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            Eight Years Before

          

        

      

    

    
      Someone unexpected at the front door is exciting—for a nine-year-old girl. But time and experience change people.

      “I’ll get it,” she squealed.

      The sound of cheap sneakers slapped on the cheap flooring. Military housing, even off-base, has never changed. Expensive big toys were always more exciting for congressional representatives than looking after the troops and their families.

      “Check the peephole before you open the door.”

      The polished brass belt buckles dully reflected the peeling white of the door. The dark blue of the uniforms wasn’t what she was used to seeing around the base, but she had seen them occasionally.

      Pulling on the door, she yelled over her shoulder. “It’s a couple of marines like Daddy.”

      The enormous crash at the back of the small apartment ricocheted off the rigid walls and out the open door. It hit the two lieutenants hard.

      One with their mouth half open.

      The man looked at his female companion as she hurried into the apartment. The man reached for the girl’s arm.

      “Mom?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The California sun did nothing to brighten the day. The two lieutenants in dress blues stood a short distance away. The casket sat draped with flowers, but only two adults and a young girl filled the fourteen chairs.

      The girl’s hazel eyes appeared washed out—more watery-blue than green. The swell of her lower lip slowly sucked in and then released over and over. The blink had nothing to do with what the chaplain was saying. It had nothing to do with her world. The black dress didn’t fit her, but at least it covered the scrapes and scars on her knees. The long sleeves performed the same service for her arms. The rusty blonde hair, chopped at the center of her neck, was the only acknowledgment of her being less than delicate.

      The deep low rumble of the officer’s voice left his Minnesota lips motionless. The sound carried only to his partner. “What now?”

      The woman shrugged slightly.

      “Any relatives at all?”

      The woman turned her head slightly. “There’s an older uncle. He’ll be available, possibly in ten to fifteen—if he behaves this time.”

      The man frowned and looked out from the side of his eye. They had worked together long enough for the silent shorthand.

      “Aggravated homicide with extenuating circumstances.”

      His eyes didn’t move. He was waiting for the boot to drop.

      “Beat his wife and then cut off her breasts and legs to let her bleed out.” Her eyes moved to lock on his. “He caught her in bed with his best friend.”

      The man’s frown furrowed deep. “And his friend? What did he do to him?”

      The woman’s eyes snapped to a distant tableau—seven marines with seven rifles for a different burial. “You mean her. His best friend since high school. He beat her to death with the waffle iron.”

      They both came to attention and saluted the three-shot salute of the honor guard from across the cemetery. The other funeral was well attended, even though it was unusual for military internment with honors to be held in a civilian cemetery. The passing thought was that the funeral was for a much-loved senior member of a large family.

      “Did they cross-check the weapon of choice for a match…?”

      If the dead were not theirs or family, they were fair game for lighthearted banter.

      “The prints matched. The iron was still hot when he struck.”

      The last rifle volley faded away as three riflemen gave their squad leader a cartridge. The two officers watched as the squad leader marched over to the casket and began folding the flag with the rest of the honor guards. The three shells folded into the flag forever. Some thought the seven riflemen firing three volleys was a twenty-one gun salute. But the tradition didn’t come from salutes of Man-O-War dreadnaughts but to let an opposing army know they had cleared the field of battle of their dead. The three spent shells also had a simpler meaning than many thought—the flag was from a military funeral. Nothing more. They presented the folded flag to the soldier’s spouse or parent.

      The two officers couldn’t tell the woman’s age through the black veil. The man nodded his chin toward the small girl, who looked frightened by the whole proceeding. After that, they resumed standing at ease.

      The female lieutenant spoke softly. “Child Services is picking her up this afternoon.”

      “None of the family friends could take her? Keep her in the same school or with people she knows?”

      The woman rolled her eyes shut and opened them again as she faced the man. “You grew up a navy brat. How many new schools did you go to before you got out of high school?”

      “Fifteen or sixteen.” He looked back at the woman. “Dad was on the fast track. We lived on sixteen bases in seven different countries. He wanted dragons on both arms.”

      She nodded. “Yeah. A double shellback. I’ve seen a few. The tattoos become muddy, ugly, and smeared by the time you’re eighty. But by then, who cares?”
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      Not for the first time, Duff fanned out his driver’s licenses, certificates of operation, and credentials. They issued the primary license from the fourth state he had lived or worked in the last two years. Duff wasn’t sure if the licenses, certificates, and credentials were real, but he trusted he could do everything they said he could.

      He closed his hand around the small stack and shoved them back into his large wallet attached to his belt loop with a chain. He rarely thought about it, but he knew the wallet and chain gave him their own credentials in certain bars and greasy spoon diners.

      The size of the wallet was half wasted, carrying only money and IDs. The pack on the back of his Indian motorcycle was only sparsely filled, as well. He had learned it was easier to pack a six-pack of inexpensive undershirts and a couple of work shirts with his three pairs of jeans and six socks. Then, when the entire pack was dirty, he could buy new or spend a couple of hours washing his clothes in shifts at a laundromat. The half-hour of buying fresh and then washing the old, allowing him to help someone down on their luck, was his preferred. He didn’t know why, but he liked the feel of fresh new clothes.

