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Chapter 1   Birthday
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Across the open plains of Grant County Nebraska, the coat of winter has become threadbare. Among these prairies, it had been peaceful for generations. There were no crime waves, gangs, or murders, but change came in the dark of night. As the hardened ice crystals fall back, they reveal something sinister, wedged into the tender underbelly of a naïve and unsuspecting community.

On the slope of a rolling meadow, behind a grove of trees, where the snow has melted away, an exposed boot rises from the earth. The worn heel cap and the rear quarter have lost their sheen, but in the afternoon sun, it can be seen clearly. Every day, more and more soil is swept away by the wind and rain, pushing the shallow grave out of the earth. 

A weather washed dirt path, flows down from the shallow burial site, into the back yard of a small white house, perched on the ridge. The barn, the hay shed and the garage are quiet and empty. The owner has not been seen for weeks. His cattle suffer in the fields, visible from the disturbed soil at the top of the hill.

Along the side of the home, a pebble driveway extends downward, emptying onto the dead end of Manning Street. The eroded asphalt is clear of snow, but dusted with stones and dirt. Islands of grass punch through the last gasps of the cold.

Hovering at the edge of the road, a mailbox stands as a witness that no one can hear. It cries out that the community is no longer immune to evil. The door is open, the box packed full with flyers and advertisements. Printed upon the black side of the mailbox, are the white letters, ‘Linton.’ 

Just over the pavement, across a white splotched meadow, sits the small town of Hyannis. The back of the community, at the end of the field, is the single wide trailer of Leslie Anne Brennemann, and her husband Kyle Kruger. His white pickup sits in the driveway, and her green crashed one sits in the grass across the street. A black bird caws from a pole at the corner. His voice rings across the town calling her, but she is not home.

A few feet behind her truck Rocky, Dillinger Street dead ends, brought up from town, just down the hill. Where the asphalt begins, trucks and cars line the edge of the pavement, parked haphazardly in front of the third home on the left. In the driveway, a large truck with a sleeper cabin, takes up the whole space. A magnet sticker on the side of the driver door, displays the logo for Heartland Golden Beef Company.

Carter and Becky Elam’s house remains packed to the gills, standing room only. The whole town is represented inside. The crowd has split into groups, the men in the kitchen, the women in the living room. 

Becky’s mom and dad, sit next to Carter’s mom and dad on the couch. Sheriff Elam is not in uniform. Gilly Covajori, decked out to go dancing later, stands with Michaela from the Brennemann Ranch. She looks like a real cowboy. A big buck knife hangs from her thick leather belt. Her plaid red shirt partially untucked, is buttoned up to her neck, and she has a bad case of hat head.

Delila from the grocery, Chloe from Ranch Supply, stand with drinks in their hands next to Jessie and Yolanda from the repair shop. Bailey and Emily from The Hyannis Hotel and Restaurant sit on the floor at Becky’s feet, while Cora hands her colorful wrapped presents. Becky’s older sisters, from the Strasburger Ranch, sit at the kitchen table, their chairs turned around to face the living room, Nadine, Kelly, Carol, and Bernadette Strasburger. None of them have married yet. Behind them on the table, all of the serving dishes remain half empty. 

In the kitchen, the trash overflows, the sink remains filled with dirty dishes, while empty cans of beer stacked on the counter, wait for someone to knock them all over. In the corner behind Emily, watching Becky opening her birthday presents, Leslie Anne Brennemann sits on the floor. 

Becky’s sister Nadine, takes pictures from her seat at the table, inadvertently, freezing the expressions Leslie displays in the background. She is frozen with her mouth open, her head craned back as she looks into the ceiling. She’s so bored her eyes begin to close.

Everyone is so happy for Becky and her new hair ringlets. Leslie spots all the men bullshitting in the kitchen, sets her empty on the end table, and climbs to her feet. Meandering through the crowd, and around the island, to the fridge to get herself another beer, the scenery and the conversations change dramatically. 

She pops open the can, and steps into the circle of Kyle’s friends. Clyde, Jacob, Carter and Javier who came with Clyde. She stands next to Jacob who’s in uniform, with his grey cattleman’s hat and long black boots. He just seems grumpy.

She listens to a discussion about their ‘leases’, and all the different magical animals they want to hunt, as if Ibex lived in Nebraska. Carter just nods and nods, with a big goofy grin on his face, while he struggles to eat an overstuffed chili dog. He and Kyle just beam with excitement. Immediately she gets bored there too. She looks up at Jacob whose features mirror hers.

“Have you caught anybody stealing cars yet?”

He turns to her and steps back from the group, “No. I don’t know if we’ll ever catch anybody, I can’t watch every car.” He raises a clear glass bottle with blue Hawaiian soda to his lips, and takes a sip. It has already gone warm.

Leslie continues, “I keep telling people to put a better code in, but I don’t think it matters anymore with these new trinket openers.” She moves away, into the corner.

“That’s true...” He follows her, leans forward and whispers, “Elam wants me to look for people walking.”

“Why?” She whispers back.

He shrugs. “Because they need a car? I guess”

She shakes her head and falls into the counter, leaning way back. She sips her beer.

He looks at her carefully, then asks as gently as he can, “Hey, Leslie. Can I ask you a personal question?”

She glances at him and returns her attention to Kyle. The men eagerly talk about stupid stuff. She mentally gathers her courage, then finally responds, “Yeah, I guess.”

His hat hides his face, “How do two lesbians make a baby?”

Her head rotates slowly to gauge his seriousness. Her eyebrows crush together, “What’re you talking about? Seriously.”

“You know...” He whispers.

Leslie scratches the back of her head, “What two Lesbians? Is this about sex?” She puzzles at him.

