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      I felt like I was in a ghost town, or perhaps was the sole survivor of humanity in one of those postapocalyptic science fiction movies. There wasn’t another person in sight. Even the parking spaces up and down Main Street were empty. No cars came down the road. I wouldn’t have been surprised to see a tumbleweed. It would have fit perfectly with the atmosphere of desertion.

      But it was the most festive ghost town I’d ever seen. Blue and white ribbons fluttered in the breeze from each lamppost. The words “Go Stirling Mills!” had been painted on the window across the street. It wasn’t an order to evacuate. It was a sign of the football fever that had consumed the town. Just about everyone had gone to the game that would determine if our team would make it to the playoffs. I’d learned that things tended to get quiet downtown on Friday nights during football season, but this was the worst I’d seen. If it was this bad for the final regular season game, what would it be like for the playoffs?

      The only sign of life was the glowing “open” sign in the window of the Mexican restaurant down the block, and it drew me like a beacon. I was surprised that Margarita’s restaurant was open, but I was grateful. If it was a slow night, we’d be able to hang out and chat. Unfortunately, it looked like the movie theater was shuttered for the night, so she couldn’t close early and sneak out to see a movie with me. I headed across the street toward the restaurant.

      Inside, the place looked like the aftermath of a disaster. Margarita and one of her waitresses were busy cleaning up from what must have been a big party. Several tables were pushed together, with a couple of high chairs mixed among the seats, and the debris from the meal’s aftermath was surrounded by puddles of soda that dripped off the table onto the floor.

      “Wow, I’d have expected tonight to be quiet,” I said.

      “The rest of the night will be,” Margarita said, glancing up from piling dishes into a plastic tub. “But there was a huge rush before people headed off to the game. And then there were the young families who didn’t go to the game who needed a place to go when everywhere else was closed, other than the chain places on the highway.” She shuddered at the thought, and I joined her.

      “I guess that’s why you didn’t close.”

      “I figured I’d have enough business to make it worthwhile. Plus, I couldn’t get tickets. I’m surprised you aren’t at the news event of the week.”

      “I only got two press passes, and I figured it was best to give them to people who could actually cover the game. I sent a sports reporter and a photographer. Part of being an editor is knowing when to delegate, and writing about football isn’t one of my strengths.”

      “And you didn’t really want to go.”

      “And I didn’t really want to go,” I admitted. I’d been to a few home games as someone’s guest—you just about had to inherit season tickets or be related to a player to get in, and they were stingy with press passes—so I appreciated the way the sport brought the whole town together, but it was hard to get too excited about teenagers I didn’t know playing a game I didn’t really care about. “I figure I can go to some of the playoff games, if we make it.”

      “When we make it,” she corrected.

      “When we make it. That’s if I can get either a press pass or a ticket.”

      “Once we get past the first round, the games tend to be held in bigger stadiums, so you may be able to get in.”

      “That’s something to look forward to,” I said dryly. I twined my first two fingers around each other and held them up. “Fingers crossed.”

      “If the team knew about your luck, they’d make sure you were there.”

      “It’s not that kind of luck. I tend to be present when news events happen, which means it’s bad luck for the people around me. If I’m at the game, there will be something big for me to write about, like a major injury to a player or someone in the stands, a shootout in the parking lot, or a bomb threat.”

      “Then maybe they should keep you away. Anyway, I’m glad you’re here to keep me company tonight now that the families have cleared out. Have a seat, and I’ll get you a drink and some chips in a moment. I need to get this cleaned up before the soda soaks into the floor and gets sticky.”

      “No rush,” I said, heading toward my usual seat at the big wooden bar that was right out of an old-timey saloon, which this building once had been. “Finish up what you’re doing. I need to work up a bigger appetite.” I paused and turned back. “I can help if you want. I worked in a restaurant in college, so I know the drill.”

      “Let her!” Josie, the waitress, said, shooting a grin at me.

      “Okay, then, if you don’t mind,” Margarita said. “But if you help, then dinner’s on me.”

      “How about a drink on you?” I said. “And throw in some queso. I don’t think five minutes of work is worth a whole dinner.”

      “You can load up the bus tubs with dishes and put the tubs on the bar. I’ll take it from there.” She shook her head. “I need to hire some dishwashers who aren’t related to anyone on the football team.”

      “You don’t have to give everyone the night off,” Josie pointed out.

      “Yeah, but that’s why I’m a great boss. Nobody’s quit because they can’t go to the game.”