      He squinted out at the man with the white helmet twenty feet below and half a football field away. The man sat at a desk. The desk was on top of a slight rise six feet above road level. You could imagine the man was in an office from the laptop computer and radio instead of under a sun canopy.

      Duff’s right hand fiddled with the gear shifter back and forth in neutral. Waiting made him nervous.

      There had been a minor collapse of the road going down into the mine. For the last three days, the man and his twin at the bottom of the mine had controlled the giant dump trucks crawling up and down the side of the two-mile square pit. For now, six dump trucks waited at the top for the six corkscrewing their way up from the bottom. The first would almost crest out about the same time as the last finally finished loading.

      Duff took a long pull on the gallon jug of water. The Colorado desert mountains were a long way from the greasy water he had woken up lying in two years before.

      The hollowed-out shell of a building looked like it had been rotting and crumbling since the last world war. Many abandoned war-effort factories fell into disuse when Korea hadn’t been the cure to keep them going.

      Duff looked out the open truck window to the east. The lone wire strung from pole to pole was the last trace of a telephone system becoming as useless as flags and semaphore. The cell phones in every pocket replaced first payphones and then desk phones.

      When Duff regained consciousness in the falling down building, he didn’t have a phone. There were no business cards in his wallet, not even a small black book. The gash on his head was more swelling than cut. But it didn’t give him a clue as to who he was.

      It wasn’t until he took time to hole-up in a cheap motel that he started figuring out what had happened. But still not who he was. The three bullet holes in the back of his overly heavy leather jacket were only a mystery until he took out the inner liner to patch the holes. The bullets lay buried in some heavy plates of gold.

      The man under the canopy rose from the chair. He watched as the last truck gathered itself out of the pit and lumbered past Duff and the other trucks. The man swept his arm and hand in a dramatic gesture, inviting Duff to lead the next group. Without looking, Duff slipped the three-story-tall truck into gear. The truck was in fourth gear before the front tires left the desert level and began the two-mile-long descent down to the bottom of the pit where the deadly-looking praying mantis of a dragline excavator towered over everything.

      The bucket of the giant crane named Big Mac could hold enough earth to fill four standard-sized dump trucks. The Big Mac was taking the soil, hiding the carnotite ore being mined. The ore produced uranium. Duff’s job was to move the dirt to the giant hill they were building—a mile from the edge of the pit. Years after the ore played out, the company would reverse the process and return the dirt to the pit.

      Duff knew it was a promise rarely kept. First, the mine would sell cheap to a small paper company. Then, after a time, the company would file for bankruptcy, and the hole in the earth would remain an unfilled promise, an eyesore, and a source of pollution with wind or rain.
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      “But you’re one of my most dependable drivers. And in the three months you’ve been here, you haven’t broken my rigs, you’ve never been late, and you’ve never been drunk on the job.”

      Duff shrugged and held out his hand. “You need to hire better people. Maybe if you paid more…”

      The man scoffed. “In this shit hole? Not hardly. We’re the highest paying job within a hundred miles. We have sheriff deputies who would rather drive than be a cop.”

      Duff cocked his weight onto his left leg and nudged his hand again. “Then hire them.”

      The man leaned back and barked a laugh hard enough to make his bad toupee move. “Hah. Not hardly. They’re so crooked that the corkscrew highway across the desert used to be a straight shot until they had to run it across every cop’s land and pay a land lease. No thanks.” He rolled his slender frame onto the desk. “Besides, they have a dozen cars just so the mechanics can keep at least three still running.”

      The man squinted at the pale stamped numbers on the timecard. “What do I owe you?”

      Duff sighed at the stalling. Everyone else made more but got a paycheck. The company only gave the check to the wives or live-in girlfriends. There were three bars between the uranium mine and the bank. All three would cash the checks—for a fee. Duff’s arrangement was for cash only. Due on Friday, after the workday, or with an hour’s notice, if he needed to leave town suddenly.

      The only place Duff had stayed longer was just north of Las Vegas. He had dealt blackjack at a small family-friendly restaurant and casino. A pit boss from the Sands had hired him away with the promise of twice the wage and better tips. The wages of dealers were on a par with servers—nothing a human could live on, even for someone like Duff, living in a cheap week-by-week motel. Tips were the only thing keeping a roof over a dealer’s head.

      He had liked the small town and the people. His motorcycle went unmolested. He even forgot and left the key in the bike for a few days while working doubles at the Sands. The bike sat washed and polished by the owner’s twelve-year-old son when he returned. The owner gave him the key back, saying the kid had thought about taking it for a ride until he figured out the weight would flatten him like a pancake. Duff slipped the kid a fifty for the work.

      Naturita seemed like a similar town. Small with friendly people and a couple of decent diners. The important people were uncomplicated and easy to get to know. The motel didn’t break the bank, and there was a small carport for the bike. But after three months, the air seemed to thin. The buildings felt crowded. And the people… were asking questions Duff couldn’t answer.

      The man behind the desk licked his thumb and started counting the small stack of twenties. “Where you planning to go?”

      “I thought I’d head north to the shale. Drivers are supposedly raking in four to five hundred a day.”