He shakes his head and puts out a calming hand, “No. No. Just... Your moms. How did...”

“Ah.” Leslie sighs. She takes a deep breath. Of course. It always comes to this, “First of all, my moms are not lesbians. They met on the Elissa and became friends. Dory had me, and abandoned me here, and Loretta Lynn took care of me. She adopted me.”

Jacob pouts and acknowledges with a nod, “Oh wow. All these years. I never knew that.”

Leslie melts with confusion. She stares at him. “You thought two lesbians had a baby?”

All of a sudden, the house is blasted with a woman’s scream. They both jolt to attention, and rush around the island to witness the commotion.

It was Carter. He runs into the living room, “NOOoooo!”

Becky raises a wad of thong underwear, confused and intrigued. She pulls one free before she identifies it, “Ohmygod.” Her hand opens and they fall back into the box. She glares at Carter.

He shrinks in front of his mom, “That was for later...”

“HA!” Leslie laughs so loud the entire place turns. She taps Jacob with the back of her hand. “Carter, you perv.”

All the parents glare at her, and she can feel the air leave the room. Then Becky speaks up, “Only you would know, Leslie.” She pushes the hair over her ears, and closes the box.

Leslie blushes and backs away, like a shadow. Everyone gets quiet, and she weasels her way back into the kitchen. Kyle meets her inside and they giggle like schoolgirls. 

Carter appears behind Leslie and touches her gently, “Scuse me.” He gently moves her aside.

Leslie slides out of the way, as the guys filter back in with him. She shows no interest in their conversations. 

Jacob watches Carter go straight to the sink and wash his hands. He falls back against the wall, the bottle dangling from a hooked finger. With his thumb stuffed into his gun belt, he leans to Leslie, “Got any ideas?”

She puzzles. “The cars?” With a shrug she continues, “How do we know what to look for. It could be a gang or just some rando dude.”

Kyle gently takes her arm, and then squishes a wet sponge into her back.

“Ow!” She spins around, ready for war.

He raises the sponge stained with mustard and chili to show her.

She studies for a moment, then like a magnet, her eyes snap to Carter.

He stares wide eyed at her, slowly sliding his plate onto the counter. He bolts to the sliding door and escapes, just as she stomps up to the frame, “Carter you fucking shitbird! This is a clean shirt!” She watches him dancing in the yard, teasing her.

“Goddamnit.” She mumbles and steps back inside. Everyone remains frozen, staring, when she rips her shirt open by the snaps, and fights it off, on her way to the sink. 

“Jesus.” Michaela, turns away from the sight of her naked body, disgusted and angry. When she heads to the front door, Gilly follows. The men in the kitchen spin around in shock and stumble out, following Michaela into the front yard. Kyle stares like he has golf balls in his mouth.

Leslie curses like a drunken sailor, trying to wash off the chili, in a sexy blue bra that looks bright against her pale freckled skin. No one dares say anything to her while she rumbles on angrily, her boobs bouncing around, her face red with rage. Becky’s sisters just stare in disbelief. She struggles to put the wet shirt back on. 

Glenda, Becky’s mother, steps in front of Leslie as she snaps it back up. “Leslie... Can I talk to you for a second...” She tries to hide her from prying eyes.

Kyle quickly exits through the front door.

Leslie follows Glenda, the wet shirt dripping down past her beltline. They go down the hallway into a back bedroom.

“Leslie...”

She looks up innocently, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I don’t mean it.”

Glenda reacts, “Mean what?”

“Carter’s a pisshead.” She wipes her hand down the front of her shirt, smoothing out the wrinkles, “I’m just so fucking mad at him right now.”

Glenda blinks excessively, “Leslie... This is not about that. You...” She leans in and whispers, “You’re a grown woman now. You can’t just take your clothes off in front of men.”

Leslie looks up, befuddled. She has a bra on. The ranch girls never used to mind it. In fact, they were always taking their shirts off, and some of them never wore bras. Even her mother Dory used to do it, especially at bars. She just stares with big wide eyes. Why was she so different? The computer in her brain has gotten stuck in a loop.

“It was never Okay, but when you were little, you didn’t look like a woman.” Glenda emphasizes with her eyes and eyebrows.

Leslie looks down at herself, from her boots pointed in different directions, to the wet shirt hanging past her waist. She looks like a woman now? It has to be Kyle’s new bra. It’s not like all her old ones. She used to order them from a sporting goods store, but now, the new ones have straps and lace, and they dig into her skin. “Damn. I’m sorry.” She looks down ashamed.

Glenda puts her hand on her arm, “It’s a matter of safety. We girls have to stick together.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry...” She begins to mumble, “Dory used to take her shirt off, Kyle wants me to walk around naked... I don’t know what’s right anymore.” She moves in front of the dresser and looks into the mirror.

“Yeah. That’s not right. You keep your clothes on. Don’t let anybody see you naked or even half dressed. You have to act like you have class.”

Leslie’s eyebrows crush together.

Glenda takes her by the shoulders, “It’s not safe Leslie...”

She silently goes back to the party.

Leslie examines herself carefully. That subject had never come up in her entire life. She looks like a woman... 

Her eyes cannot peel away and she tugs on the shirt. Her nipples. It’s her nipples. She can see them poking through. Her hands mash them back down.

She looked really great in fancy dress clothes. She thought she looked like a woman back then, but she gave up trying to look pretty on the ranch when Michaela made fun of her makeup. She poses, pushing out her chest, and pulls her hair back. 

She looks like a hobo that slept in the river.

Her chest deflates, and she makes her way back to the party, in the back yard, lost and confused. The ADHD kicking in. On the wooden deck, she just drops down and sits by herself to think. All the guys gather around her. Carter steps up, his yellow cap balanced on the back of his head, curly locks poking out of the sides of his face. He offers her a beer.

