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Missouri in early May is wet. In the beginning of the month the ground is more like a bog and the mosquitoes are startin’ to take hold of their territory. The morning began crisp and beautiful, the remnants of an overnight shower making the new leaves twinkle in the sun. The whites of dogwoods and the ironic purple of the redbuds pop along the lane. Everything is bright and sparklin’, washed new by the spring rain. Everything is beautiful except for the ground beneath my feet.

My boot squishes into mud at least five inches deep. Though we had only gotten a sprinklin’ over night, the day before had brought ragin’ storms and the threat of a few tornados. Such is spring in Missouri, beautiful and god-awful terrible with tornados and mud and manic weather.

I had headed out the door this morning without my jacket, knowin’ it was fifty in the morning and threatenin’ to be a sunny and humid eighty-five by the time school lets out. I had planned on the weather, but I hadn’t planned on Old Man McKendrick calling in a trespasser in his south forty. And it is literally the south forty acres of his property. It’s pretty, rolling pastureland hemmed by towering oaks and maples, scraggly cedars, and a somewhat sturdy barbed-wire fence. Parts of the fence are newly mended and are evidence of an ongoing battle between Old Man McKendrick and an unknown interloper who apparently likes to drive a big, heavy truck onto the property at times, a fact that is easy to determine by the deep ruts left in the squishy ground.

I pull my boot from the mud, slow so as not to lose it.

“Watch your step,” Sheriff Roy Allan cautions a little too late as I pull my boot from the mud and trip over a sizeable root stickin’ up in the middle of the road. I stumble and land my other boot in another deep spot. I hadn’t planned on hoofin’ it with Wallace County’s sheriff this morning.  Prior to our morning walk, Sheriff and I had been out riding around doing what I call a mobile interview. This one was about a rash of burglaries that have been plaguin’ the county for the past few months. He was just out driving around, bein’ present, checkin’ on a few things when dispatch called out the complaint from Old Man McKendrick. Lucky for me, I do always plan on mud in spring. My boots are not what anyone would call fashionable but when you’re the one always gettin’ called out to some godforsaken neck of the woods to cover the latest catastrophe or take photos of cherubic little faces out enjoying the warmer weather you learn to always have sensible footwear. I pull my boot out again and figure one thing is certain, this old logging road has been used frequently over the past month. The overgrowth isn’t near what it should be for this time of year and the tracks are down to the dirt. Well, down to the mud. 

Old Man McKendrick never would have been the wiser had not his herd found their way out through the fence and onto the winding highway that skirts the property. Soon as he got out here and saw the wear and tear on his path, he knew somethin’ was up. 

“Here we are.” Sheriff Roy stops beside a large oak that has grown around a section of barbed wire. The tree appears to be defiantly swallowing it up. The sheriff pushes back the wire and starts to go through but stops and looks back at me. “I think maybe you should wait here.”

“Why?”

“Because someone could still be down there.”

I shrug at him. Could be someone is still down there but it doesn’t seem likely. It’s only just after eight in the morning. Doesn’t hardly seem like the normal time to be doing illegal dealings in the backwoods. Besides the improbability of happenin’ upon some violent felon, I am armed. I am most always armed.

“Well I ain’t standin’ here the whole time waitin’ on you. Lord only knows how far back that path goes and then what if you get lost or somethin’ does go down and I’m still just standin’ here?”

“You can play a little game on your phone while you wait.”

“I ain’t waitin’.”

“I suppose you ain’t,” he says to mock me and without further discussion he holds back the wire for me and continues down a path through the pasture that parallels the fence for a good quarter mile. We are covered in mud and burrs when the trail suddenly veers toward the right. It leads toward the tree line. Here the cedars and oaks and maples are tightly grouped, leavin’ no room for a vehicle to pass through. 

Sheriff Roy makes a hmmph sound and enters the wooded area. He doesn’t speak but the way he holds himself and moves stealthily across the leaves, rocks, and fallen branches makes me feel both exhilarated and a little unprepared for this situation. I usually show up after all the excitement has happened and the threat of danger is over. Granted, this kind of thing is professional gold but I don’t know that today is the day I’m ready to grab the brass ring of being so very live on the scene. 

We walk in silence for maybe five minutes before the ground drops sharply. The descent into the holler is at least a forty-five-degree angle. It looks as if eons ago an inverted triangle of a glacier was dropped into this spot, just punching a hole in the middle of all this pastureland. Sheriff Roy touches my arm and points toward one end of the holler. There is a cave entrance down there. And outside, barely concealed, a bunch of plastic drums. Sheriff Roy steps back so that the cave is no longer visible to us and speaks into his radio. “Dispatch, this is Sheriff Allan. We got something here, off Old Man McKendrick’s land, took that old logging road off 19, near the town sign and that cell tower.”

“Requesting back up?”

“Nah, I don’t think so. Doesn’t appear to be anyone home. Looks to be the possibility of a meth lab. I’ll check it out and radio back.”