      The man’s fingers stopped. “That’s kinda high…” He finished counting.

      Duff took the offered money. “Yeah, well, it’s twelve-hour days, and they say a camper with power starts at six hundred a week. There aren’t any more motel rooms.”

      The man rocked back in his chair as he sipped on his coffee mug. The smell of bourbon hung cloyingly in the air. “Yeah. I’ve heard that too. What were you paying here?”

      “One forty with laundry.”

      The man’s eyes shot open. “A day?” The man’s pay couldn’t cover four nights.

      “Week.” Duff folded the money into his left front pocket. “I figured it was a steal as long as I didn’t have to go sit in a laundromat.”

      The man winked and nodded as he looked at his coffee mug. “Wife does mine. She’s a damn good cook, too. Better than my mother was.”

      Duff looked at the man. The clothes were little more than a parched bag of bones. He thought the review was more defensive than supportive. He wiggled his eyebrow and patted his front pocket, turned, and left. Another job. Another town.
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      The crispness of the morning light belied the later heat of the day. Even at this altitude, the intense sunshine of southwestern Colorado could make rocks sweat. But Duff would take the sweat over the mind-numbing cold and ice of working in Alaska. A company offered him a king’s ransom to drive support trucks for drilling rigs at the end of a pipeline. A company mechanic told him they changed the oil with the engines running. If they turned them off, the oil congealed solid before they could drain the engines. Duff dragged up his pay the next day and headed for California and the heat.

      Duff turned, leaving the door open to the air and morning. He shoved two shirts and one pair of jeans in the pack. Weighing in on the three pairs of socks lying on the bed, he grabbed them, pushed them into the bag, and topped them with his toiletry kit as he heard the step on the doorsill.

      “So y’all are seriously leaving.”

      Duff turned and smiled. The man was the kind you could see and never remember. He was a tableau of beige from his dusty-brown hair, his tan shirt and pants to his yellowish dirt-colored work boots. But he played checkers like a high-paid professional. The evenings had been a great distraction for both. His small bookcase was a wild collection of information, from archaeology to geology to aerospace design. The man had one picture on his walls other than family. The picture was a four-foot-tall rocket launching. He and a friend had built it as seniors in high school. They had watched it with binoculars as it disappeared into the sky—still going straight up. The plans had called for twenty thousand feet. They built their rocket four times larger. They never made another.

      Duff looked around the spartan room. Even the bed stood squared away, military tight. He had little to leave behind. He pointed at the two khaki work shirts still on the bed. “They might be a little loose on you, but I left you a couple of work shirts. Where I’m going, they’ll be too hot.”

      “Heading out to California to soak up the surf and sun? That’s T-shirt land.”

      Duff shook his head. “Nevada. Driving tankers is paying a lot better than the dump truck.” He picked up his leather jacket and slid it on. The floorboard under his left boot groaned with the extra weight. He looked down at the old pine flooring. “I think you have raccoons or rats under there, Taylor.”

      The man shrugged into his cocked head and rolled his eyes. “I’m sure the next guest will be too drunk to care.” He rubbed at the back of his neck. “You sure I can’t talk you out of leaving. Ain’t nobody in town plays checkers as good as you do. Hell, I won’t even get into the sort of conversations…” He looked shyly at Duff.

      “Taylor, if I were a settling down kind of guy, I’d want you to be my neighbor. But I’m not that kind of guy, so I don’t get you for that neighbor. When the feet itch, the wheels gotta turn.”

      He slid out around the man, noting the thumbs jammed into the front pockets and pushing down on the fabric. It wasn’t the first time Duff had seen the stance. He knew it wouldn’t be the last.

      Duff grabbed the bungee cords, pulled them over the pack, and hooked it all to the rack on the back trunk. Not for the first time, he sensed he should also strap a bedroll or something over the headlight for balance. But there was nowhere to clip the ends of the cords. The fairing had nowhere to put on a bedroll. It wasn’t a chopper or even close. And motels were more comfortable.

      He turned. “I’d say something stupid like I’ll drop you a postcard…”

      Taylor nodded, his eyes closed, agreeing. “We both know it would be a lie. You never got a single piece of mail the whole time you were here. And I never mailed out even a card for you. You’re not that kind of guy.”

      Duff paused and then stepped over with a handshake. “I’m serious. I never enjoyed living anywhere as much as I did here. Just keep the kid out of trouble. It won’t be long before he wants a motorcycle of his own.”

      The man pulled his grimace tight. “I’ve known that for about a year. We’re sticking a bit away here and there. He isn’t college material, but we’re hoping he doesn’t just end up in the bottom of that pit out there.”

      Duff threw his leg over the big red motorcycle with the Indian on the tank. He fired up the engines and let it warm as he pulled on his gloves.

      Taylor waved as he watched him turn left onto the highway.

      A few minutes and a mile later, Duff eased the big Indian into the diner's parking lot. Parking in front of the large window in his usual spot, he watched himself and everything behind him as he slid off his helmet. He dismounted as he watched Doreen, the waitress, pour a cup of coffee at the counter. The bubble of her bleached hair was larger than his full-head helmet in the trunk. She felt the big-hair eighties never went out of style. Duff smiled as she waved with her hand near her chest. Only the ends of her fingers wiggled—something a shy girl in high school would do.