      “It’s that big a deal?” I asked as I piled plates in the tub. There were remnants of brightly colored icing on some of the plates, so there must have been a birthday party. That explained the mess.

      “Yeah, especially if the player is a senior. If we don’t win” —she crossed herself—“it could be his last game, and the whole family wants to be there for that.”

      “And for some of these guys, this will be the peak of their existence, as they never see that kind of glory again,” Josie muttered.

      “Did they not have football at your school?” Margarita asked me.

      “I mostly went to school overseas. There was a football team, but it wasn’t that big a deal. It was just a dependent youth activity, not connected to the school. We also didn’t have extended family around. Your cousins and aunts and uncles were on a different continent, so the only people who really cared were the players’ parents and maybe their close friends. I never went to a game.”

      “That’s so sad,” Josie said, pausing as she wiped a table. “And, yeah, I know I was just scoffing at how important this town thinks football is, but there has to be a middle ground. It’s also sad not having your family around.”

      “I guess,” I said with a shrug. “But I was also living where we could take a quick weekend trip to London or Paris, so there’s that.”

      “I think that more than balances it out,” Margarita said with a laugh. “I’d trade football games for Paris.”

      With the three of us working, we quickly got the dining room back to looking like it usually did. Margarita put the dishes in the dishwasher and came back to the bar with a pitcher of margaritas. She couldn’t sell the drinks, thanks to local laws that I hoped to help get changed, but nothing stopped her from giving drinks to friends. That was one reason I liked slow nights. She didn’t have to worry about everyone else in the restaurant seeing a drink and wanting one.

      “Your latest issue was really something,” she said as the two of us enjoyed margaritas and chips with hot cheese dip.

      “It helps to be on the scene for a murder and trapped with a murderer,” I said with a casual shrug. “As I said, that’s how my luck works.”

      “The guy had been living in the attic for months,” she reminded me. “You being there didn’t bring him there.”

      “But he emerged from his hiding place when I was there.”

      “Because the house was full of ghost hunters who went snooping. You just happened to be invited to the event.”

      “Okay, so maybe this one wasn’t due to my knack for being on the scene.”

      “We’ll have to plan a girls’ weekend trip that’s not about a news event and see what happens.”

      “You’ll regret it,” I warned.

      “We shall see.” She leaned closer over the bar. “Speaking of aftermath from last weekend, have there been any other developments?”

      I managed to keep my expression neutral as I said, “I wasn’t considered a victim, and there were plenty of other witnesses, so I didn’t have to deal with too much paperwork.”

      “That wasn’t what I meant, and you know it.”

      How did she know what Wes Mosby and I had discussed in the immediate aftermath? No one else had been around when we’d admitted to some attraction and talked about doing something about it. “What did you mean?” I asked after taking a sip of my drink.

      “Come on, the man drove through a storm to get to you when he learned you might be in danger.”

      “That wasn’t about me. He’s a cop, through and through, so when he learned there was a crisis, he showed up, even if it was outside his jurisdiction.” It was admirable, but I suspected it might become a problem if anything ever did actually happen between us. Which it hadn’t in the week since we’d been trapped in a haunted house with a murderer. I hadn’t seen him at all, hadn’t heard from him other than a couple of short text messages. I didn’t know if he’d changed his mind or if there was something else going on.

      “Well, speak of the devil,” Margarita murmured with a sly smile, and I turned to see Wes standing in the doorway, surveying the restaurant. He was in uniform, so he could have been on duty and looking for a fugitive, or he might have just been making sure the restaurant wasn’t too crowded before he committed to coming in for dinner after work. Like many people in Stirling Mills, Wes had an uncanny gift. His involved being able to hear people’s thoughts, so he tended to avoid crowds. Supposedly, he had trouble reading me, possibly due to my own ability to see ghosts, which led to me having some psychic barriers that kept me from constantly being besieged by the dead, but I still felt a bit self-conscious around him.

      And that was even worse at the moment. He was just as cute as I remembered, tall and lean in his khaki uniform, and with his greenish eyes and wavy auburn hair. I thought he smiled a bit when he saw me, though that could have been merely about being relieved to find the restaurant all but empty. I tried to shut up the thoughts in my head as he approached and took the seat next to me.

      “Ah, a nice, quiet night,” he said.

      “I’m surprised you aren’t on escort duty for the team buses,” Margarita said, placing a glass in front of him and lifting the margarita pitcher.