He signs off and turns his attention to me. “Now this time, you stay here.”

“Yes, sir,” I say and mean it. I am well-versed in the art of listening when it best benefits me and even better educated in the benefits of not listening when it benefits me not to. In a circumstance like this, it is always beneficial to listen. One, because meth chemicals are volatile and I don’t want to get dead. Two, because if Sheriff Roy knows he can trust me to follow orders, he’ll be more likely to allow me to tag along in the future, even if it’s a bit outside protocol.

Throwin’ his weight back, his hand at his hip, fingers light around the grip of his weapon, Sheriff Roy makes his way down to the cave. He half slides, half walks the last bit, catchin’ himself with a small but sturdy branch that saves him from fallin’ flat on his face. Sheriff Roy finds his footing on the holler floor and levels his pistol toward the cave as he begins his approach. A gunshot booms out through the valley.

Sheriff Roy stumbles back, arms flying wide, hat dropping to the wet ground. Curtis McKean, greasy and dirty as he ever was, emerges, pistol in hand, his attention fully focused on the sheriff’s motionless form. “Now what on earth brought you pokin’ ‘round in here, Sheriff? Tsk. Tsk.” Not even thinkin’ to check the hill, Curtis sidles toward the Sheriff, kicks his service weapon away, and leans over the sheriff, looking smug and falsely compassionate. Sheriff Roy gasps.

“That's a good vest you got on. Probably got you a couple broken ribs now. A good story to tell. But y'ain't goin' get to.” Curtis raises the gun again, leans in to press the barrel to the sheriff's forehead. Cold trickles through me, freezin’ my thoughts as I watch Curtis’s twitchy finger wrap around the trigger. 

Then I remember I am standin’ here. This is an actual thing that is happenin’. My hand flies to my hip and draws out my Glock. “Hey,” I shout. Distracted, Curtis leans away from the sheriff and, in that same moment, I pull off a shot. Curtis screams. His weapon falls from his hand while his other hand grips his leg. “The f—,” he begins but I fire again before his eyes can settle on me. He drops to the ground near Sheriff Roy, just screaming and carrying on. Quickly calculating the risk of leaving him down there with the Sheriff, still all dazed and unarmed, versus taking the time to call for backup, I edge my way down the slope, my Glock trained on Curtis. Halfway down, he finally sees me and his eyes fly wide with recognition and fury.

“You—“

“You so much as speak to me and I'll shoot you again and this time my aim might not be so good, Curtis McKean, you piece of trash. Sheriff, you ok?” I hurry over to them and kick Curtis’s weapon out of his reach. The Sheriff just lays there. My hands shake as I pull out my cellphone and dial 911, prayin’ the signal is strong enough down in this holler. I keep my eyes and weapon on Curtis who continues to bleed and whine.

“9-1-1, what is your emergency,” a cool, female voice asks.

“This is Dacie Mae MacIver. Sheriff Roy has been shot in the vest by Curtis McKean. We are at the rear of Bob McKendrick’s property on 19 by the town sign, at the cell tower. Curtis McKean has also been shot. By me. We're down in a holler.”

“Down in a holler,” she asks.

“Yeah, we were here investigatin’ a complaint, well Sheriff was investigatin’, I was just along askin’ questions about somethin’ else. Anyway, Sheriff was investigatin’ Old Man McKendrick’s complaint about someone cuttin’ his wire again, and you’ll find it is cut, about a quarter mile down the road to the right, right after a big oak tree.”

“Just one, moment, Dacie Mae, stay on the line.”

“Yes ma’am,” I wait while she gives more detailed instructions to the responding deputies and paramedics. Curtis whimpers and spits curses at me so I take the opportunity to steady my aim. “I would take delight in shootin’ your other leg,” I say, holding the phone away from my mouth. “Be still.”

Curtis calls me a few more nasty names before I hear Sheriff Roy cough and then wheeze. ”Sheriff, you all right,” I ask, moving in a wide arc around Curtis so I can get closer.  Sheriff Roy groans at me.

“Dacie Mae,” the dispatcher comes back on the line. “Is everything all right?”

“For the moment. The Sheriff is waking up. Coughing.”

“He’s conscious though? That’s good.”

“He may have hit his head a little when he fell back. Lot of rocks down here.”

“Just tell him to be still. Help is on the way.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I agree. “Sheriff, she says to be still.”

“I’m fine, Dacie Mae,” he coughs.

“I don’t care, just be still and breathe.”

A strangled noise rises out of Curtis, “I’m gonna bleed out before anybody gets here. Get over here and help me.”

“I just clipped you.”

He feels around his leg where the bullet passed through. “I don’t care what you did, you whore, I’m still gonna bleed out.”

“Then you’ll bleed out. Maybe you shouldn’t go around cookin’ meth and shootin’ sheriffs.”

Curtis spits at me. It doesn’t come close to its mark. “I’ll get you back for this, Dacie Mae.”