      He set the half helmet on the motorcycle seat, unzipped his jacket, and walked to the door. His eyes scanned the reflections in the large windows. Everything, moving or stationary, was noted. He wasn’t sure why. It was just something he always did. He had pulled open the same door ninety-four times. By the time his hand touched the aluminum pull, he knew who or what might be a threat and where his three exits of escape were. He chuckled about watching too many spy movies, but inwardly, he wondered what drove his obsession for safety.

      The bell on the top of the door hit the clacker and tinkled a greeting of cheer. The five notes never changed.

      “Morning, Doreen.” He stopped at the cash register and picked up the morning paper. The headlines rarely changed. Some jihadists in some Muslim country blew up a building or car and many other people. If a cat were rescued from a tree by a fire department—it would wait for the seventh page, right before the obituaries and the weekly specials at the grocery store.

      Duff laid the paper on the counter to read the bottom of the front page while he sloughed off his jacket. He wrapped it over the back of the stool and bent forward with his hands on the jacket. The article was about a mine an hour north. A rockslide caught three miners when a blast had gone wrong. One was still in critical care, but the hospital said they released two the previous night.

      Duff flinched at the sound of the front door. The young girl had pulled it open with such urgency that the bell rang seven times. She stood looking along the counter, and her gaze landed on the faded battered leather jacket. Her stride was purposeful. Her eyes searched Duff from head to toe as she approached.

      She swung behind him and took the next seat, then removed her hoodie and jacket and threw them down at her feet. She raked her long mottled blonde hair with her fingers and fluffed her head.

      Duff studied her brazen actions as he cautiously slid into his seat and continued to watch her.

      She glanced out the window and took a breath. Then, letting it out, she leaned into Duff’s shoulder. “You’re my uncle or something. I’m with you, and we’re just passing through or anything you want. Just don’t let them take me.”

      The look in her eyes was pure fear. There was no room for anything else. Duff ignored the door and nodded. “Sure, Bunny Bean, we’ll get breakfast and then go sort this out with your mother.”

      “Hey!” The voice was demanding with a cruel edge. Duff ignored it as Doreen set his coffee down and another in front of the girl.

      “Hey, I’m talking to you.” Doreen and Duff turned their heads to take in the two deputies. The forward one had his hand resting on his sidearm. By the spread of the man’s hand and the weight on the belt, Duff knew it was an old Browning high-power 9mm with thirteen bullets in the grip and one in the chamber. The weapon was long out of favor because they were finicky and jammed when your life depended on it. But in the backwaters of Colorado, he was sure the job didn’t come with an issued sidearm or uniform allowance. Both deputies wore faded jeans and scuffed work boots.

      Duff cleared his throat. “Something I can help you with, officers?”

      The man was sensitive to being called a police officer instead of a sheriff’s deputy. “Sheriff, and our business is with the girl.”

      Duff eased his right knee out from under the counter. “She’s my sister’s kid. What do you need with her?”

      “She’s a runaway.”

      Duff reached for his mug, raised it to his mouth, and shook his head as he took a leisurely sip. “Nope. She’s just been with me. No runaway. Her momma kind of went on a bender, and we’re just letting her wear it off.”

      The man rocked subtly from foot to foot. His authority was in doubt, and he wasn’t sure where to take it. “We saw her run in here.”

      Duff pushed up his lips and glanced back at the girl with the long blonde hair. He turned around, shaking his head. “Someone rushed in here right before you…” He nodded toward the door leading to the bathrooms and back door. “But they went into the bathrooms or out the back.” He smirked. “Butter Bean here regularly gets detention because she won’t run in her PE class.”

      Doreen set down two breakfasts and turned on the deputies. “Reggie, you boys either get to your booth and drink your coffee you never pay for or leave. But stop bothering my paying customers.”

      The deputy glanced back at the other. “Let’s go check out the back. Maybe she’s running up the back hill.”

      Duff turned back to the counter and opened the newspaper. Then, turning it inside out, he started reading as he picked up his fork. He didn’t look at the girl. She was bent sullenly over her food. “Eat, or I’ll call them back.”

      Doreen turned her right hand backward and jammed it onto the edge of the counter. She leaned into it as she looked down at the girl. Her voice was low. “Everything okay, honey?”

      The girl’s head snapped up—scared. She searched the waitress’s face. “Syrup?”

      The woman paused, waiting for more of an explanation. Her elbow bent with a snap. “Oh, shoot, honey, of course. Coming right up.” She stepped over three feet to grab one of the dozen bottles of syrup along the counter. Her right eye was slightly more open than the left. She put the syrup down in front of the girl, pausing before she looked at Duff, carefully acting like he was reading the paper without a care in the world. “Everything okay with your skunk burger, Duff?”

      His eyes never left the paper as he shoveled in another bite of the strawberry-smothered waffle with two eggs on top. “Give the chef my best. He really outdid himself this morning.”

