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Disclaimer

 Syracuse, Kansas,
is a real town. However, the people and places in this book—and all
the planned Thomas Family Novels—are totally fictitious. I have
taken liberties with everything from the history to the agriculture
to the businesses and bus stop downtown. I’m sure the real Syracuse
has history and drama of its own, and while the tale I spin in
these pages could happen there, Last Second Chance is pure fiction.
So enjoy. If you happen to pass through Syracuse, have a look
around, stop for a meal, and help support a fine American town.
Just don’t expect it to resemble my fictional version.


 Dedication

In memory of Anne Draus, my cousin and
editor of my first two books. You were a key factor in helping me
realize my lifelong dream of publishing. You are eternally
appreciated, forever loved, and sorely missed.


 Chapter
One

Tim Reardon sat on the edge of the worn-out
mattress and stared at the phone sitting on the battered table,
screwing up the courage to make the call. He honestly thought
taking a short step out the fourth-story window of this seedy motel
room would be less painful.

Glancing out the window, Tim studied the
neon “T” of the motel sign visible outside. It blocked the daylight
filtering into the dingy room, but a body could still squeeze out
if he had a mind to. A little color on the sidewalk wouldn’t
surprise anyone in this Denver neighborhood.

A man and woman screamed at each other in
the adjacent room, the rhythmic thumping suggesting activities
other than a fight. Traffic hummed and honked outside. A TV blared
in the room on the other side.

Tim thought about how easy it would be to
take the quick way out. His hour was nearly up. It was almost
checkout time anyway.

“Hell with it,” he said at last, and leaned
forward to lift the handset. The scrap of paper with her number
scrawled on it sat on the desk, but he had already committed it to
memory.

The phone beeped in his ear as he dialed the
number, then the line rang. Three rings, then it connected and a
woman’s voice answered.

“Hamilton County Sheriff’s office. Deputy
Thomas speaking.”

Tim’s response stuck in his throat. He made
a scratchy cough, trying to clear it, but only managed to sound
like someone who needed a doctor.

“Who’s this?” the woman asked, concern
coloring her tone.

“Hey, sis,” Tim said at last.

The silence on the other
end did not surprise him. What did
surprise him was that she hadn’t hung
up.

He waited five heartbeats before he spoke
again. “Long time, huh, Mitzi?”

It was another eight heartbeats before she
spoke. “Tom?”

Tim’s eyes closed, fresh pain washing over
him at the mention of his twin brother’s name. “This is Tim. Tom’s
dead.” He might have delivered that news with a little
more...consideration, but he figured it would have been lost on his
sister.

Ten more heartbeats. “When?”

“Six months ago.” Tim cleared his throat
again, withholding the judgments he held about it. Such a waste. To
take a shiv in the throat for being a smartass about short time....
At least that was the official story. “I guess Mom didn’t bother to
forward the notice to you.”

“Yeah, well, there’s not much she bothers
with anymore.” The hardness in Mitzi’s tone was understandable.
“You’re out?”

“Five months now.”

His little sister fell silent again. He
could imagine the questions running through her mind, like whether
he held his five years in prison against her.

Tim didn’t know how to broach the question
he’d called to ask, so he let the silence hold for several more
heartbeats. In the background, he heard another phone ringing and
the general hubbub of an office going about its day.

“How’s parole?” she asked at last. “They
giving you a fair shake?”

“I can’t imagine fair and parole ever going
together in the same sentence,” he said with a humorless chuckle.
“But I’m coping. More or less.”

“What does that mean?” Mitzi asked, her hint
of concern touching him more than he could express.

“I can’t seem to do anything right.” He
sighed, but once he started talking, he couldn’t stop. “Mom and Dad
won’t have anything to do with me. It was like pulling teeth to get
Dad to tell me you moved to Kansas. I had to look up your number.
I’ve been out beating the pavement eight hours a day looking for
honest work, but no one will hire me. Most nights, I sleep in
doorways. I managed to panhandle enough cash for a room for an hour
so I could call you.” He didn’t add that he was going to have to
slip out before they could try to collect the cost of this phone
call. “My parole officer thinks I should have a job by now, but
every application I fill out, every manager I talk to, every door I
knock on always comes down to ‘And what have you been doing for the
last five years?’”