I won’t lie. The threat of it does knot my stomach up but I wouldn’t ever imagine givin’ someone like Curtis McKean the pleasure of seein’ me scared. “And I will gladly sink a bullet into your belly next time. I was just playin’ nice today, Curtis.”

“Hard to shoot someone when you’re sleepin’,” he groans.

“Shut your mouth, boy,” Sheriff barks at him, still soundin’ like a man who could snap you in two with his voice alone.

We hear the sirens then and all three of us quiet down, wondering how long it will take them to find us.

“Dacie Mae?”

“Yes, ma’am?” I had forgotten the phone was still at my ear.

“You said there was an opening in the fence?”

“Yes ma’am, and then an obvious trail through the grass runnin’ parallel to the fence until it shoots off to the right toward a stand of trees. They’ll need to walk into the trees and down a pretty steep slope to get to us.”

“All right, Dacie Mae. Hold on.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I keep my ear on Sheriff Roy and my eyes on Curtis while we all listen as the sirens grow closer. It seems to be taking them an eternity and the niggling fear that Curtis McKean, trash though he is, will lay here and bleed out from a wound I inflicted starts to gnaw at me.

“They’ll be just a minute,” Sheriff Roy assures me, his eyes on me, reading me like I was nothin’ but a glass case of emotions.

Curtis has gone quiet. Too quiet.

“They’ll get him. You stay back,” Sheriff tells me. It is hard to listen. Curtis McKean is just a year older than myself. And while he is a supplier of at least one drug that has done quite a bit of damage to my hometown and the surrounding communities I still have an issue with bein’ the one to end his life. It is not something I had emotionally prepared myself for before walking out the door this morning. He has already gone from white to gray and I fear death will be settin’ in soon. Though my personal journey has been plagued by lives cut too short I have never had the experience of watching the life just drain out of a body. Curtis McKean seems to be fading fast and I caused that.

“Dacie Mae,” voices float down to us. “Sheriff Roy!”

Relief floods through me. “Down here,” I shout to them. “Down here!” People appear at the top of the holler.

“Breathe easy, Dacie Mae,” Sheriff Roy tells me. “Everything is fine now.”
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It takes some time for everything to be just fine. The paramedics hurry down the slope, a pair checking the sheriff and another pair tending Curtis. Then all attention goes to getting Curtis patched up and hauled up the slope as quickly as possible. He issues one more silent threat as they carry him past me. Sheriff catches it, “You come anywhere near her, McKean, and I’ll shoot you myself.”

One of the paramedics, Mike O’Malley, has been sweet on me since high school. He follows me up the slope and ushers me into his ambulance to give me a quick look-over while his colleagues are still hauling the Sheriff out of the holler. “Mikey,” I protest as he shines a light in my eyes. “I’m fine.”

“You might experience some shock,” he grins and takes my wrist between his fingers to check my pulse. “You’ve had what we call a harrowing experience.”

“Oh, I see, is that the term in the biz?”

“It is.” He can’t stop smiling. It’s infectious. I try not to smile back and give him the wrong idea. Mike O’Malley wasn’t quite so thickly built when he was playin’ football for Wallace High. Now though, it looks like he spends all his free time in the gym.  “You’re fine,” he says, his brown eyes twinkling. He drapes a blanket around my shoulders. 

“I said.” 

“Sit there for a second.” He points to the end of the ambulance. “Just to make sure you don’t decide to get the shakes.” I pull the blanket closer around me and plop down on the back of the ambulance, trying not to think too hard about how amoral Curtis is and how he used to blow turtles up with firecrackers just for fun. Seems reasonable he wouldn’t have any issue coming after me. I mean he did just shoot the sheriff and the sheriff hadn’t even shot him yet. 

My anxious thoughts are interrupted by the appearance of a large pickup truck that is so shiny it seems completely incongruous with our present surroundings. “Looks like your boyfriend’s here.” Mikey winks at me as he goes off to help with Sheriff Roy.

“He is not my boyfriend,” I hiss.

United States Deputy Marshal Harrison McClain, Hank to everybody in Wallace County because that’s what I choose to call him, steps out of his truck. The female paramedics who are hauling a very loudly protesting sheriff toward the ambulance take a moment to drink Hank in. The field and rolling hills are a perfect backdrop for his long, lean form clad in devastatingly fitted jeans and fashionable sport coat. Most men around here wear ball caps. Not Hank McClain. He prefers his cowboy hat. It would look ridiculous on most men but then Hank McClain is far from being most men. He acknowledges the nods and glances from his fellow law enforcement officers but it’s me he makes a beeline for.

“MacIver.” Hank peers into my eyes, assessing.  “I suppose it was only a matter of time before you shot somebody.”

“I saved the sheriff’s life.”

“You didn’t happen to put him in danger before you saved him?”

“No, Hank McClain, I did not.”

He looks me over with a wry grin. We both know he likes to intentionally rile me up. He has perfected his technique but chooses mostly just to use it as a distraction from painful emotions. Hank is a master in the art of distraction. Mostly he just has to stand there and the attention of the female population is drawn away from pretty much anything else that might be going on in the universe.