      He held out a hand to cover the glass. “None for me tonight. I’m still on call. The chief decided it was an important part of his leadership position in the town for him to represent the department at the game, so he left me in charge of the department while he’s gone.”

      “But he’s not even from this town,” I said as Margarita poured him a glass of ice water. “He has no connections to anyone on the team. You probably know everyone in the team, cheerleading squad, and marching band.”

      “Yeah, well.” He shrugged. “I actually don’t mind. If I’d used the pass he got, I’d have been in the stadium, where things can get pretty intense.” I could only imagine what a mind reader would overhear at a football game. “With escort duty, I’d be left standing around by the team and band buses through the whole game, which is not my idea of fun. I’d much rather be left behind in an empty town.”

      “Away games must be like Christmas for you,” I said.

      An expression of sheer bliss crossed his face. “Oh yeah. And playoff games are even better. Those stadiums are bigger, so even more people go. There’s nobody left in town. I mostly just do some patrols to make sure no one’s taking advantage of everyone being gone, and I can go out to dinner during prime dinner hours.”

      He sounded perfectly relaxed, completely at ease and not at all like a man who was seeing a woman he was attracted to for the first time since confessing his attraction and suggesting they might want to do something together. He must have had a much better poker face than I could imagine because my heart was racing, my legs were trembling, and I was pretty sure I’d turned bright red upon seeing him. Or else his feelings weren’t as intense as mine were.

      “Good week, Lex?” he asked me.

      “Yeah, I guess,” I said as I tried to think of a way to ask where he’d been without sounding like I was whining. Saying something like, “Why haven’t you called me? I thought you said you liked me,” would have been a real turnoff. I settled for a casual, “You? Busy?”

      He heaved a deep sigh. “Oh, yeah. I’ve got a new appreciation for what crime victims go through. Since that guy hit me and tied me up, they’re treating me like a victim in this case, and that means statements and interviews and tons of paperwork. It’s been a lot worse than the part where I actually got hit on the head. I wasn’t all that traumatized, but reliving it so many times hasn’t been fun—and we haven’t even made it to a trial.”

      I was glad I hadn’t made any remark about him being scarce this week since it turned out he had a valid excuse. He really had been busy, with a lot to deal with emotionally. I didn’t think our relationship—if you could even call it that at this point—was yet one where I could be a shoulder for him to lean on during a difficult time, so it made sense for him to have needed time on his own to deal with everything, in addition to the time on top of his regular duties it took to take care of the official stuff.

      “I guess it’s even worse than being a witness,” I said.

      “They aren’t sure they’ll be able to make a murder charge stick, so they’re relying on the assault cases on the photographer and me to make sure he stays in prison. Of course, this is all on top of the sentence he was already serving and the escape.”

      “They can’t make that murder charge stick?”

      “There’s not a lot of physical evidence, and a good lawyer might be able to raise reasonable doubt, since he lived in that attic for months and that could explain his DNA being up there. They might be able to tie him to the wrench and tie the wrench to the murder, but it’ll come down to what his lawyer would say and how the jury would take it. So, it seems I’m the star witness.”

      “Surely that’s not a new role for you. You must have to testify all the time.”

      “Yeah, but as a cop, not as a crime victim. They may try to use my position to add credibility to my testimony, and I’m sure they’ll have me come to trial in uniform. That’s if it goes to trial. They may get him to take a plea, but first we’ve got to get past a grand jury.” He suddenly froze for a moment, then said, “This isn’t for publication, by the way. I should have said that up front.”

      It hadn’t even crossed my mind, though it might have made an interesting story. “I thought we were talking as friends,” I said stiffly. “Do you really think I’d go to press with something you said to me in casual conversation?” Maybe it was for the best that we hadn’t actually moved our relationship along. The town’s newspaper editor and de facto police chief (since Wes did most of the real chief’s work) would always have some conflict and wariness with each other. How could we have any kind of pillow talk if he felt the need to tell me what he said wasn’t for publication? Not that there was likely to be any pillow talk if we couldn’t even talk in a restaurant.

      He looked down at the bar and adjusted his water glass. “Well, no. But better safe than sorry. It could torpedo the case if inside info made it into print.”

      “Have I ever printed something you said to me in conversation?”

      “I guess not. But it did happen with your predecessor.”

      “I’m not him.”

      He gave me a sidelong glance and a sly smile. “Obviously. And thank goodness.”

      “I want to make a life in this town, and I can’t do that if I burn bridges by betraying people’s trust. How about we make a deal, and anything you say to me outside of an obvious work situation is considered off the record unless you specify otherwise?”