Mitzi was silent again. He felt his
heartbeat stutter as he worked his mouth a couple times, trying to
ask the pertinent question.

“My PO—” He cleared his throat and started
again. “My PO said if I could get a job out of state, he’d probably
let me move.” He bit the bullet. “If someone were to vouch for
me—”

“Jesus, Tim.” Mitzi’s voice cut with an
undeniable edge.

“I know,” he sighed. “I know. But I’m
scared, sis.” He took a deep breath. “Scared I’ll end up going back
to the thing I know how to do, or....” He couldn’t finish that
thought. “I’m nearly at the end of my rope. I’ve been straight and
clean since you arrested me, Mitzi. Five, nearly six years. I
haven’t hit the horn since I’ve been out. But the temptation is
there every day to dial the phone, dig up old contacts....” His
voice trailed off in shame.

More heartbeats. Too many to count, even
though he had perfected counting them during the long, sleepless
nights in the joint. “I’ve got no one else, sis.”

He heard her sigh. “I don’t know, Tim. I’d
have to talk it over with Blue.”

“That’s all I’m asking,” he said
quickly.

“Who is your PO? I’ll give him a call, see
what he has to say.”

“Franco Vincenzi. He says he remembers you
from before you moved to Kansas.”

Mitzi gave a scoffing chuckle. “I bet he
does. How can I reach you?”

He shook his head. “The Mission, I guess.
You know the one on Park Avenue West? I check in there for job
hunting messages. They’re pretty good at sounding like a
professional answering service, so as not to give away that you’re
homeless.” He paused for a beat. “Mitzi, I can’t tell you how much
it means to me that you’re even talking to me. I want you to know
that what you did.... I know it saved my life.”

“It didn’t save Tom’s.” He thought he heard
genuine sadness in her voice.

“It gave him five years he probably wouldn’t
have had otherwise. I just want you to know that I’m lucky to have
you as a sister.”

“Thanks for saying so, Tim. I’ll be in
touch.”

Once the call disconnected, he carefully set
the handset back in its cradle, breathing a sigh of relief. The
call had gone better than he could have hoped, but he wasn’t in the
clear yet. He could feel the ghosts of his past crowding the room
as more than fey shadows.

Tim stood and gazed around the room. He had
brought nothing in, so there was nothing to take with him. Leaving
the key card on the table by the phone, he took the stairs down and
waited in the stairwell until the desk clerk was engrossed in his
cell phone before he walked quickly and quietly out the front door.
He expected to hear someone shouting after him, but he thought he
had made it free and clear.

Until he looked across the street.

The woman emerging from the coffee shop was
unmistakable, even though he hadn’t seen her in almost six years.
He turned left and hurried around the first corner he came to.
Casting a look over his shoulder as he rounded the corner, he saw
the woman frowning after him, surprise and recognition lighting her
face.

He was not free of his past. Not by a long
shot. Not when Angelisa Salgado had just caught sight of him.

There was only one thing Angelisa wanted
from him and only two ways he could give it to her if she caught up
with him: go back to work for her, or pay her back with his
blood.

⋘⋆⋙

Janie Thomas pushed the syringe’s plunger
in, injecting the distemper combo shot into the wriggling coonhound
puppy. She then withdrew the needle and released the loose skin she
had gathered behind the pup’s shoulders, smoothing it with a pat.
Shot complete, she patted the puppy’s head, stroking its soft ears.
The puppy’s owner, a very serious eight-year-old boy, scratched
under the pup’s chin.

“There. See? All done. You make a wonderful
assistant, Derek. Now Pal has the shots he needs to be healthy for
a few months, until it’s time for his booster.” Janie resisted the
urge to ruffle the boy’s hair, not wanting to damage his self-image
as a responsible adult.

“Thank you, Doctor Thomas,” Derek said
solemnly. Then he cracked a grin. “He can go for a walk with me
tonight, can’t he?”