“Get off my bus, MacIver,” Mike tells me as he and another paramedic wheel Sheriff Roy over. Hank pulls me off and toward his truck.

“I’ll see you at the hospital, Sheriff,” I holler so he can hear me inside the ambulance.

“No you won’t,” he shouts back, glaring at Mike. “I’ll be done with this stupidity in just a short while. You go on to work. We’ll finish this tomorrow.”

“All right, then,” I agree because there’s no use in arguing with a man who has just taken a bullet to the vest. “Would you mind givin’ me a ride to work,” I ask Hank.

“I’d be honored.”

Hank escorts me around his truck and I’m just steppin’ in when Sheriff shouts at me, “Dacie Mae?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Thank you.”

That does it. 

All the wherewithal I have been using to get through this situation dissolves. A hiccup catches loudly in my throat. It’s my involuntary giveaway every time I know I’m gonna cry and try to stop myself from cryin’. It’s embarrassing. It would be better if I just cried. Hank gives me a strange look and the dam breaks. All the tears and nerves just let loose and start flowin’ and my body starts jittering. There are so many people standing around. Folks I would specifically put on a list of People I Never Want to See Me Cry. Law enforcement people, emergency people, people I want to take me seriously as a journalist. I know this has been a harrowing experience, as Mike said, and all but I still don’t want them to see the breakdown from it. Hank steps around me, shielding me from any potential witnesses. Tears slide silently down my cheeks.

“I should take pictures,” my breath shudders as I try to speak.

He doesn’t say a word, just bores his more-green-than hazel eyes into mine, searching, analyzing. At the end of a long breath he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a handkerchief, “Wipe your face first.”

“You’re kidding me with this, right?”

“What?”

I wave the hankie at him. “You actually carry a hankie? Hank’s hankie,” I laugh.

“My mother always insisted and,” he grabs it back and flips it around to find a particular corner. “She embroidered it.”

It’s too much. The shooting, the lawman with the hankie his mama embroidered, my emotions bubble over and I burst out into a sobbing fit of giggles that not even the expansive door of his truck can hide. I can’t tell if anyone is stopping to stare. The door and the blur of tears block my view.

“She’s fine,” Hank assures someone. “Just working out the nerves.”

I gulp a few more times and try desperately to steady my breath.

“It wasn’t that funny,” he says.

I fight the urge to explode into giggles again, “Don’t talk about it. We won’t discuss it. I gotta get pictures.”

He waits with all the patience of Job while I snap away, capturing dozens of pictures in the hopes of getting the one that will speak for all the words I will write up about the incident. And it will be my article this time. I have every right to it. Not that my coworkers really care about getting bylines anymore but this one, with the Sheriff himself getting shot, everyone will want that one. It’s the juiciest piece of gossip to hit Wallace County in I don’t know how long. “Are you done now,” Hank asks as I walk back toward the truck, already scanning through my photos on the digital screen.

“I believe so.”

He waits until I’ve climbed in and gotten situated before he closes the door. As he’s walking around to his side, my phone buzzes in my bag. A voicemail from my professor. I start the message and put the phone to my ear. Hank, seeing that I am preoccupied, is quiet about getting in and waits while I listen to the message.

“Dacie Mae, it’s Ms. Beckett. I need you to come in and discuss next semester as soon as you are able. I’m denying your internship request. You know why.” My communications professor and academic advisor clicks off without a goodbye. I groan. The woman is always after me, always pushing me more than I care to be pushed. Admittedly, I’m twenty-two and only just now set to finish up my Associate’s degree in Mass Communications, while those few peers of mine who actually went away to college are about to graduate with their Bachelor’s degrees. I had special considerations to consider, as I still do, and my advisor doesn’t seem to appreciate this. She calls my reasoning “excuses” and “fear” but really it’s about obligation and duty. That is, at least, what I tell myself every time Beckett and I have this argument.

I groan knowing we’re going to have this argument again. Today.

“Everything all right,” Hank asks. “Aside from the obvious.”

I roll my eyes over to meet his. “Could I ask you a favor?”

“Absolutely.”

“Could you drive me over to Carlson real quick so I can argue about my internship with my advisor again?”

He starts the truck up and gives me a serious look, “Is your professor going to tell you that you can’t use your current job at a hick newspaper as your internship?”

“As ever.”

Smiling, he guns the engine, “Then I will love driving you to meet with your professor and I would even like to request a seat at that table.”

“You’re not invited.”

He turns the truck around in the field, nods at his colleagues, “I don’t need to be. Your advisor has been in the game and she knows you need to get out of this place. Even if it means not letting you graduate until you do.”

“I have obligations,” my voice rises more than I mean for it to.

“You keep telling yourself that,” he says. 