      The two deputies walked out from the back. As they passed behind the girl and Duff, they gave her a stern look. She chewed leisurely. “She must have gone out the window. The back door’s locked somehow.”

      Duff looked up. “Isn’t that illegal or something?” He looked over at Doreen. She smiled and shook her head with a slight jerk as she turned back to the coffee machine.

      He watched the deputy wave it off with a flounce of his hand. His radio squawked as he turned out the door.

      Doreen patted the full coffee carafe and started pouring as Duff nodded. The girl held her mug out.

      “Nothing wrong with the door. If you’re not too lazy to turn the knob before you hit the breaker bar.”

      Duff folded over the back section of the paper. “Thanks. I’ll take the check when you’re ready.”

      Doreen set the carafe down on the counter. “This is really it?” She nodded her head at the window. The packed motorcycle sat red and warm in the parking slot. “I see you’ve already packed.”

      Duff leaned back and nodded. “Dragged up the last paycheck yesterday at the mine. I paid off Chet this morning while I packed. I’m going to miss his checkers.” He looked out the front corner glass door as he sighed. “It sounds strange, but he’s the only one I ever knew who played an honest game of checkers.”

      She chuffed softly. “How many checker players do you know?”

      “Chet.”

      Her laugh was a bark. “Trust my father and me. He cheats.”

      Duff smiled. “I’m still going to miss playing with him.”

      Doreen closed one eye and tossed her head at the girl. “What about her?”

      Duff looked at the girl with the fork, slowly pushing the wad of waffle halfway into her mouth. Her eyes were wide as she froze, listening to the conversation that suddenly had turned in her direction.

      “Whuff?” A tiny piece of the waffle popped out and landed on the counter.

      Duff snorted through his nose. “See, I can’t take her anywhere.”

      Doreen leaned in with a frown. “That’s not what I meant. What are you going to do with her? You turn her back on the street, and it will take about twenty minutes for Reggie and Franklin to round her up. This town is a one-horse town, and that horse is red and out front, packed to hit the road.”

      Duff looked down at the flake pattern of the soft green Formica counter. Someone probably installed the aged nickel trim after the last world war. He looked over at the girl chewing like it was the first meal she had enjoyed in a long time.

      He looked up at Doreen. “No hurry on the check. This might take a while.”

      Her smile was sober as she glanced at the girl. “No rush, sweetheart. I’m here until three.” The order book slipped back into her white apron as the pencil disappeared back into the fluff of bleach-blonde hair.

      Duff watched the pink dress move back down the counter to the only other customer.

      As he turned back to the girl, he could sense the tension in her shoulders. Her face was the look of a dog afraid of being beaten. He glanced beyond her to the empty booth at the back of the diner. It would give her sanctuary and privacy to cough up the information Duff needed.
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      The booth wasn’t the perfect spot, but it was enough. Duff sensed Doreen clearing the counter but never saying a word. She’d been through enough of life’s battlegrounds to understand. The same way she had doubled the breakfast order—silently covering for the scared girl.

      Duff studied the young girl’s face. A few pale freckles showed dully. None showed like on redheads. Genuine red hair, pale, easy-to-burn skin, and a face of freckles are as rare as Vikings with horns. Horns on helmets were plentiful only in Hollywood. Not with Erik the Red on the open sea. But her long hair had streaks of more brownish mahogany than red. He guessed the tan came easily without burning.

      The daylight shimmered across her hazel eyes as she watched the street and the few passing cars. Duff could tell by the fix of her eyes that her focus was elsewhere. He waited.

      Her soft-toned voice seemed as disconnected as the plastic bag slowly blowing down the sidewalk across the street. The only thing moving was her throat when she swallowed.

      “Four days after my ninth birthday, two marines came to the door of our apartment. A month later, the military police came to my school to get me. My mother… was gone too.” Her head ground around. Duff could see the wet eyes but no tears. She had dried out years before.

      “So they placed you in foster care?”

      She blinked and gazed down at her mug. There was no answer there. It was just a safe place to stare.

      Duff put his mug gently on the table. “And this morning?”

      Her eyes rose to look at his shoulder or somewhere behind him. She toyed with her mug. The handle distractedly swung back and forth.

      Then, lifting the cup, she glanced inside. “It wouldn’t have worked out.”

      Duff waited. He could feel Doreen float up behind him. She had a sixth sense about an empty mug. She poured and left as silently as she had shown up. The air changed. Lighter somehow.

      He stirred the cream into his coffee. “Worked out how?” He kept his face passive.

      She looked up from her mug. Her eyes held a sad challenge. “How much do you understand about foster care?”

      He shrugged with his eyes and face. “I think… nothing.”

      She pushed back from her mug as her face rolled toward the window. The silent moments stretched longer. Her eyes stared past the street—avenues taken in the past or not. It was as if she were talking to the window or somewhere beyond. “Us foster kids hear stories about homes where you can feel safe, where the foster parents care. Some even where the arrangement becomes permanent. But, for most of us, it’s just fantasy.” She glanced back at Duff. “Some might luck out with a roof, food, and a bed to ourselves. Some of us…” Her face drifted back to the street.

      “Food… or bed to yourself?”