“Yessir, he can. Be sure to keep him on a
leash when you’re near the road.”

“Yes, ma’am.” The boy gave the pup a hug,
then Janie helped set him down on the floor, where he proceeded to
try to jump on his master. Calvin, the boy’s father, began a
lecture about teaching Pal that jumping was not acceptable.

Janie’s attention shifted to the door as it
opened and Doctor Hansen poked his head in. “Janie?”

“Hey, Doc. What’s up?”

“The Lazy J is getting in a truckload of
Angus tomorrow morning. I’ve got to be out at Mystic Meadows to
supervise a breeding. Can you handle the preliminary check?”

“No problem, Doc. Any excuse to see the
family.”

Doc Hansen smiled. “Thought you’d see it
that way. Thanks a million.”

Over the older veterinarian’s shoulder,
Janie noticed an unwelcome face in the waiting room. She tried not
to scowl as she turned back to Derek and his father. “I’ve got a
sample of some puppy food to help Pal’s diarrhea. You can mix it
with the ground beef and rice or pure pumpkin, like we talked about
earlier, until his poor tummy settles down.”

“Thank you, Janie,” Calvin said, resting his
hands on his son’s shoulders. “We appreciate everything you’ve done
to help. It’s been ages since we’ve had a pup in the family, but
Derek has promised to be responsible for him.”

“You’ll do fine. Pal will be a real fine dog
if you two stick to your guns and train him right. I think you’re
making a good start, getting him checked out and taking care of all
his shots.”

Ushering them out of the exam room, she
ignored the man who stood up as she entered the waiting room. She
took her time helping Derek pick out the dog food, then gave him a
handful of Tender-Tummy treats to give the pup instead of the cheap
cornmeal “bones” they’d started out with.

The receptionist was out sick, giving Janie
more time as she entered the visit into the computer and Calvin
paid the bill. Then the pair walked out the door, the puppy
bounding out onto the wraparound porch ahead of them.

Then Janie was alone with the man standing
casually in front of a display of grooming tools.

When the door closed behind the last
customers of the day, Cody Buford turned to her. The look on his
face could have rivaled Pal’s, but his sad, puppy eyes no longer
moved Janie to any emotion other than annoyance.

“What?” she asked, going through the motions
of closing out the cash register and tidying up so she could close
the clinic.

“I miss you,” Cody said, sweeping his
Stetson off his head in a grand gesture of contrition.

Once upon a time, those words coming from
his lips would have sent her heart racing. Now they just elicited a
snort of disgust.

“Seriously,” he insisted, taking a step
toward her. She quickly lifted her chin, her expression designed to
warn him not to come any closer.

Three years her senior, Cody still cut a
fine figure of a man. His wavy brown hair had a hint of gray at the
temples, and his green eyes shone with entreaty. Age had improved
his youthful good looks, but eighteen years of pain had dulled the
effect his charm had on her.

This was a conversation they had already
entertained, and Janie was loathe to start it again. But she knew
ignoring him wasn’t going to make him go away.

“Seriously?” She hoped her sarcasm made her
temper clear. “What do you think you’re going to accomplish here?
You think you can shrug off your responsibilities, cut my heart out
with a spur, disappear for the length of a bible, and then waltz
back through my door like nothing happened? You’re delusional.”

“I know something happened,” Cody protested.
“I just—”

“Kylie isn’t a
thing. She’s your
daughter!” Pain that had been buried for a decade came rushing to
the surface, and it felt like it had all those years ago. Searing
hot, knife-in-her-belly torture. Janie took a deep breath, trying
to forge a shred of calm out of a heap of molten iron scraps.
“She might be
able to forgive you, but it took me five years to accept you really
were a deadbeat loser. You think I’m anywhere close to
forgiveness?”

“I was a scared kid,” Cody tried.