“You still pissed?”

Leslie puzzles at him. She takes the bottle, “If this shirt is stained... I know where you sleep Carter...”

“Truce?”

Leslie takes a big gulp, “For now little man... For now.” She moves to Becky who sits alone at her own birthday party. “Why you out here?”

She glares at Leslie, then stands up and storms past Carter, purposefully close. She goes inside.

Leslie watches the patio door close behind her. Carter just stands there, staring at the door, his lips puckered. His head drops and he goes inside quietly.

Leslie gently sits herself down in the empty lawn chair, confused. Jessie and Yolanda pull up seats beside her. Then the men encircle them. Even Elam and Mr. Strasburger are outside, meandering into the group. Everyone gathers near Leslie. She stares into the grass.

She’s a woman now.
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Salty

A group of four just stood up and moved away, when Leslie pounced and began clearing the table. She takes the glasses, plates and silverware and dumps it all in a tub balanced on a chair by her leg. Quickly she wipes down the table, and starts to arrange the salt and pepper shakers, when a couple of shadows move up to take a seat. “Hey Les.”

She looks up at Jacob and Sheriff Elam gently sliding their chairs out.

“Hey... Good morning...” Technically, it’s still morning. “Emily will be right with you... I’ll go find her.”

Jacob grabs a pitcher of water and two glasses from the waitress station, and puts them on the table. They sit down and gently park their hats on the empty chair between them. Jacob pours them each a glass.

Leslie lugs the tub towards the kitchen when she sees the Otto girls at a booth in hysterics. She stops and rests the tub on the edge of the table. Before each one of them, the plates look fresh out of the kitchen, untouched, except for Peaches. Her garden salad with chicken strips has a pile of salt on it and the lid to the salt shaker buried underneath. In her hand she holds the offending empty shaker. Peaches does not look happy.

“Awe, girls...” Leslie shakes her head.

Jessie points to Yolanda.

Yolanda stops laughing, “You have defective salt shakers.”

“Alright give it here.” She reaches out over the table.

Peaches lifts the bowl up for Leslie, but stops and delicately pulls out the top of the salt shaker. It has dressing all over it, and she grimaces. She looks at Leslie, “I’m sorry.”

“Hut. Hut.” Leslie drops it in the tub and sticks out her hand, wiggling her fingers.

The girls remain quiet, guilty, while Peaches hands her the lid and then the salt shaker.

She drops them in the tub, “Some peoples kids.” 

The girls begin to grin and she can hear the laughing continue behind her. Leslie pushes into the kitchen and looks for Emily. She finds the light seeping from underneath the bathroom door, so she makes another salad and squirts out a small ramakin of ranch dressing. She grabs a salt shaker from the pantry. 

Pressing her back against the door, she enters the dining area and her eyes catch a situation at their table. Elam stands over the girls, and Leslie approaches cautiously, anxious to hear. She reaches over everyone to lay the salad down, afraid to interrupt. She hands Peaches the salt and the dressing, then glances at the girls who continue eating, completely oblivious.

Peaches huffs and glares at Elam.

“How about this weekend?” Elam asks politely. He appears oddly nervous.

Leslie glances behind him at Jacob, who literally sits on the edge of his seat to listen. 

“So, you want me to work on the weekend?” Peaches pauses, her hand over her salad about to pour the dressing, her eye tucked neatly under a slowly rising eyebrow.

Leslie’s eyes swell. Elam visibly shrinks.

“But...” He grows confused. The girls always worked on the weekends. “You always work on the weekends.”

“It’s gonna take a week to get the engine.” Peaches looks down at her salad, and begins to pour.

“At least.” Yolanda adds.

“Assuming it’s the engine.” Jesse mumbles with her mouth full. 

“I’m sure it’s just the core.” He nods nervously at Jesse.

“You know that...?” Peaches looks up at him, “How?” Her eyes burn into his flesh.

Leslie notices his hands together before him. His fingers nervously touch each other, like a little kid. She smiles.

He speaks in a weird voice, “It’s doing the same thing it did the last two times.”

Peaches’ fork begins banging into the plate as she mixes up the salad, “I’ll order it. I’ll get to it when it comes in...”

“That’s fine...” Elam seems suddenly sweet and friendly, “I can drive the weather truck...”

“All right... All right.” She points her fork, and the whole table leans back to get out of the way, “But Elam, this is the last one. You need a new vehicle. A new core costs as much as a new car.”

Jesse nods and looks up at him, “We have to completely rip apart the car...”

“Not a cruiser it don’t.” Elam shakes his head slow and wide. 

Peaches snaps her fork onto the table, and Elam steps back, “Have you looked?” 

“Yes Peach. The county can’t do it. But if we do the core under emergency funding... The state will help.”

Peaches perks up. “Really?” Her eyebrows crush together and she glances at the other girls befuddled.

Everyone looks up to him like a coordinated dance move.

He nods.

“I did not know that.” She looks at Jesse and Jesse shrugs.

“Thanks Peaches... Thanks so much.” He backs away slowly.

Leslie follows him. Jacob waits. 

He sits down and adjusts his demeanor. They both look up at her with serious hat head. 

“What happened?” Leslie asks curiously.

“Nothin. Nothin at all.” Elam drinks his water, visibly shaken from talking to Peaches. She has more clout in the county than the commissioner’s court.

Jacob looks up to her, “Cruiser needs an engine.”

Leslie turns to Elam, “Uh Oh.”

He moans, “It’s snapping again.” He looks beaten, and gently sets his water on the table.

Leslie’s eye swell, “It’ll catch on fire.”

Jacob interjects, “It’s got 450,000 miles...”