      “What do you mean by obvious work situation?”

      “When we’re interacting in the line of duty, like if I’m interviewing you at a crime scene or at your office or if you’re coming to me to get information related to a case. This” —I gestured around the restaurant— “is neutral territory. Nothing said here goes into print unless specified otherwise. We can add other places to our list of neutral ground as we go.”

      Nodding, he said, “Okay, I can live with that. Deal.” He stuck his hand out for me to shake. I could think of other ways we could have sealed the deal, but I supposed we’d have to work up to that.

      Margarita, who’d quietly made herself scarce while we were talking, returned from the kitchen. “Are you two ready to order?” she asked.

      We told her what we wanted, and he added, “Put them both on my check.”

      She gave me a quick glance and quirked an eyebrow before saying, “Then this’ll be the cheapest date ever because Lexie’s meal was already on the house, since I put her to work this evening.” She looked back at me, as though daring me to say that I’d only agreed to a drink and some queso dip as payment for my help. If it meant having to put my meal on Wes’s tab otherwise, I’d have to accept her generosity.

      “Oh. Then I guess I’ll have to treat some other time,” he said with a shrug. I noticed that he didn’t argue with her calling it a date. This situation gave me flashbacks to awkward ambiguous friendships in college, when I wasn’t sure whether we were just hanging out or if it was something else, and there was evidence for both possibilities. As I recalled, my guesses had always turned out to be wrong, sometimes with embarrassing results.

      “Yeah, some other time,” I said with a smile I hoped looked neutral rather than desperately hopeful.

      “Are you busy tomorrow?”

      Okay, that was fast. This was actually looking good. I knew all the dating guides said to be “busy” for short-notice invitations so the guy didn’t think you were too available, but he knew me too well, and this was a small enough town that he’d know I was lying about any news events I said I had to cover. “No, not really. Why?”

      “Are you up for doing something in the early afternoon, say around lunchtime?”

      “Sure, I guess.”

      “Good. Wear something for the outdoors.”

      “Okay,” I said warily. It was November, but it was also Texas, which meant this was the time of year when you could actually be outdoors in daytime without bursting into flames. Early November in Texas was like summer in some of the places I’d lived as a kid. This was when we did stuff like picnics and hikes. Was he planning a picnic? That could be romantic. “What do you have in mind?”

      “There’s something I’d like to show you. How about I pick you up at your place at noon?”
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      A little before noon on Saturday, I waited in front of the newspaper office. Wes had remained cryptic about what we were going to do, so I’d planned my outfit to land somewhere between practical and cute. I wore jeans, hiking boots, a nice top, and a chunky cardigan sweater. I looked like something out of a scene from one of the “autumn festival” romantic movies I’d been binge-watching lately. I pictured Wes joining me in that scene, wearing jeans and a fisherman’s sweater, the two of us lounging on a big plaid blanket with a picnic basket.

      “Someone has big plans,” a nearby voice remarked. I turned to see the shadowy figure of a woman dressed like a girl reporter in an old movie lurking just outside the office door. I wasn’t sure how far Jean Jacobs, the paper’s former editor, could get from the building, but I should have known I couldn’t get away from the office without her noticing. She haunted the newspaper building and liked to think she still ran the place.

      “I wouldn’t say ‘big,’” I replied. “There’s just something Wes wants me to look at. He’ll be picking me up soon.”

      She scanned me head to toe and shook her head. “True, no self-respecting woman would have dressed like that for a date back in my day, but I understand that you people are far more casual, and this is not the way you usually dress on a Saturday. You think it’s a date.”

      That picture of Wes and me on a picnic blanket popped into my mind again, and I shook my head to remove the mental image. This was reality, not a movie, and getting my hopes up was bound to lead to disappointment. “I don’t know what it is,” I admitted. “He just asked if I was busy, then set a time that coincides with a meal time. It’s ambiguous.” Frustratingly so. I hadn’t told Jean about the conversation we’d had a week earlier about our possible feelings for each other, and I didn’t intend to.

      “Getting involved with him isn’t a good idea,” she said.

      “Why? Is there something I don’t know about him?”

      “What is there to know? He’s a cop who more or less runs the police department and is sure to be chief someday, and you’re the newspaper editor. That’s a pretty big conflict of interest. If you’re doing your job right, you’re bound to end up on opposite sides of an issue. You’ll be calling his department to account. He’ll be trying to keep things quiet. And even if you two manage to keep your feelings out of your work, and vice versa, if people in town know you’re involved, they’re going to wonder how your personal lives are affecting your work. You’re the one whose credibility will be questioned. People here have known him his whole life, so they’re more likely to give him the benefit of the doubt. But they’ll wonder about you.”