“And I wasn’t? You were
gone for seventeen years! I
couldn’t run.” She had to give him a thread of
credit for his tenacity since he arrived in town two months ago.
But it was far too little, ages too late. If his reason for staying
away hadn’t been so lame—who lets college and a city career in oil
speculating keep them away from their kid?—she might have been
moved to hear him out. But the catalyst for prompting him to get
back in touch was what? Hearing about the family last year during
the big trial her brother testified in? Not good enough.

“Just go, Cody. Get out of here. I’m
done.”

She should have felt bad when he hung his
head and shuffled out the door, but she didn’t.


 Chapter
Two

Tim watched out the window as the bus pulled
into the station. He hadn’t been able to sleep during the
two-hundred-and-fifty-mile ride from Denver to Syracuse, Kansas.
The trip had turned into a milk run, stopping at just about every
town along the way, drawing out what should have been a four-hour
trip into more like eight.

He’d been riding an emotional roller
coaster, too. From the highs of escaping the big city and the
shadows of his past swarming around him, to the terrifying lows of
leaving behind everything he had ever known. From the tender hope
he nurtured for a fresh start, to the crushing fear of the unknown
and of screwing up again.

Only one other trip in his life had been
worse—the bus ride to federal prison after his trial and conviction
for drug trafficking.

Searching the faces of the few folks waiting
at the bus station, he didn’t see Mitzi. He hoped nothing had come
up to keep her from meeting him.

He hoped she hadn’t changed her mind.

As the bus crawled up to the curb and jerked
to a stop, two other passengers stood to gather their things. It
seemed they had a dozen bags each. The only bag Tim carried was
transparent plastic—the one the prison had put his street clothes
in when they released him. Its only contents were prison-issue:
sweats, t-shirt, and a ratty toothbrush.

He waited patiently behind
the others for his turn to exit. If prison had taught him one
thing, it was how to wait in line. Finally, they jumbled themselves
off, and Tim shuffled off behind them. His fellow travelers stepped
into waiting arms, hugs and kisses all around, and joyful greetings
echoed off the front of the bus station and into the deserted
streets of downtown Syracuse. It was only 9:00 P.M., but it appeared the town
had rolled up the sidewalks.

Tim stood uncertainly on the curb, looking
again to see if he had missed his sister, but it wasn’t until the
bus pulled away that he saw her standing across the street. Mitzi
was in uniform, leaning against the fender of a patrol truck parked
under a streetlight, her right hand resting comfortably on the grip
of the pistol in its holster. Her left elbow was propped on the
hood of the truck, and she looked every bit the picture of Johnny
Law.

Inhaling sharply at the
sudden déjà vu vision of her slapping cuffs on him and hauling him off to
jail, Tim not only held his ground, he forced himself to step off
the curb toward her. She pushed herself into a standing position
and waited for him, her expression unreadable.

“Tim,” she said at last, more a statement
than a greeting.

“Mitzi,” he said, banishing his fear and
trying to sound warm. “It is good to see you.”

Her lips thinned as she pressed them
together. It appeared she needed a moment to think about that. A
wisp of dark hair, an escapee from the ponytail at the base of her
neck, lifted in a wayward breeze as he approached, but it did
little to soften her expression.

“I know it’s not much, but thank you,” he
fumbled, looking for the words he’d rehearsed in anticipation of
this moment.

Mitzi frowned and held up a hand to stop him
from completely closing the distance between them. “I’m not at all
certain bringing you out here is a smart thing to do, and it goes
against my better judgment as an officer of the law. But I’m also
your sister, and I want to believe prison taught you right from
wrong. You really have Blue to thank. He’s the one who convinced me
to give you the benefit of the doubt.”

She put her hands on her hips as she
continued. “I’m only going to say this once, Tim. Your last second
chance starts right now. If I catch you in one lie, catch you
fighting, drinking, breaking curfew, catch you doing anything other
than going to work, sleeping, or eating, I’m sending you back to
Denver. Your PO will violate you and you will go back to prison. No
exceptions, explanations, or appeals. Do you get me?”

Tim nodded mutely. He had already heard
these conditions from his PO, and hearing them from his little
sister didn’t make them any easier to swallow. But he had left
rebellion behind in cellblock G. And he had given up thinking of
Mitzi as a little girl six years ago when she threw him against a
wall, slapped cuffs on him, and stuffed him in the back seat of her
patrol car next to Tom.