“Dang.” She shakes her head, and glances at Jacob, “I thought you just went past 500 thousand. Why hasn’t your car broke down?”

“I take care of it.” He grins, avoiding Elam’s glare.

“I have a different engine.” The sheriff grumbles.

Leslie sucks her teeth, “Tsk. Sucks to be you.”

She walks away and Elam turns with a glare to watch her. Then his attention returns to the table, he points at her in disbelief and gawks at Jacob.

Jacob puts his hands in the air and he shrugs.

“That was mean right?”

“Huh?” 

“She’s being mean? When I was a kid, that was a burn.”

Jacob scoffs, his head shakes back and forth, “It’s Leslie...” He shrugs, “Pretty sure it’s a burn.”

Emily steps up, pulling her pad from her pocket, “Hello boys. Whatcha havin?”
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Trepidation

In the front of the Hyannis Hotel Restaurant and Bar, on the steps to the motel rooms, several girls sit like a chain from a barrel of monkeys. Leslie lies back, her head between Bailey’s shoes, Bailey leans her back against the stairs, and Cora sits between Leslie’s legs. She reads a document on a computer screen, and Gyeong stands in front of them waiting for her response.

“I think it’s just a standard form...” Cora finally speaks. “I think you have to resubmit your visa request.”

Gyeong holds out her hand, “Am I in danger?”

Cora hands the pad back to her, “No... No... This is just a normal questionnaire. You have to renew your visa it looks like.”

Leslie stares at the cracks in the boards of the steps. She speaks to Bailey, “I’m so tired.”

Bailey moans, staring into space.

“When do you have to be out?” She asks without moving.

Bailey answers, “Monday night.”

“Okay... Okay...” Leslie struggles to concentrate, “We can do it Sunday... Are you all packed up?”

Bailey doesn’t move, “Yeah, everything’s in boxes.”

Leslie sits forward and puts her elbows on her thighs, “I can get Kyle and Carter to help.”

“I think we got it.” Bailey remains exhausted, her arms out, “Mary says they have six of the ranch hands available. Michaela and Michelle... I think Gilly said he’d help.”

“Okay. That’s good.” Leslie’s head drops. “I’m sorry I haven’t been there.”

“Don’t apologize. You have a lot on your plate.” Neither of them have moved.

Cora stands up. “I’m tired.” She steps off the stairs and turns to them, “I’m headed home. Good night, guys.”

Everyone wishes her a good night. She walks past them, and around the building into the alley. They wait and listen for her car door.

Gyeong puts her foot on the second step, and her arm on the rail. She leans in.

Leslie returns the conversation to the beginning, “I’m trying to read. I’m trying to learn.”

Bailey just stares at the night sky, “How do you learn all that shit overnight? It takes people years of college...”

“I’m just trying to do my best.” Leslie sighs and shakes her head at Gyeong, “I don’t want to screw it all up. I always screw it all up.” She looks down.

Gyeong nods knowingly.

Leslie catches that, and scowls at her.

“Yeah, I know but...” Bailey sits up on her elbows, “You’re getting smarter at it. Maybe it didn’t start out this way, but that’s where you’re at. You’re still learning. You’re still a rookie.”

Leslie glances at her, disappointed.

Bailey continues, “Seriously. No offense. You’re the only one in the county that could pull it off. They don’t need you to be an expert on murders...”

“Or werewolves.” Gyeong says.

They both sit up and look at Gyeong.

She shrinks, “You read a lot of werewolf books.”

“She’s right. You’re going heavy on the werewolves.” She pulls Leslie’s hair back and shapes it, “You don’t need to be an expert. You are not the sheriff. They use you for your expertise, not your forensic skills.” She squeezes the red into a cylinder shape, then releases it, “Don’t go nuts.” She taps her on the shoulder, “Gotta go.” She stands up over Leslie, purposefully flopping her skirt over the bright red hair.

Leslie spots a pickup pulling off the highway, from between Bailey’s knees. Her skirt shields her eyes and she fights it away. It’s a construction truck. Leslie pushes Bailey back down, and holds her there. Her eyebrows crush together, and she leans down to stare, to see into the car. A young Mexican man slides up next to the curb. 

Bailey whispers in Leslie’s ear, “Don’t say shit.” She purposefully shoves Leslie between her legs to step over her. 

Leslie slaps at her skirt and shuts her eyes. She squeals.

Bailey fights to get away. She hurries to the car. The young man glances at Leslie and Gyeong, waves and then drives away with Bailey.

Leslie asks Gyeong, “Who the hell was that?”

She backs into the railing, “Yair. He’s her boyfriend. He works construction.”

“Since when?” Leslie steps out onto the sidewalk.

Gyeong glances around, “Since... Yesterday.”

Leslie startles. The car turns at the corner, and disappears.
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June 16 

An open ‘to go’ box, sitting on Leslie’s desk, has left over meatloaf, mashed potatoes, French fries and wings. She closes the lid and slides it into a cloth bag when her phone lights up with a text from Kyle. He finally answered.

She adjusts it on the desk to read.

Somehow, some of the fence line at the ranch had been knocked down, and several head wondered onto the highway. That was the last thing he sent her, about four hours ago. The update says he would be working on the fence until late.

The plan was to meet at the rodeo grounds, eat together and help with the vendor setup. She replies, “K.” She’ll have to do that without him. She plops down and replaces her shoes with her boots.

“I’m out!’ She yells over her shoulder.

Steven drops a bunch of onion rings in the fryer. “Okay then. You headed to the fairgrounds?” He turns to see her slumped over, tying her boot.

“I’m goin’ home to change first.”

He steps closer and puts a hand on his hip, “So wait. You are going to the fairgrounds, right?”