      Her voice was soft. “Mostly both.”

      “And you know this in the first week?”

      She looked at him. Her face was hard. “In the first minutes. The locks on the cupboards and refrigerator, and no knob on the bedroom door. I’ve been in homes where there are no doors, even for the bathroom.”

      “What about…?”

      She snorted softly. “Privacy? That’s the point. There is none. They watch. The last place they did more than watch.”

      “The man molested you? Aren’t there controls for…?”

      “Not just the man. And no, there are no controls.” She made quotation marks in the air. “Most of the time, the state inspector is in cahoots with the people. That’s why they’re in the business. And if you thought they were fosters because they have a big heart… forget it. It’s money. Big money. I’m worth over twenty thousand a year. And at the last home, I was one of four kids.”

      Duff blinked a few times. She didn’t. The enormity of her life was sinking in.

      Duff watched a dusty green truck crawl down the main street headed north. All the tin on the vehicle had small dents from years of use. A large crack crossed most of the small back oval window.

      He looked at the girl, who was also watching the truck. “Why me?”

      “What do you mean?”

      He blinked, and his right eyebrow and eyelid shot up. His head tilted as he studied the mug in his hands. “Maybe I should ask instead is what do you want from me?”

      “Take me with you.”

      He frowned as he sipped his cooled coffee. “Just like that? You choose a random guy and ask him to take you with him? How is that better than the home?”

      “The home I’ve seen before. I’m seventeen. In eleven months, I’ll be eighteen. Then I can go wherever I want on my own. But, for now, I think a guy with a well-maintained motorcycle beats the hell out of getting beaten or molested or even raped by a system with two blind eyes.”

      Duff’s eye on the streetside pinched into a squint from the sun reflecting off a car’s window. “But you don’t know if I’m a killer or pedophile or just a child molester—just that I’m a guy with a big red motorcycle heading out of this town.”

      The girl pointed at the waitress approaching. “And she likes you.”

      Duff flinched to turn as Doreen leaned against his shoulder and poured more coffee.

      The girl looked up at Doreen. “Can I ask you a serious question?”

      Doreen smiled. “I was home all last night watching old western movies with my cat. And I’m not gonna tell ya what we were eating. But other than that, honey, shoot.”

      The girl smiled with a soft snort and then sobered. “If you needed someone to rescue you”—the girl pointed at Duff—“would he work?”

      Doreen studied the girl’s face. Her hip leaned slightly harder against Duff’s shoulder. Her voice was more serious than Duff had ever heard her. She understood the girl. “Yeah… honey, in a heartbeat.” She lightly rested her hand on his shoulder. “There are several available guys in this town. And, as I said, I was watching old westerns with the cat last night.”

      “How do you know he’s not a child molester or a wife-beater?”

      Duff could feel Doreen take a long, soft breath. “Those two deputies earlier… I grew up with them. I wouldn’t climb into the back of their sheriff’s car if you paid me. But climb on the back of his big red motorcycle and blow out of here with no idea where we’re going? Let me grab my purse.”

      She lowered down and pushed Duff with her hip so she could sit in the booth next to him.

      “Look, honey, I know what you’re asking. And it’s a tricky question. I’m twice your age and have been asking that question four times longer than you. But it always comes down to your heart and your gut. Sometimes they’re wrong, but more times, they’re right. Or at least right enough. But just as serious a question is the same for Duff. You blew in here, running from the law only an hour ago. So how does he know you’re not a serial killer who gets her jollies by stabbing guys in the back when you’re on their motorcycle? Or worse, start yelling he kidnapped and raped you? So you see, trust has to run both ways.”

      Duff cleared his throat as he looked at Doreen in a different light. He looked at the young girl. “But then, how can you be sure Doreen’s telling you this because she has your best interest at heart?”

      “I don’t. But I see her point.”

      Doreen stood, poured some coffee, and left but turned back. “It’s not always a straightforward answer. And it doesn’t get any easier as you get older—in fact, it gets tougher.” She turned and pensively walked back behind the counter.

      Duff looked at the girl chewing on the inside of her cheek. Her eyes focused on the middle of his shirt—if they were anywhere in this universe. The brownish blonde hair hung loose on her head until it gathered at the back of her neck. The rest lay on her left shoulder like a lazy dog in the sunshine. He studied the worn collar on the light blue T-shirt under the red flannel checkered shirt. The left front pocket showed a semi-circle wear mark from many cans of chew. There was no can of chew now, but the past had frayed the impression and wear into the cloth. Duff didn’t think the girl chewed or smoked, but it reflected the territory of hand-me-down clothing two sizes too large for her gaunt frame.

      “So why should I strap you to the back of my bike and risk getting caught transporting an underage girl across state lines?”

      She looked up. “Who said I was underage? By law, I can ask a judge for emanc… to be an adult.”

      Duff sipped his hot coffee. “It’s called emancipation. Same as the enslaved people after the Civil War.”

      “Yeah.”

      He placed the mug softly on the table. “Except by the time you get to see a judge, I would already be under arrest. So again… why?”

      She thought about her words as she toyed with her mug. She looked up. “If you saw a guy or two raping a girl in an alley, would you stop them?”