“I understand,” he said at last. “I won’t
disappoint you. I promise.”

“You can’t disappoint someone who is
expecting you to fail.”

Those words cut deeper than any conditions
she might set against him. Something in his expression must have
betrayed his hurt because she amended her statement.
“Half-expecting.”

She turned to open the passenger door of the
pickup and gestured for him to get in.

“Is that all you brought?” she asked
abruptly, as if just now realizing he didn’t have any proper
luggage.

Lifting the bag slightly, he nodded. “These
are prison-issue. Dad said they gave my stuff to Goodwill. This is
the suit Legal Aid got me for the trial, and I have my wallet with
my ID. Everything I call my own. I don’t even have a driver’s
license.”

Mitzi pulled at the sleeve of the suit,
seeing that it was about two sizes too big. “This won’t do. When
the general store opens tomorrow, we’ll get you some work
clothes.”

“I don’t have any money,” Tim informed her,
“but I’ll pay you back. I swear.”

“That’s right, you will. I’ll let Blue tell
you about the work he has for you, but whatever cash you get above
room and board goes to me until I get back what I spent for your
bus ticket and your clothes.”

“I....” Tim clenched his jaw, looking down
into the firm expression on his sister’s face. “I’m more grateful
than you know. The words aren’t much, but just getting the chance
to show you what this means to me....” He stopped again. How many
times could he tell her he wasn’t going to let her down? He needed
time to prove it to her.

Echoing his thoughts, Mitzi’s voice sounded
a bit softer. “Just show me, big brother. Time is the only thing
that’s going to prove your intentions.” She gestured again for him
to get in the truck. “Come on. Let’s go. It’s too late to take you
out to the ranch tonight, so we’ll stay at my apartment in town,
then get cracking first thing in the morning.”

He turned to get in the truck, but her hand
on his elbow stopped him. He looked down to see her holding out her
right hand. Surprised, he slowly took it. She pumped it once, her
eyes shining suspiciously bright. Her mouth worked, but no words
came out. Instead, she covered his hand with her left hand.

Tim realized that, despite her tough
resolve, his sister still loved him. He smiled at her and, for the
first time in years, allowed himself to hope.

⋘⋆⋙

Angelisa Salgado stared out the window of
the gray Nissan sedan, her eyes narrowing as the portly man in the
ill-fitting suit walked out the door of the parole office and
headed for the parking lot. Franco Vincenzi had not answered his
phone all week, and since she would not chance leaving a message,
she had given up trying to reach him by phone. But she had learned
over the years, both in her illicit career as a drug dealer and
during her brief stint in military intelligence, that the best
resource to find someone who had gone to ground was often the most
direct.

This method was far
riskier, but she was confident the sheer brass of it would throw
Vincenzi into a turmoil he would not soon settle out of. He
wouldn’t know what hit him, but he would tell her where Tim Reardon had
gone.

Watching Vincenzi climb
into a Jeep Wrangler, with its rack of spotlights and big 4WD mud
tires, she thought how completely out of character it was for the
suit he wore. Angelisa shook her head. Rednecks and their toys.

As he turned right out of the parking lot,
she pulled out behind him, knowing her crew would be in front. From
having watched him for the past week, she knew the man was as
predictable as clockwork. From work, he would go to a bar over in
LoDo, which was perfect. He would pass outside of HALO, where the
observation cameras could spot them, and they would be able to make
their move.

As planned, once they turned left down Wazee
Street, the stolen pickup in front of Vincenzi appeared to stall,
blocking the way. She moved the stolen Nissan in behind him,
blocking any retreat. Apparently, Vincenzi hadn’t twigged to
anything more than an inconvenience because he opened his car door
and leaned out, putting one foot on the ground. “C’mon, buddy! Get
a move on!”

Vincenzi didn’t realize he was in trouble
until the driver and his passenger got out, revealing nothing
behind their rubber masks and blue coveralls. By then, Angelisa had
her pistol to the back of his head, and the other two had sawed-off
shotguns leveled at him.