“Yes Steven.” She stomps her foot and sits up. She glances at him, “I said yes.”

He shakes his head, “No you din’t. You said you were going home.”

“I have to go change.” She stands up and displays the pink, “I can’t go like this.”

“Okay. Okay.” He goes back to his station, “If someone calls, I’ll tell them to find you at the house.”

Leslie starts grabbing bags and hooking them into her arms, “Jesus. It’s still way early. It’s not even four yet.”

He yells into the wall, “Vendor setup started at eleven!”

“I know Steven!” She pushes backwards through the plastic blinds, and then through the back door. 

The heat of the afternoon sun feels relentless, on her skin and in her hair. Hot wind pushes into her as she rounds the corner into the back lot. The food goes into the back, wedged between the side of the bed and the spare. Upon opening the door, three empty glass bottles roll out and ping on the dirt.

“Damnit!”

Someone used her truck as a garbage can again.

She moves Rocky up next to the dumpster, and chunks all the bottles in. Then she swings open the passenger door and lurches for her trash can. She empties the coffee container, and startles when she reaches over to put it back. A plastic bag with white crystals inside, lays in the shadows between the rear of the cab and the edge of the toolbox. An unmarked evidence bag, with what looks like sugar, rises into the sunlight in her fingertips. Why would she have a few crystals of sugar, not even enough to put on a teaspoon, in a bag in the truck?

She opens it, and licks a finger. Carefully she touches the contents, just enough to get a few granules onto her wet skin. Then she tastes it.

A disassociated memory forms. The sun beaten wood of a picnic table with the same looking crystals in the cracks, becomes clearer. She brushed them into the baggie.

Her entire body wobbles unsteady, “Oooo.” 
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Chapter 2   Eye Magnets
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Saturday night crowds have become the rowdiest, but for this night, the patrons seem lighter than normal, as almost everyone is at the rodeo fairgrounds. The young man Martin Pace sits at the end of the bar, alone today, already hammered, and it’s only 8:30 PM. He’s dressed up, like maybe he was going to go dancing. A pretty button down blue shirt, with long pressed sleeves.

Tish spies him staring sadly into his half empty beer, and studies him curiously. She climbs on the seat next to him. His eyes lock onto her breasts, and a hand rises up to touch them. Innocent and naïve McFly. 

Steven makes a couple of scotch and sodas, watching with only his eyes.

She removes Martin’s hand, completely unfazed, “What are you all sad about?”

“Julie Ann.” He looks back at his beer bottle. 

“You miss her?” She studies his response.

His head wobbles slightly as he looks deep into his beer, “She’s having the baby.”

“Oh, man.” She leans over to see his eyes, “Congratulations.”

He looks even sadder, and shrugs.

“What?” She cocks her head, “Doesn’t that make you happy?”

He turns to gaze into her eyes, “It means I have to go home.”

“Well, yeah...” She says disbelieving.

He looks away, “I don’t want her to know where I’m at.”

Her face flashes, and then goes blank, “Why not?”

“That’s why I left.” He stares into his beer. When he finally turns to her, his eyes go straight to her breasts. “God, I miss her tits.”

Tish just stares. Her confusion has dissipated. 

His head wobbles and a hand rises to touch her again.

Without expression, she leans into his ear, “Meet me around back. The white pickup by the fence.” She touches his leg with the palm of her hand, and slips away. 

Martin grins from ear to ear. He slides off the stool, and staggers out the front door with his beer in his hand.

Steven delivers three drinks to Katy, who counts her tips on her computer. His eyes remain on Martin, and he watches him leave with the half full bottle, a direct violation of Leslie’s orders. He sings to himself, “Leslie’s not gonna like that...”

A girl at the bar points her beer at him, “Someone’s been throwing bottles in her truck.”

Steven stops, his hand goes on his hip and he looks at her. “She leaves her windows down... What does she expect?”

A moment later Tish returns with a case of beer and loads them into the cooler. 

Martin stumbles out of the front of the restaurant, flops his feet as he walks, and slowly ventures around the building. He passes by the front of the hotel and into the back parking lot, coming to a stop in front of the new white and blue truck. He moves past a blue trash barrel and slips up against the fender to wait. The bottle goes to his lips, he tips it upwards, higher and higher, until he just collapses into the darkness, hidden by the weeds and shadows.

Inside the dining room, Shelly and Katy both step up to the bar at the same time, and place their orders with Steven, and he goes to work filling them. Then Tish leans up against him and whispers, “I’m gonna take a break, I’ll be back in ten.” 

Steven’s features curdle with disdain, but he says nothing and continues to fill the drink orders.

Tish slips into the kitchen, opens the bathroom and turns on the light, then closes the door with no one inside. She hustles out of the kitchen and goes around the corner, into the dark parking lot and stops. No one waits for her, no shadows or sounds of movement. She walks curiously along the alley.

The front of the white and blue truck sits poking out slightly, by the sidewalk. Just inside the fence, the silhouette is illuminated by a light down at the corner, by the grocery store. She walks all the way into the street and looks around.

She can find no sign of McFly, and turns to head back inside, when a pair of work boots become visible beside the fence. She stands over him and studies. After a few moments lost in thought, she takes his beer and dumps it out. It clanks into other bottles when she throws it into the big blue trash can by the fence. The sound of plastic dragging on the dirt, resonates through the night air. She slides the barrel between the truck and the fence, protecting the young man in the dark.

She goes back inside.
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Bikini Cleanse

The day started at 6 AM for Kyle, with getting the ranch’s two biggest steers to the county fair, setting up the pen and helping build the temporary chutes for the auction. The rest of the day was spent loading and unloading square bales and getting the vendors setup. Everyone wanted to park wherever they wanted to, and it was pandemonium. 