      He saw where she was going. “Sure.”

      “What if you could stop it a few days before it happens?”

      He nodded slowly.

      She pushed her mug forward. Finished. This was it. She was all in. “When I woke up this morning, Virgil—the husband of the new family they placed me with—was taking the door off the bathroom. I must have been out of it because the door to my bedroom was already off. Hinges and all.” Her eyes were pure stone.

      Duff sat watching the hazel eyes. There was no more information needed. But then, he had been managing with scant details for two years.

      Doreen rushed up with two brown sacks and a thermos. She placed them on the table as she scanned the street. “Get out.” She looked down at Duff. “I’d love for ya to stay forever, but you have to leave. Now. The deputies cruised by a few minutes ago. They were eyeballing your motorcycle hard. They’re just working up the balls to come back and go head-to-head with you.”

      Duff leaned up on his left hip and reached for his wallet. “Which way were they headed?”

      Doreen pulled at his arm. “South. Which part of now was confusing you? Today is on me. Stop by again sometime and take me for a drink. But now you need to go. North will get you across the county line the fastest. But west will get you across the state line. I don’t think even Reggie is stupid enough to chase you into Utah.”

      Duff dragged his jacket from the booth as he rolled out. The girl stood with her hoodie on and a large woven bag of a purse sitting on the table. She slid the thermos and two bags into the seemingly cavernous maw of the bag. She fed her arm through the braided rope strap and turned.

      “Let’s go.”

      Duff pointed at the back door. “Bathroom?”

      She shook her head. “There are safer trees down the road.” She dodged around Doreen and headed for the front door at a quick walk. “You coming? Or are the keys in it?”

      Duff looked at Doreen. His mouth was just opening as her finger pushed on it. “Shh. Go. Now.” As she watched him rush for the swinging front door, she called. “But you’re breaking my heart, Duff Akens.”

      He waved an arm back as he shot through the door. He had just remembered where he had left the key.
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      Duff opened the back trunk and pulled out the battered spare helmet. Handing it out, he exchanged it for her oversized purse. As he laid it into the bin, he thought he remembered seeing a girl with a headband and tie-dyed T-shirt, torn jeans, and bare feet with a similar bag hanging from her shoulder. In his mind, the long hair was blonder. He closed the lid and looked at the long browner blonde hair hanging from under the white helmet.

      “Let me get on first.”

      She found the passenger footpegs and folded them down. She rested her hands on his shoulder as he pushed the button to start the enormous engine. He revved the engine to warm it. He knew the noise always attracted attention.

      “Hang on tight. It’s going to be a bumpy ride, and no screaming allowed.”

      The transmission clunked into first gear as he let out the clutch. The rear tire spun on the asphalt as he held the front brake tight. The large motorcycle slewed around until it pointed up the street. He let go of the brake, and they shot out of the narrow parking strip and up the road, heading north. They were over the speed limit before the end of the block. Subconsciously, Duff counted at least six people on the sidewalks turn to watch the motorcycle with two riders racing north out of town. He hoped at least one would point which way they had gone when the sheriff’s deputies returned.

      The motorcycle and riders were a blur as they passed the population sign at the end of town. Duff slowed enough to make the tight right turn onto a narrow old road a quarter-mile later. They quietly motored up the hill.

      “I thought we were headed north?”

      Duff’s helmet shook as he eased over to the cutout where the road turned. The inner cutout was considerably lower than the berm along the pullout side. Then, turning off the bike, he pulled off his helmet. She stumbled out from behind him and stood, removing her helmet.

      Duff pointed at the other side of the road and berm. Sitting low behind the ridge, they could see the highway in the distance—the sound of cars carried across the barren dirt in an eerie distortion. The diesel truck pulling an extended trailer they heard before seeing it and the Volkswagen going around the bend that turned west before they heard it.

      “What are we waiting for?”

      Duff smiled. “It’s forty miles to the county line.”

      “So…?”

      “When the deputies go past, we’ll have an hour to get south, less because I need gas. But enough of a head start.”

      “We’re going south?”

      He nodded. “Sort of. Eventually, we’re going west. But we need to get out of their jurisdiction, and New Mexico is the last place they would look.” He continued to watch the highway.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      He didn’t turn. “Sure.”

      “The patched holes in the back of your jacket…?”

      He glanced back and then continued to watch the highway. “Bullet holes.”

      Her eye narrowed. “Who shot you?”

      “I don’t know.”

      She watched the back of his head. It didn’t move.

      “And when I was holding on tight to you, I wasn’t holding on to a body. It was like grabbing a garbage can…”

      “Bulletproof. Metal plates.”

      “Doesn’t that weigh a lot?”

      He looked back. He lowered his wrap-around dark glasses. “I’ll make you a deal. You tell me your name, and I’ll tell you about the jacket.”

      She looked out across the barren land. There was more rock than scrub brush. Nothing hidden—everything exposed. “What did you call me back when the cop wanted to know who I was?”

      Duff shrugged. “I don’t know. Lima bean or something.”

      Her head rocked as she thought. “Let’s leave it at Bean for now.”