Vincenzi put his hands in the air, not even
trying to look around at her. “I don’t have much money, but I don’t
think you want to rob me anyway. I’m—”

“I know what you are,” Angelisa said,
lowering the pitch of her voice and speaking carefully in an
attempt to avoid disclosing her gender. She might not be able to
fully disguise the fact she was a woman, but that was a chance she
had weighed against her need to ask her questions directly. “I
don’t want your money. I want information.”

Vincenzi waited, and she thought maybe he
was smarter than he looked.

“Tim Reardon,” she said. Vincenzi remained
silent, so she poked him in the back of the head with the barrel of
her pistol.

“What about him?”

“How can I find him?”

“He left town.” She poked him harder, an
unspoken demand for more information. “Just today.” She poked him
even harder, and the two men in front of him took menacing steps
forward. “Okay, okay. He went to Kansas, all right?”

Angelisa took a moment to
process this information. Kansas? What on
earth is in Kansas? “Why?”

“For work.” He paused, but before she could
poke him again, he continued. “A ranch in Hamilton County.”

Before she could say more,
Vincenzi’s phone started playing the “Bad
Boys” ringtone. Angelisa figured it might
be a co-worker. Just her luck.

“Look, I gotta answer—” he began. Angelisa
silently nodded. She had not come here to kill the man. She poked
him very hard in the back of the head, then waved her crew off.

As a unit, they turned and walked across the
street, leaving the stolen cars to block the way. She didn’t think
Vincenzi would follow them without backup, and they had planned
this route very carefully. Using a planter box and mail drop box to
hop over the wall to a parking lot, they hurried across the
pavement and out the other side to the pedestrian alley beyond,
tucking their weapons inside their coveralls as they walked. The
parking lot for the lofts had security cameras, but the rest of the
route—through alleys, all the way to the rail yard—was free of
them. Another turn and they could remove their masks.

“Did you get what you need?” Eddie asked,
but she only hissed in response.

She would have to see what the internet
could tell her about Hamilton County, Kansas.

⋘⋆⋙

Janie’s alarm roused her before dawn. She
turned it off before it could disturb Kylie, who had worked swing
shift at the diner out at the Chew, Brew & Pit Crew Truck Stop.
Sitting up, she stretched before heading for the bathroom. As she
had taken to doing lately, she flipped the curtain back without
turning on the lights, looking out the window to see Cody’s SUV
parked across the street. The glow of his e-cigarette told her he
was awake.

She sighed, wondering if she ought to have
Mitzi talk to him about stalking her. She wasn’t afraid of
Cody—more embarrassed for him. Kylie told her that her father had
taken to escorting her home from work when her shift ended. Kylie
was convinced he was harmless, that he just wanted a chance to get
back into their lives, so Janie let him be. If he had nothing
better to do with his time....

She dressed quickly—a shower could wait
until after she finished “playing” with the new arrivals—then
grabbed her work keys and headed out the door. The company pickup
waiting in the driveway had already been loaded with the supplies
she’d need out at the Lazy J, so she wouldn’t have to stop by the
office.

As she opened the pickup’s door, she noticed
the interior light of the SUV come on, and hurried to climb into
the utility pickup and start it so she didn’t have to begin her day
with another circular conversation.


Chapter
Three

 Tim was slow to wake from the best sleep he’d had in years.
The soft bed and clean, fresh sheets disoriented him, and it took a
minute to remember where he was. While he assessed his
surroundings, he held himself perfectly still, only moving once he
assured himself he was safe. He sat up, folded the covers back, and
slid his legs over the edge of the mattress to put his bare feet on
the cool floor.

His clothes lay where he had left them,
folded neatly on top of the bureau. He stood and pulled the suit
pants on over the prison-issue underwear he’d slept in, then
listened to the silent apartment. Even after five months on the
streets, the sound of silence was a treasure he cherished whenever
he found it. Neither prison nor the streets of Denver were ever
truly silent.