I ignore him and settle into the soft leather seat, gazing determinedly out my window. This is maybe only the second time I have ever been in Hank McClain’s splendorous truck. It smells of leather and Hank’s expensive cologne. It’s all very subtly manly and makes me wonder what his apartment must be like. Maybe he has a house. Though I can’t understand what a bachelor like Hank, who spends most of his time at work or driving to work, would do with an entire house and a yard. It’s easy to imagine it though, Hank mowing the grass, cleaning the gutters, changing the truck’s oil in the garage. Now that I’m thinking about it, I can’t see Hank with just an apartment with so little to occupy him in those rare moments when he is both home and awake. He isn’t the sort that I can envision stretched out with a beer, bingeing the latest trend on Netflix. He seems to me the sort that has to keep moving purposefully. If you stop moving the demons catch up and I am well aware that Hank McClain has more than a few demons he would want to avoid. Chasing down dealers and makers and doers in the backwoods can expose you to a lot more darkness than any soul needs to process. My experiences are limited but even I have trouble being still anymore. 

“Which building is it?”

“Hm? Oh,” I point to a sad-looking box of a building to our left. I have been so lost in imagining Hank at home I hadn’t realized we’d reached my school. “I’ll just be a few minutes.”

“No worries. I was coming into town to meet with the sheriff. Seems that’s been postponed for the time being.”

“Give him an hour,” I say and hop out.

My advisor’s office is tucked into a small office of offices in the back corner of the second floor of the Edward Niegler Building. I hate going back there. It’s dark and convoluted and smells of mold and scorched coffee. Not to mention the stairwell is a creepy safety hazard. I push the door open and pound up the steps. As I round onto the landing of the second flight, I collide with someone. “Whoa, I’m so sorry,” I exclaim, gripping the railing hard. Looking up, I find that this day is a bundle of nightmares packaged just for me. 

Grant Mitchum. 

Gray face. Gray shirt. Gray jeans that were probably once blue. Above the pocket on his shirt is an embroidered patch that reads Carlson Community College. His flat, black eyes glitter at me. “Might wanna be more careful,” he says and even though his tone is completely monotonous, there’s just this undercurrent that makes you think he’s amused. 

“So sorry, Grant. I was in a hurry.”

“Gotta be careful,” he tells me and the corner of his lip quirks involuntarily. “Might have an accident.” He giggles a little. 

I do my best not to show fear. I think I’m legitimately more afraid of Grant Mitchum than I am of Curtis McKean. “Thank you, I’ll keep that in mind,” I smile, not too brightly, and back away, making a wide path around him as I race up the steps. When I throw the door to the communications office open it smacks against something.

“Ow!” The door swings back toward me as I hear the sound of books hitting the floor and someone toppling over. Being more careful this time I slip into the corridor. Katie, or maybe Kassie, I can’t remember, from one of my history classes a few semesters back, is kneeling just inside the door, gathering her papers and books.

“I’m so sorry. I just keep running into people. I’m so sorry,” I say and quickly pick up the things that are just beyond her reach.

“It’s okay,” she smiles at me and rolls her eyes. She’s a quietly pretty girl with an even quieter personality. I don’t remember her from high school which means she’s likely from another county. Quiet or not, no one was invisible at Carlson High. We just didn’t have the numbers to make it possible. We may not have known everyone’s names but we all knew each other’s faces and this girl is just pretty enough to definitely have been remembered. And she’s tall. Tall and willowy. I would definitely remember seeing her at school. “My zipper must’ve broken again,” she explains. Her cheeks burn a bit at this admission as though she has exposed her poverty. It’s evident without the issue of the broken backpack. Her jeans are authentically faded and threadbare at the knees. The flannel shirt she wears has been washed enough times to mute the once vibrant colors and I can see a spot on her boot where the faux leather has worn out and she has colored the fabric beneath with a black marker so that it won’t be so visible.

“I get it.” I smile and hand her the papers and pens. “My mom got me this fancy bag when I was a freshman in high school. I’m gonna use it until its moth-eaten carcass refuses to hold any weight and everything just breaks right through the bottom.”

Her smile chases away the embarrassed blush, “Yeah. It’s like that.”

“Well, have a good summer,” I smile back and continue down the corridor to where the tenured communications professors have their offices. The younger professors have an office across the hall. No windows. No walls. Just cubicles. 

The secretary isn’t here. I wonder if she’s already off for the summer. There can’t be that much to do during the slower days of the summer semester. I knock on the door marked Carol Beckett, Ph.D.

“Come in.”

With a deep breath and slight attempt to steel myself for this encounter, I push the door open as though we aren’t about to butt heads again.

She doesn’t even look up from her day planner. “Ah, Miss MacIver. I didn’t think you’d show.”

I take a seat in front of her desk. “I thought maybe we could come to some sort of agreement.”