      I couldn’t help but think about the argument we’d had the night before about whether or not he could trust me not to print things he said in casual conversation, and I knew she had a point. Not that I wanted to admit that. Telling Jean she was right about something meant never hearing the end of it. “So I can’t date anyone in town without compromising my credibility?”

      “You notice that I never married.”

      “I thought you were mostly married to the newspaper. And possibly a bit intimidating to men of your generation.”

      “That, too. In my day, I’d have been expected to quit work as soon as I got married, or at least as soon as I had a kid. I wasn’t playing that game.”

      “It’s different now.”

      “So you just have to worry about conflict of interest. Get yourself a man who’s not likely to find himself mentioned in the newspaper until his obituary.”

      “Isn’t that what they used to say about women, that a lady’s name should only be in the newspaper when she was born, when she got married, and when she died?”

      “Yep. And it should work both ways. There are plenty of men in this town who aren’t likely to end up at the heart of a story.”

      “Yeah, and I haven’t met any of them because they don’t do anything interesting.”

      “They also don’t commit or solve crimes.”

      “Well, I’m not sure this is a date. It could be work-related. He may have a story tip for me.”

      “Which is why dating him is a bad idea. You don’t want it to look like you’re getting the inside scoop because you’re sleeping with him.”

      “I’m not sleeping with him. We occasionally sit next to each other at dinner. That’s all.” So far.

      Whatever glow of anticipation I’d had when I got dressed, this conversation had doused it. My hazy picnic daydream evaporated like morning fog when the sun hit it. Even so, I couldn’t stop my heart from racing a little when I saw Wes’s truck approaching. He was driving his personal vehicle, which was basically the same as his police SUV, just with a different paint job and without the rack of lights on the roof.

      “Keep it that way. Good luck.”

      “Thanks,” I said, softly adding, “For nothing,” before I went around to the passenger side to climb in.

      It was a good thing I’d adjusted my expectations because there was no fisherman’s sweater in sight, just a T-shirt and a hooded sweatshirt. Pity. With his coloring, he’d look amazing in one of those sweaters. If we ever did start dating seriously enough for expensive gifts, I’d have to give him one. And then he’d have about two days every other year when it was cold enough to wear it. Not that he looked bad. He was quite dashing in uniform with his wavy hair tamed, but he was also pretty adorable slightly rumpled, the faintest hint of reddish shadow on his jaw, in casual clothes. But the fact that he hadn’t shaved and was dressed down was a good sign that this wasn’t meant to be a date. Or maybe he was trying to make it look like it wasn’t one.

      “So, where are you taking me?” I asked, hoping his answer would give me more of a clue.

      “Have you had lunch?”

      My hopes rose slightly. “No. You said noon, so I figured lunch might be on the agenda.”

      He reached to the back seat, grabbed a paper fast-food bag, and handed it to me. “That’s what I figured. Here you go. I guessed at what you’d like.” I could already smell a hamburger and fries, even before I opened the bag. While I loved the imagery of a picnic with crusty bread and cheese, I had to admit that this was more to my taste. My rejoicing tastebuds balanced my disappointed heart. “Go ahead and eat. I ate mine while I was driving over here. That drink in the right cupholder is yours. I don’t remember ever seeing you drink soda, so I got you an iced tea, unsweetened. They didn’t have hot tea.”

      “That wouldn’t have gone well with a hamburger. Unsweetened iced tea is good.” If we weren’t actually eating together, it felt less like a date. On the other hand, he had bought my meal, and he’d actually thought about what I might like, making some pretty accurate guesses based on what he’d observed about me. I didn’t share my addiction to made-for-TV romantic comedies with many people, so he had no way of knowing about my picnic fantasies. And in all those movies, the guy knowing what to order for the woman was depicted as a sign that he might be The One. But that was something to worry about later. I didn’t want my burger and fries getting cold, so I dug in, hoping I wasn’t getting ketchup and mustard on my face.

      While I ate, he drove out of town and turned on to the River Road. I shuddered at the memory of the accident that had happened there earlier in the year and the ghosts I’d encountered along the way. Being able to see and talk to ghosts could sometimes be valuable in my line of work, but that didn’t mean it was always pleasant. I was used to Jean and had mostly stopped thinking about her as a ghost. Other ghosts were often more unsettling.