Picking up the button-down shirt, he opened
the door and peered out into the apartment. When Mitzi showed him
in last night, the simple two-bedroom had surprised him. He had
expected to find a homey married couple’s residence, not a spartan
space that hardly looked lived in. Mitzi had explained that she and
Blue lived in a house out on the ranch, and the apartment was for
the times when her work kept her in town. She only stayed there a
few nights a month.

The door to the other room was open, so Tim
knew Mitzi was already out. After a visit to the bathroom, he
pulled on the shirt and walked into the kitchen to find a pot of
coffee already brewed. Two empty cups waited beside the machine. It
didn’t smell burned, and the coffee maker gave a little sigh, so he
knew it hadn’t been sitting more than a minute or two.

He poured a cup and took a moment to savor
the scent of gourmet coffee—the first he’d ever smelled in a cup of
his own. He took a sip and, despite scalding his tongue, it tasted
even better than it smelled. He blew on the liquid before taking
another sip, then paused when he heard the front door open.

Mitzi came around the corner to find him
standing with a guilty expression on his face, the cup still raised
to his lips. She was again dressed in her dark green uniform, and
he noticed how she wore it like it was second nature. Like uniforms
alone made up her wardrobe.

“Morning,” she said. “How’s the coffee?”

“Best ever.” He smiled at the fact he hadn’t
misunderstood the waiting cups. “Thanks for letting me sleep
in.”

With a non-committal shrug, Mitzi came
around the counter and picked up her own mug. “It’s still early,”
she said. “But just so you know, you’ll get up with the sun
starting tomorrow. Every day. The store opens in ten minutes. We’ll
head over as soon as we finish our coffee.”

“All right.”

They drank their coffee in awkward silence,
standing in the kitchen and facing each other, not meeting each
other’s eyes. Tim thought they had plenty to talk about, but he
didn’t know where to start. He had plenty of questions, too, but
five years of not speaking to cops unless he was spoken to was
proving to be a hard practice to break.

When they walked out the door fifteen
minutes later—Tim had insisted on washing out their mugs first—and
stepped into the parking lot of the apartment complex, he realized
it was indeed early. The cars in the lot still had dew on the
windows, and the air smelled fresh and clean. He couldn’t hear any
traffic on the nearby street, just the rumble of a semi out on the
highway.

“Wow,” he said. “It’s so quiet.”

Mitzi smiled for the first time since he
stepped off the bus. “Welcome to Syracuse.”

⋘⋆⋙

An hour later, they were back in Mitzi’s
patrol truck, heading out on a county road that was little more
than a worn asphalt track. Two paper sacks in the jump seat held a
shaving kit, three pairs of Levis, three dark blue t-shirts, two
light blue button-down shirts, a six-pack of work socks, and a
six-pack of Jockey boxer briefs. In place of his suit, he wore
another new pair of jeans, a work shirt, and a pair of sturdy
cowboy boots.

He had kept his shopping practical and
short, and would have been okay with two sets of work clothes, but
Mitzi insisted he get more. Her only explanation was that ranching
was dirty work.

As they passed rolling hills with clumps of
trees scattered here and there, Tim reflected that it was nice to
have clothes that fit. He had never been a big man, and the
secondhand suit hadn’t fit him from day one. In the pen, he had
worked out with the other cons until his already wiry frame was
lean and muscular. The prison-issue clothes had always been too big
around the waist, the legs were too long, and the sleeves too short
for his arms. His celly had once called him “chimp.” Once.

They rode in silence, and Tim wondered where
she was taking him. They passed no other vehicles on the road. If
she hadn’t just spent a couple hundred dollars on clothes for him,
he might have entertained the notion she was taking him out into
the prairie to dump his body.

They drove thirty minutes before they
crossed a cattle guard and eased past several cattle meandering
near the road.

Finally, he spotted a gateway on the
horizon. It was on the right side of the road, and looked like
something out of an old-time Western. The wooden posts surprised
him. He hadn’t yet seen a tree tall enough to provide one, let
alone two posts that size. The crosspiece was high enough to allow
semitrucks through
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