“I see.” She caps her pen and slips it into its spot in the day planner, closes the planner and zips it, removes her bifocals and lays them gently on the slope of her chest before running her fingers down the gold chain that secures them around her neck. This is a tic of hers, one I’ve seen her perform countless times through the many classes I’ve sat through as her student. Carol Beckett is a deliberate sort of woman who never does a thing without plotting it out, weighing the likely outcomes and the pros and cons of those outcomes before she so much as chooses a black pen instead of a blue one. Arguing against her is not an easy thing. She has most assuredly planned out our entire conversation and I, poor pawn, am stupid enough to sit here and think maybe I can best her. She finally raises her eyes to mine.

“Your internship is the last requirement you need to fulfill before graduation.”

“Yes ma’am, I did turn in my request. You denied it.”

“A former colleague of mine works at the Gazette. He is willing, as a favor to me, to take any student I deem suitable for the post.” Here she pauses to stare at me. I’ve heard of this colleague before, a few semesters ago when she first tried to convince me to leave Wallace and take the internship in St. Louis, but my answer remains the same. “I have never sent a student to him. In the eight years the offer has stood open, you will be the first.”

Will be.

“I appreciate your confidence in me, Ms. Beckett, but I just can’t.” If I stick to my guns she will eventually cave. She has to. She can’t keep denying me forever.

“Your mother is a grown woman. She will be fine.”

“That’s awfully harsh, Ms. Beckett. Mama has days she can barely function.”

“If I called her and told her why you haven’t graduated yet, do you think she’d be happy?”

Absolutely not. Mama would pitch a fit if she knew but then later she would throw herself on her bed and sob through five entire boxes of tissues at the thought of being alone. I also know Mama would never answer the phone if she didn’t recognize the number. So, unless Ms. Beckett intends to march herself up to my front door, I’m pretty certain I’m safe.

“My mama is not the best equipped to make such decisions,” I say, while not quite meeting Beckett’s eyes. “I’ve worked at the Tribune for years now. Chief will sign off on the internship. I don’t know why you won’t let it count.”

Her laugh is a short, derisive bark. “Of course, he’ll sign off on it. Do you think he wants to lose his star reporter? Especially when he’s getting away with paying her little more than minimum wage?”

Now that, I am sure, is supposition. I have never divulged the terms of my employment, but I let that go to contest her other point. “I’m far from being his star reporter. I’m mostly just whatever he needs me to be when he needs me to be it.”

“I have a subscription to that paper, Dacie Mae. You are his star reporter. And you have been working there for years and it is time for you to move on.”

I sigh inwardly, knowing she’s right but feeling the ropes tied expertly around my ankles at one end and my enormous boulder of family burden at the other. “All right, I’ll think about it. There are things that would have to be in place.”

“He wants you for the entire semester and will pay just below the company’s entry-level salary.”

That’s a new development. There was never any mention of pay before. Even a little less than entry-level in St. Louis has to be more than I’m making after four years at the Tribune. I stand and pull my bag over my shoulder, “You should have waved that carrot around a few semesters ago.”

Beckett shrugs, “I just got off the phone with my friend before I called you.” She slips her reading glasses back on and turns away from me to face her computer, “It’s a new carrot.” 

I stare at the back of her head, stunned. Ms. Beckett is a woman with strings to pull. It is a fact that a lot of us have a tendency to forget because we just see her as a professor at a small, backwoods school. Moments like this remind me that back in the day she was an award-winning journalist. She has pulled strings to create a carrot that can be dangled under my nose. 

And it just might work.
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It is past ten by the time Hank pulls up in front of the Tribune’s doors. He doesn’t park though, just idles there in the middle of the street, looking at me. 

“Not stickin’ around,” I ask.

“I’m going to head over to the sheriff’s office. See if anyone’s heard anything.”

“’Bout what?”

He shrugs, “Anything.”

“All right then.” I push the door open and slip out. 

“Lunch,” he asks.

“Sure. Thanks for the ride.”

“Any time,” he tips his hat at me and takes off toward the sheriff’s office and I head into my own place of work, the Wallace County Tribune. Most towns around have their own small presses, nothing more than newsletters and gossip columns, but Carlson and Holler’s Grove both have decent papers. Neither covers the entire county like we do. They do often attempt to leech off our work, to scoop the big stories whenever they actually happen, to try and entice readers to choose their paper instead of ours. I find this an entertaining challenge. It has also led to a very happy situation for me. The new reporter for the Holler’s Grove paper has taken me under her wing and has been mentoring me for the past several months. She has some real-world, big city experience. I soak up everything she’s willing to teach me. 

“Morning, sug,” Colette says, slipping her flask into her bag as I walk in. 

“Mornin’,” I peer toward the office in the back. It looks dark behind the shades. “Where’s Chief?”

Colette waves me off, “Oh, who knows? That man doesn’t tell me nothin’.”

Some mornin’s Colette sits with the police scanner on, especially when there’s nothin’ worth reportin’ happening. It’s off today which tells me she must be workin’ on some society piece. She’ll be mad when she finds out she missed the show. Keeping my story to myself for the time being, I lower my behind onto my untrustworthy office chair and drag my laptop out of my bag. There is, in fact, a relic of a computer on my desk. It predates my employment here and maybe even the birth of Colette’s son who is now studying conservation at the University of Missouri. Chief is the cheapest boss ever, but I suppose when you’re running a backwoods paper in the age of digital media and short attention spans you better be a bit of a tightwad. The login box pops up and I enter my credentials, give it a moment to load my desktop and then open the most expensive thing Chief has bought since he laid out cash for his fully-restored ’’’56 Buick Skylark. 