He waited for Leslie, but she never showed. Then he expected supper, but a phone call came in, and the night ended in the headlights from his truck. It took them four hours, resetting posts and re-hanging wire. Some dumbass careened off the highway, and took out six poles.

Michaela found tire marks leading away, onto the property, and it looked like it was intentional. She took a few of the new hands, to follow the tracks and search for the vehicle. They never found the culprit. 

His brain was dead now.

When he turns onto the street, he spots Rocky wedged into the gully in front of the house. He parks in the back yard, and he sighs deeply, confused. All the lights in the house are on. 

Crunching on the driveway with each depleted step, his body cries out for mercy. He stops abruptly. Several large garbage bags, visible in the light of a full moon, rest against the side of the house.

Absolute exhaustion consumes his every fiber, drowning his curiosity. His belly, tight with hunger, rumbles in protest, encouraging him to get to the fridge. The door opens to a bright house with all the lights on, every dish they own sitting on the floor where the kitchen table should be, all the space in the living room filled with clothes and stuff from the closet.

He shuts the door carefully. The kitchen cabinets are all open, the shelves empty, as he passes by. The bathroom looks like new. He proceeds to the bedroom to find the bed has been lifted, and leaned against the wall, the carpet underneath has streaks across it and the vacuum sits by the night stand. He just stands there.

The thumping of bare feet on the floor, draws his eyes to the closet, where Leslie comes out naked. He startles.

Leslie stops and looks at him.

She shines with perspiration, and it isn’t until that moment that he realizes she’s wearing her string bikini.

“Hey babe.” She kisses him and leaves. Her feet thump into the living room.

He peeks inside the closet. 

“Why’re you naked?”

She yells from the other room, “It’s freakin hot in here. You feel it?”

“Did you go to the fairgrounds? They were waiting for you...” His attention gets sidetracked.

She answers, “No, I didn’t. I have to finish this first. I’m almost done.”

The closet is virtually empty. The few things inside, have been divided on hangers. His on the right side, hers on the left. He can see the pattern. 

She thumps back into the room with her arms full, and he steps out of the way.

He gets a full view of her when she drops the clothes on the floor and bends down to select a few items. Her pale body glistens in the light of the single bulb overhead, calling him, but he’s too tired to think about that. He honestly could not take another one of those nights tonight.

He starts to pull off his shirt without unbuttoning it, “Babe I’m gonna shower and hit the sack.” He moves into the hallway.

Her muffled voice from inside the closet responds, “Okay.” 

He takes a shower, dries off his face and shoulder with a single hand towel, and puts it back on the rack. A pair of clean underwear goes up his wet legs, and when they finally go into position, they are wet too. He shows no interest or care. The vacuum goes against the wall, the bed goes back onto the floor and he extracts a sheet from a pile by the door. He curls up and goes to sleep. He doesn’t even bother to try and find a pillow for his wet head.

Six in the morning arrives and he opens his eyes as if the alarm went off. He sits up. It looks like he never moved all night long, and the bed remains empty next to him.

The house is quiet, the windows still dark. The closet door is closed now, and the floor is empty of clothes. The broken plastic basket by the door, sits piled high. The bathroom light remains on, but no one is inside so he goes in and closes the door. He pees, brushes his teeth, washes his face and slicks back his hair with water. The living room is clean, the cabinets are all closed, and Leslie’s naked body greets him in the kitchen. 

She’s asleep. Her porcelain freckled skin looks like she just replaced the drive train on the truck. Her musky sweaty body smells like she just ran a marathon. Clenched in a greasy fist is a yellow screwdriver, a screw in the other hand. 

He shakes his head. 

“Why?” Obviously, she did not make it to the fairgrounds. He stares for a moment, then goes into the bedroom and gets dressed.

When he’s ready to leave, Leslie is snoring like a lumberjack. He kisses her on the forehead, and cops a feel of her slippery wet breast. 

He leaves quietly, wiping his slimy hand on his jeans.
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First Remains

The floor is hard as stone. Leslie can feel herself breathing. She pushes herself into a sitting position. She sees her toes, she feels naked, but her hand touches fabric. She looks down. She’s wearing the string bikini.

Climbing to her feet she notices the kitchen is clean. She stumbles into the hallway, and sees the floor is clear of debris. The bedroom is organized, except for the bed. The closet is immaculate.

It happened again. 

She goes into the bathroom and looks at herself in the mirror. She rubs her face. She rubs her hair. She immediately turns on the shower, and runs into the bedroom. She grabs a bra, a thong, and swings open the closet to get a uniform.

The stack of clean ones is down to one. She snags it and starts to run, but stops. The green sea bag her mother used makes the perfect storage for her dirty uniforms, and she checks it. It’s full. She grins.

Last night she went on a cleaning spree. It pays off. She thumps into the shower.

Flinging the green seabag into the plastic blinds at the restaurant, she skids to a stop by her desk. 

Bailey glances over, “Gravy. I need some gravy. Can you get it started for me? Please?”

“You bet. Just a second.” Leslie wheels a large grey plastic tub out of the pantry, into the open area of the kitchen, for the uniform service. She opens the seabag and shakes out all her dirty clothes. The empty seabag flies under her desk.

At the edge of the prep table Bailey has put a fresh clean pot. Leslie snags it and moves to the sink.

Bailey bangs the bell twice and opens the oven. She extracts a tray of biscuits and slides them onto the counter, just as Emily comes flying in and scoops up the three orders staged on the end.

Leslie fills the pot with water up to the correct level just from experience, drops it on the prep table and loads in three cups of gravy mix. She whisks it and then pushes it through to Bailey’s side with the whisk still in it.