      “Looks like that new development out here isn’t going to go through,” I remarked. “All the real estate signs are down.”

      “Yep. Thanks to you, all these people were able to keep their property. I think a couple did end up selling, but it looks like other farmers bought it instead of it being turned into a suburban tract.”

      “I guess that’s good.” I wasn’t anti-progress. I was just against old people being cheated by slick-talking developers. If someone who knew what they were doing and had accurate information chose to sell to someone who wanted to fill a former farm with houses, that was their business.

      A few miles down the road, the river curved but the road remained straight, so it was farther from the river and there was land between the road and the river. We soon came to a crossroads. There was a sign saying “bridge out” blocking the other road between us and the river.

      “Oh, this is that bridge that washed out in the storm last weekend,” I said. “I ran a piece about that. They think someone died because their car was on the bridge at the time.” The car had washed up downstream, and the victim’s family had said the bridge was on her route home, so it was a reasonable assumption that she’d been on the bridge when it collapsed.

      “Yeah.” He surprised me by turning on to that road. He drove up to the sign, put his truck in park, got out and moved the sign, got back in, and drove past it before stopping again and moving it back into place.

      When he was back in the truck, I said, “You did notice that the sign said the bridge was out.”

      “Yep.”

      “So there’s not really anywhere to go from here. Unless you’re planning to jump the river, and I don’t think you can do that in this truck, no matter what happens in the movies.”

      “We don’t need to cross the river.”

      I started to think that one end of a washed-out bridge was an odd place to have a picnic, then glanced at the remains of the fast-food meal in my lap and remembered that there would be no picnic. But it occurred to me that a road that was closed to traffic would be nice and private. If you wanted to go somewhere you wouldn’t be disturbed, this would be the place to go. We were hardly teenagers needing a private place to make out, though. We each had our own homes (though mine came with a nosy ghost). We didn’t need to find an isolated lovers’ lane if that kind of activity was what he had in mind, unless perhaps this was about what Jean had said about public perception, and it would look bad for us to be at each other’s places. Still, I was pretty sure he was up to something else.

      There was yet another “bridge out” sign ahead, in case someone had ignored the first one, and he stopped in front of it and turned off the engine. I took the cue to stuff everything from my lunch into the paper bag and set it on the floorboard before I unfastened my seatbelt and got out of the truck. We walked to the sign, beyond which the bridge was most definitely out. The road extended a few yards out over the river before abruptly ending. Some bits of metal and concrete dangled toward the river below. It looked about the same on the other side. I was no engineer, but I got the impression that the pylons in the middle of the river had been knocked out by the rushing waters, taking the middle of the bridge with them.

      “So, what do you think?” Wes asked.

      “This is a new bridge, right?” I said. The bits of twisted metal were still shiny, not yet rusted, and the remaining concrete was plain and utilitarian, without the fancy carvings I’d seen on other bridges nearby.

      “Yeah, only a few years old. It was built to replace that one.” He pointed upstream, where an old steel girder bridge still stood. It was rusted, and I wasn’t sure I’d want to drive across it in anything heavier than a golf cart, but it was standing, which was more than you could say for the new bridge. “They’d had to limit weight, and that meant trucks had to go around to the nearest other bridge until they built this one and rerouted the road. Do you find it odd that the hundred-year-old bridge upstream is still standing and the brand-new one fell?”

      “They don’t make ’em like they used to, I guess.”

      “Some of the craftsmanship may be different today, but with the computer-assisted design and high-tech materials we have now, you’d think the new bridge would be at least as sturdy as one built a century earlier.”

      “Yeah. There weren’t any other bridges washed out, were there?”

      “Nope. Look at this.” He guided me closer to the river’s edge, moving downstream. It looked to me like the remains of the part of the bridge that had been washed out hadn’t made it very far. The pylon was lying partially submerged in the river, the water flowing around it. There were chunks of concrete and twisted metal dotting the banks.

      “If there was a raging torrent washing out everything in its path, wouldn’t the debris have been washed farther downstream?”

      “You’d think, wouldn’t you? When there have been bad flash floods, they’ve wiped out everything in their path, with all the debris making it worse and worse downstream, taking out bridges and even houses that are close to the creek or river banks. Not like this.”

      “You think there was something shady going on?” I asked, getting the tingle I usually felt when I thought there might be a good story.

      “Don’t you?”
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