A few months ago, I convinced Chief to buy new publishing software that includes digital media components. He carried on a bit but I think that was mostly for show. He can see the effect digital media has had on the Holler’s Grove paper and he wants that same success.  

With everything finally fired up, I begin the task of weaving my morning adventures into a concise but thrilling personal narrative for our readers. It takes me an hour and then another hour combing through it to make sure it’s perfect because this edition will surely sell, maybe even sell out .

I’m deep into it, uploading the bare-bones version online and making sure it has been sent out to our accounts on Facebook and Twitter, telling our followers to check the Sunday edition for full details and updates. People complain that I don't just put it all out there at once but I need to eat, too. Money has to come from somewhere. Colette shoots me her piece, a little story about a young performer who will be headlining at our county fair. I start a pot of coffee and go about inserting photos and captions into Colette’s piece. Just as I finish that up something bounces off the side of my head. 

Hank grins at me like he can’t help it. “Still on for lunch?”

“Why you throwin’ things at me?”

“Why are you throwing things at me?”

“Don’t edit the editor and besides, I heard you let loose with an ‘ain’t’ yesterday.” Hank is an educated city-boy and as much as he’s trying to help me find my syllables he’s losin’ his. It happens. It’s part of the claiming you go through when Wallace accepts you as one of its own.

Hank pushes my empty coffee mug aside and takes a corner of my desk. “It was for emphasis and a bit of mockery.”

“Mmhm. I’m almost done here. Give me a minute.”

“No rush.”

Gypsy McPherson sashays in from the rear entrance, her Russian-red hair done up in an overly elegant French twist. Her head is a discordance of cultures, I swear. The woman can’t decide if she wants to be elegant or gaudy. “Oh,” she says at the sight of Hank. It’s almost a sigh. “Deputy McClain.” Her eyes roam unabashedly over him. I shake my head at her, laughing at her brazen longing. “You ever need to work out some of that stress from that job of yours, you just call me.”

Without even the slightest hint of a blush, Hank tips his hat at her, “Thank you, ma’am. I’ll keep it mind.”

Colette pushes back from her desk, “Dacie Mae, I’m gonna pop over to the diner real quick. Be right back.”

“Okay,” I wonder why she tells me. She usually just goes. Maybe because Chief isn’t in his office. “Hey,” I say to Hank. “Why don’t you go on over and save us seats? This will take a few more minutes and the diner is set to fill up.” I look at my watch. It might already be full up. 

“All right,” Hank stands and starts toward the door. “You know,” he says without looking back. “Before you head over you should make an appointment for yourself at Carla’s. Maybe get that mop taken care of. Maybe get some highlights€.” He gives me a devilish grin.

“It’s no wonder you’re single, Harrison McClain!” 

“It is a wonder,” Gypsy breathes. Before he can be subjected to further ogling Harrison pulls the door open and disappears into the curtain of humidity.

I dive back into my work only to be dragged out again by the sound of the rear entrance slamming shut. 

“You’re here late,” Gypsy points out because she likes a little danger in her days.

Chief ignores her and goes straight to the coffee machine. He peers into the carafe, sniffs and immediately goes to dump it down the sink. 

“Solomon MacLeod! What’re you doin’?” I rush over and wrestle him for the carafe. “I just made that!” Managing to get the carafe from him without scorching either of us, I slam it back down on the burner. “For someone who is such a tightwad you’re awfully liberal with your coffee expenses.” 

Solomon leers at me in his special way. “If you would stop trying to poison me every morning. This sludge is strong enough to give a man a heart attack. It needs a warning label.”

“You like your coffee strong and it isn't morning.”

“I like it strong.” He grabs the carafe again. “I like it black.” He pours it down the sink. “I do not like it lethal.”

“Be nice Solomon. Or someone else will have to get up all hours of the night to go snap those photos for your dwindling paper. Maybe you can find someone else to run your social media for you.” He has nothing to say to that. Gypsy’s still figuring out Facebook and none of them even has the hyperactivity of mind to deal with Twitter. That all falls to me. I am the gopher, the photographer when no one else wants to go, the assistant copy editor, the social media manager, and the supplier of non-commercial-strength-smelling soaps in the ladies’ room. I cannot stand the smell of the huge bargain jugs of soap Solomon buys for the dispensers. Smells worse than church soap. 

“Anyways, as I was sayin’,” Gypsy dips into the fridge for her Diet Cola. “It is a wonder that man is still single. Ooo!” With a stilettoed foot she kicks the door closed and sighs with a pleasure that nearly makes me blush. “If I were a younger woman! Those eyes. Those shoulders.” She presses the cold can to her carotid. “Mercy.” 