      Duff smiled. She was quick. He listened and then held up his finger. The sheriff’s cruiser was speeding and cut across the dirt inside the sweeping curve. As the car raced north, a cloud of dust hung in the dead air.

      Duff stood. “Time to go.”

      As they climbed on the bike, she wouldn’t let it go. “The jacket.”

      “Forty-eight pounds.”

      She leaned forward as they turned on the highway and headed back into town. “What about forty-eight pounds?”

      “That’s what it weighs.”

      When they stopped at the last gas station in town, she was still thinking. “Why bulletproof?”

      He looked at her as he counted out the bills to the kid with a face full of zits. Then, he got on and nosed the bike out onto the highway. “Did you want the deputies to take you back to that house?”

      “No.”

      “Well, that’s why my jacket is bulletproof. Someone tried to kill me. And that brings up another thing. Do you have anything back at the house you need?”

      “No. Everything is in my bag.”

      They turned left onto the state highway. Not much larger, but better paved. “Everything?”

      “Three shirts, two pants, socks, and underwear. When you’re a young foster, you don’t think about all your stuff fitting into a garbage bag. But when your suitcase being a garbage bag becomes embarrassing, you get creative.”

      He peeked back at the girl, now leaning against the padding on the trunk. He’d never had a rider, but it didn’t seem to make a difference. “Hence the hippie purse.”

      He heard her mumble confirmation about the purse.
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      Hours later, they pulled into a truck stop outside Farmington. Out of Colorado, but barely. They wandered with purpose in the small market that supplied truckers who lived on the highways.

      Duff found what he was looking for. The leather jacket wasn’t of outstanding quality, but it had a nod to female flare with white leather fringe on the black leather jacket.

      Duff pulled it off the hanger and held it out as far as the security cable would allow. “Here, try this on.”

      Her eyes squinted at his intentions. “Why?”

      He stood solid with his arms holding the jacket. “Because it’s going to get cold tonight across the desert.”

      “Desert?”

      He nodded. “And cold. No heater on a motorcycle.”

      She pulled the jacket on and zipped it up. He grabbed at the sides and shifted it around on her.

      He swung his arms and shoulders in a rowing motion. “How do the shoulders fit?”

      She moved her arms until the cable stopped her right. But her left swung okay. “It fits okay.” The price tag swung into her view. Her eyes grew. “Are you sure about this?”

      “You want to freeze?” She held up the price tag. He looked and shrugged. “It’s probably made in China or South Korea. That’s why it’s so cheap.”

      “This is cheap?”

      He leaned into her face. “Just be glad it doesn’t weigh forty-eight pounds.” He backed out. “You need a pair of shades and gloves too.”

      The gloves were bulky, more like ski gloves than work gloves, but as they raced along the high-altitude desert, she was thankful for the warmth. The wool scarf she buried her chin into. The trees and brush had all but disappeared. She wondered about the first person who rode across this land on a horse and thought there should be a trail or road. She found her eyes drawn back to the three patched holes. She took her right glove off and placed her fingertip on the hole. She tried her thumb, and it fit better—a big bullet.

      As the gloom turned to dark, they rode slowly through a small town.

      Finally, they pulled into a gas station just before the freeway overpass. The bathrooms were calling as strong as the low fuel. Paying, Duff pulled a couple of sticks of local jerky out of a plastic jar with no lid. The jar of a national brand jerky looked shopworn but still full of meat.

      As they chewed on the spicy meat and walked back to the bike, Bean looked at the piece in her hand. “Why this jerky and not the other one?”

      Duff moved the wad of meat to his cheek. “This is better. It’s local meat not made by machines in Chicago.”

      “What makes it better?”

      They stood next to the bike. “For one, they hang the meat outside where the flies can land on it and add their flavor. Then the blind woman throws ground peppers and salt on it.”

      She looked at the meat and then up at his face to see if he was laughing at her. “And that’s why you buy it?”

      Duff pulled on his helmet. “Nah, I buy it because I like coyotes better than I like cows.”

      Her hands froze with the strap unsnapped.

      He fed his leg over the bike and started it. He noticed her still staring at the meat. “I was just teasing about the blind woman. I don’t know if she’s blind or not.”

      She stuck the rest of the stick in her pocket. Possibly later. She would have to think about it. She climbed on, and they thundered up the on-ramp headed west.

      The night air was crisp. The lack of city lights let the stars fill the sky. Duff could feel the extra pressure of her thighs pushing against his butt. He smiled. “Ever seen the real night sky before?”

      “Not this many stars. Where did they come from?”

      As they peaked on a slight rise, he pulled over to the side of the road. “They’re always there. But if you’re always in a city, the lights cause an illumination fog, and you can’t see through it. Get away from civilization and the light pollution, and bingo.” He spread his arms in an arc. “You get the entire show of the Milky Way.” He turned the headlight back on and pointed at the sign. “Do you know what that means?”

      “The divide of the continent is at this point?”

      He smiles at her parroting the Continental Divide sign. “Yes, but do you know the significance of this divide?”

      “Does this mean I have to go back to school?”

      Duff laughed. “You don’t get it. You’ll be in school all your life. The day you stop learning is the day you start
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