She rushes to her desk to remove her boots. The computer rings in her uniform pocket.

Cora bangs into the swinging doors with empty glass racks, and waddles to the dishwasher, “I need glasses.” She drops them on the counter with the traditional boom.

She hears Leslie answer the phone over her shoulder, “Yes.... O-Oh.”

Her face goes white. She stands frozen at her desk. Leslie can feel the air leave her lungs, the blood leave her body.

Cora leans forwards slowly, fearfully. She tries to see Leslie’s face.

Bailey can sense the sea change. She turns.

Leslie speaks suddenly demure, “Dang. Okay. Gimme a couple of minutes ... Yes sir.” 

They watch the phone drop to her side. She just remains there wide eyed, facing the beer rack. The phone gently slips into her pocket, and her head falls. She looks into her hands.

Cora acknowledges with a nod, “Who’s that?”

She turns around, clearly frazzled. “Elam.” The air gets ice cold.

Cora squints. 

Leslie looks pale, even for Leslie. She swallows, “We have our first victim.”

Cora’s eyes swell, “Oh, no.”

Bailey barks, “No shit?”

Leslie sits down in her chair, to put on her combat boots, but when she bends over, she realizes she’s still in them. She stands back up.

Cora just stares at her.

The keys on the desk clank in her fist. She takes a deep breath, “Well... Okay then.” She looks at Bailey.

“They need you out there?” She asks.

Leslie does not respond. She just stares wide eyed.

Bailey steps at her with the spatula, “What do they need you for?”

Cora leans in to see her face.

Leslie just walks away in total shock.

She follows the highway in a trance. The edges of the asphalt, and splotches in the lanes, are dark and wet. The remanence of a hurricane that hit California, apparently got stuck over the Midwest, causing floods and ruining crops. In Hyannis however, they just got a few sprinkles, just enough to make mud. It’s been sunny.

The heat from the last few days, has turned the rain into steam already. The residents wait to dry out, but no one looks forward to the heat.

Her hand instinctively feels the empty metal ring where her coffee usually rests, before she realizes she didn’t bring any. At the touch of the cup holder, her fingers tremble. She glances down at her hand, and draws it into her tummy.

She sits in her special chair, leaning into the steering wheel, letting the air blow across her back. It’s supposed to cool the sweat soaking into her fresh uniform, but it’s making the whole cab feel moist. It’s still early morning, the sun’s not even very high in the sky yet, and the humidity is just smothering.

The truck gently slides off the road just west of Ashby, and she slips in behind Jacob’s cruiser by the gravel drive at the (OBLP) Ogallala, Bernstein Liquid Purification Plant. Or where it’s supposed to go, it’s not there yet, in spite of the sign.

The Carson Ranch used to reside on this property, and they had long green fields of alfalfa and straw hay, from what she remembers. The entire property has been grated clean and turned into a giant mud hole. She can’t even recognize a single feature. Ahead in the grass by the highway sits a large empty low boy trailer, parked there before the rains came. She can tell by the tires in the soft dead grass, they have left no trail, and they have no mud on them. Just a few days ago, the ground would have felt like cement.

She climbs out and pulls her muck boots from the crack between the bed of her truck and the cab, then sits back down on the running board. She fights off her combat boots, and slides each foot into the rubber ones, one by one. She jumps up, and feels for her badge in her pockets, her bottom stained with dirt already. A hand crosses the dashboard, even though she can see it’s not there.

“Damnit!” She sighs. Her badge is going to Halsey. She must have left it in one of her uniforms, and it’s going to the cleaners. Again. 

Before she goes through the gate, she pauses to pull out her little green book. The pencil trembles. She notates the time and makes up a case number in the event she has some evidence to be labeled later. She drops it to her side and breathes deeply. Standing still, she gathers in the scene, but she has no memory of this place. It gives her some relief. 

Immediately past the gate, her boots sink in the soft wet Earth, and she adjusts her path. In the distance, the county truck, Sheriff Elam’s new Batmobile, sits by a row of Earth moving equipment, and in front of them, she can see Elam and Jacob. Something has their attention, and their hats point at the ground behind a super large bulldozer.

There is no open path straight to them, as most of the mud between her and the sheriff remains shiny with pools of water. She can’t afford to slip and get her uniform messed up, it’s the last clean one she’s got. 

The bulldozer smells like wet metal, and hydraulic fluid. As she comes around to the front Jacob stops her, “Hey Les.” He holds out his hand.

She acknowledges him with a nod.

He continues, “Brace yourself... This’s pretty gross.”

She puzzles at him, and makes a wide circle to see from a distance. Her features expose the emotions behind them, disgust and curiosity. She cannot look away.

Matted and wet clothes look mashed into the mud, and she can immediately make out human flesh. She scans the area. Elam stares off into the distance, like he sees something. She moves past Jacob and stops.

“Jacob...” She points to her truck with her note pad. “Do you have that bee counter?”

“Yeah. It’s in the trunk.” His chest expands, and he jams his thumbs in his beltline.

She nods to herself for a moment before replying, “Get it. Get some shots of this area and look for drones.”

He starts heading back to his cruiser immediately.

She turns and yells towards him, “Get some gloves and masks from my toolbox.”

“Okay.” He responds without looking, and struggles to walk through the mud. His trunk pops open before he gets there. A rugged black suitcase holds the drone, and he yanks it out. With a gentle thump, he shuts the lid and moves to Leslie’s truck. Swinging open the passenger door, his jaw drops open.

“Holy shit. This is awesome.”

Leslie has the toolbox mounted to the floor, a fire extinguisher stuck in under the dashboard, and in a special mount welded to the roof of the cab, rain gear and a messenger bag hang over the rear window. He grabs the messenger bag and begins to fill it up. 