“For the love of all that’s holy, Gypsy!” Solomon barks. A man divorced three times, Solomon is no church-go’er but even Gypsy puts him at unease. She emanates a kind of sultry heat, like maybe she was a pin-up girl in a past life. 

“What,” Gypsy glowers at him. “You think just because I am a more mature woman, I can’t appreciate a fine young specimen such as Hank McClain?” 

“I don’t care what you women appreciate at any age. I don’t want to hear about it!” 

“Which is exactly why you are on your fourth marriage.” 

Solomon thunders off in the direction of his private office. “Go find me a story, woman, before I have to fire you again!” He slams the door. The blinds slap angrily against the glass with his name painted on it.

“Is he completely off his box today,” I ask Gypsy. “It’s noon and he’s whirling around like the day just began.”

Before she can answer, Colette whirls back in. “You’ll never guess who just strolled into town!”

“The Schwann’s delivery man?” 

“No, better!” 

Gypsy leans back, visibly trying to conjure up something that could be better than a man peddling ice cream and pizza out of the back of his van. Colette, like a high-voltage wire slapping around on the ground in a violent frenzy of a dance, can’t wait for us to come up with a name for her excitement. “Henry James!” She squeals and jumps so high she kicks herself in the rear. “He’s back! And he just walked right into town! Literally,” she makes her talonesque fingers walk through the air. “Just walked right into town.” 

Ice and heat wash through me, throwing my mind and heart into a violent storm at the mention of Henry James. Known to locals as Henry James Wallace. Of THE Wallaces. Of the Wallace Estate. Of my broken seventeen-year-old heart. That Henry James Wallace. 

“Dacie Mae! Dacie Mae! Get your camera, girl!” Gypsy pulls the door open to peek down the street. There is no need for such subtly. Crowds have gathered on either side of the street, pouring out of the cafes and offices and shops, waiting to greet Wallace’s high prince. Job, my brain says, just do your job. I snap up my Nikon, the most expensive thing I have ever personally owned, and dart into the middle of the street. 

It seems like even noontime traffic has stopped to make way for the return of the prince. I swear everyone in town has poured out of the shops and offices along Main Street to get a glimpse. 

I just want to turn and run but Henry James, famed independent recording artist himself, is heading straight for me and there are fantastic pictures to be had from it. Good pictures for my target practice. He has that ridiculous fedora on. Probably not the same one he was wearin’ that day when he hopped a one-way bus out of this town but it’s still ridiculous. I shake myself out of my memories and snap away, taking more pictures than would ever be necessary. People are starting to call out to him, “Henry James!” as though he may have forgotten his Christian name. He looks over at the voice of Miss Sutherland, Wallace High’s spinsterish English teacher, and smiles that cool, halfhearted grin.

Snap. Got it. His mass of unruly black curls peeks out around his fedora. That boy never did own a comb. Never could shave properly, neither. I look through the viewfinder and smoldering black eyes meet mine. Snap. Money shot. He stops only a foot away. 

“Dacie Mae MacIver,” he says in his slow, gentlemanly drawl. He stands only an inch or so taller than myself, our eyes are nearly level. His grin is wicked, an unspoken form of innuendo. There is nothing virtuous in the way he looks at me. There never was. The Wallaces don’t do virtue. “Are those for your fansite?” 

A barely containable urge to feel my hand sting from slapping that sexy grin off his face surges through me. “No, Henry Wallace, these are for my shootin’ targets. I’ve gotten quite skilled.” It’s no lie. At one point, I had put his picture on my targets. My accuracy increased exponentially during that time. 

“Oh Dacie Mae,” he leans in. “You were always quite skilled.” 

I lean back, “And you were always nothing but slime, Henry Wallace. Fancy trash.” If he tilts his face just a little and dips his head he could kiss me, just like that. And I wouldn’t put it past him. There is silence on either side of us. My jaw trembles with anger but he might be mistakin’ it for something else. I have no doubt he thinks I’m trembling with my need for him, with the excitement of seeing him again.

I trust my camera to the cord around my neck, letting it drop, and shove hard against his chest with both hands. “Don’t you ever presume to breathe in my general space again, Henry Wallace. There are no stars in my eyes for you. Nor are there stars in the eyes of anyone here between the ages of nineteen and twenty- four.” I know it is a lie as I say it but I say it anyway because every atom of me wants it to be true. I want every woman in this town that he has ever used to know they are worth more than what he’s offering. I know it is a pointless hope but some part of me craves to say it, to speak it and bring it into existence. “You’ve come home, Henry James. And we remember who you are.” 

“Aw,” he chucks me under the chin like it is the most darling thing he has ever heard anyone say to him. “But I bet I could make you forget who you are. Again.” 

My face goes white-hot. All sound is muted as my brain is consumed with a need to exact violence upon him. Before I can lift my hand to strike him or even unclench my teeth, he tips that stupid fedora at me and walks around me, continuing
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