation. Every now and then, a man would have a little too much to drink and slap his wife around, and they’d have to haul him to jail. Even then, the guy always went peacefully. Usually, his wife would be waiting on them at nine a.m. to bail him out the next morning.

			There wasn’t much to do. Most people were amicable and followed the rules. Friendly, Alabama was, more or less, friendly. Most of the year, anyway.

			Truman rubbed his eyes with his fingertips, then moved to his temples. If anything good would come of the sequester, it would be the time off. His mind was tired, his body was tired, and all of a sudden, he was feeling his age.

			Sitting back with a sigh, Truman looked around the parking lot. People were coming and going with little sense of urgency. Old hands at this, people knew exactly how much time they needed to finish up and get home. They were stocking up on food and snacks for the sequester. Being shut up with your family for nearly three days was bad enough. Doing it without your favorite chips or a big ole bag of M&Ms would be torture.

			Watching the people come and go with their grocery bags, he wondered how many of them were buying milk and loaf bread, a staple people always rushed out to get when the odd forecast of snow came their way. He never understood the reasoning behind it, but it happened every time.

			His eyes landed on two women, a blond on her way in and a brunette on her way out. When they stopped to talk in the parking spot, the blonde said something, and they both laughed. Both women looked to be in their late twenties, probably had a husband and a couple kids. They stood in the sunshine and talked as if nothing were happening. As if they didn’t have a care in the world.

			Truman groaned out a sigh and started his car, wondering why this year’s sequester was getting under his skin so bad. After all, this wasn’t his
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