Elam speaks without looking at her, “You want him to look for drones?”

Leslie steps towards him, nodding, “They may be watching us...”

“Who’s that?” He turns to study her expression.

Leslie can see the concern on his face, “The killer.” She points randomly, “What’d you see?” 

“Tracks.” A hand goes out like an old Indian Warrior using sign language.

She squints and takes notes. Luckily Elam and Jacob knew better than to touch anything. They have kept their distance so she can see around the body parts, and there are no footprints within a five-foot circumference. A strange pattern of striations trail off towards where Elam stands, but the rains have faded them out almost smooth. She snaps a picture of the killer covering his steps.

The truck door slams with a rattle behind them.

She steps up next to the sheriff, and spots a vegetable crate behind him in the dirt. The wind still smells like rain, blowing between her legs and across the crime scene, pushing the smell of death away. She stares at a row of trees and bushes in the distance, looking for what snagged his attention.

“Not a drop of blood.” Elam mumbles uninterested.

Leslie nods slowly, “Damn.” 

He had been at all the other crime scenes. She examines his demeanor, and finds his features distraught. The plastic cover over his hat has sparkles of rain drops, his shirt however looks dry. Even as she stares at him, he does not notice or does not want to look at her. She turns back to the remains.

Dark blue jean trousers with a brown belt still attached, a blue button down long-sleeve shirt, and a single blue sock can be identified without moving or touching anything. Leslie snaps a few images, then she turns and starts to take pictures of the bulldozer.

“What’s that for?” 

She turns to find Elam looking at her, suddenly interested.

“This is part of the picture, I think. Whoever did this put them right here for a reason. Have all the employees been accounted for?”

“Check with Sam.” He motions to something behind her.

A very distraught old man sits in the driver’s seat of one of the machines, his back to her. A big straw hat aims down to his hands, his elbows on his knees. She had not even noticed him there. He has blue overalls on, and as she moves around the blade, she spots the company logo on the breast. A very shiny gold watch catches her attention. His big steel toe boots remain covered in mud, and he does not move as she steps up to him.

“Are you Sam?”

He nods and his face rises. She recognizes the mustache from the bar and she startles. “Oh. Hello... I’m so sorry, but... What’s your full name?”

“Samuel Allen.”

She takes note. “What’s your position here? Do you work for OBLP?”

His cream-colored hat shakes, and he looks up into the sky. He shakes his head again, “I’m the job boss for Dreball-Massey.”

Leslie acknowledges with a big nod as she remembers now. She pauses and takes a breath before continuing, “You found the... Remains?”

He nods.

“What do you guys do here?... Again? Your company?” She was not paying attention when they told her like twelve times.

“We do the prep work for the field.” He won’t look at her, but a finger flings her attention to the plot.

She notates that, and she remembers. They talked a lot about the big machines. She glances at the units parked around them. “I noticed you didn’t get up close to take a look, you didn’t touch anything?”

He shakes his head no.

She studies him.

“I could see what it was. I dint’ have to get close.”

Leslie nods, “Can you get me a list and current status of all your employees?”

He nods and starts to get out his phone. A mumble slips out, “Why?”

She grows confused at the question, “It’s procedure. We need to identify the remains.”

“It’s Marty.” His head falls. “It’s obviously Marty.”

Leslie’s eyes swell, and she looks at the pale limbs out in the field. She swallows hard. Suddenly she can’t breathe. It can’t be McFly, but he was the only white guy in the group. “Just to be sure. I’m so sorry Mr. Allen.”

Jacob walks up and extends an arm. He hands her four black gloves, and a mask dangling from his fingers. In his other hand, he holds the plastic hard case, and the blood kit under his arm. “I put some vapor rub in it.”

Leslie stuffs the gloves in her apron with her pad, and puts on the mask, “Thanks.” 

He raises the messenger bag strap over his head, holds it out and waits. She takes it, hooks it over her head onto her shoulder, and situates the bag behind her. She looks back to the wooden crate behind Elam, and realizes it’s significance. She grabs it, and cautiously steps towards the remains.

Jacob clunks the suitcase on the track of the bulldozer, then stands the blood kit next to it carefully. The cardboard box is bent and misshapen, and it won’t stay up, so he slaps it down flat, revealing his nervousness in his hand as he holds it there. His fingers tremble, hovering over the box. Quickly he turns his attention to the drone.

Leslie sets the crate down and leans it on her leg. She studies from several feet away and makes notations. The clothes were used to carry the body parts. The fabric remains spotted with dirt, possibly from the rain, but there appears to be no indication of blood. They may have been placed there when the ground was dry, which makes the time frame possibly two days ago. The amount of fly larvae, and their sizes, the holes in the flesh, and the overall condition of the skin, means the limbs may have been deposited here last night or yesterday. They can’t be over 36 hours old.

The note pad goes into her pocket, the pencil behind her ear. Squeaking and stretching, the gloves go on her hands routinely. She picks up the crate and steps closer. The two limbs appear to be from the same person, an alteration of the modus operandi. She kneels carefully, gently laying the crate down beside her. Her heart races. The flesh has begun to bloat, and glistens at the ends where they had been severed. She can see the skin separating. The cuts into the bone appear to be indiscriminate, with broken shards protruding from the muscle. Tears in the skin make it look like bite marks, but she knows better.

This was done with a dull axe, or a splitting maul. It’s just like in her textbooks. The way the display has been carefully laid out. Maybe this could be a warning, a threat. Then she studies the soft blonde hairs on the pale flesh of the leg. Suddenly that goofy face of McFly pops into her head.

She stands back up, breathing heavily.

Jacob speaks over her shoulder, “You, Okay?” She can hear the little engines of the drone
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