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You know the kind of day that starts out with
all kinds of promise, the one where you’re having a leisurely
second coffee over breakfast, and the only other thing on the
schedule is to get a pedicure and then come home to read a novel?
The Thursday before Thanksgiving started out like that for me. Then
the perfect plan completely tanked. There was no way I could have
foreseen a grueling drive with a couple of unwanted passengers and
a missing-person investigation before the weekend was out.

Hang on—I’m about to share the whole grisly
tale.

It began when I strolled into my office at
RJP Investigations and heard Ron’s voice call out to me from across
the hall.

“Charlie, before you get comfortable …”

I hadn’t actually planned on staying long
enough to get comfortable. I only meant to pop in to pick up the
aforementioned novel, which I’d (stupidly) left behind after my
trip to the bookstore yesterday afternoon. But now I was caught. My
brother’s voice held the tone that told me he was about to dump
some extra work on me.

Very deliberately, I left my shoulder bag in
place and held the keys to my Jeep in hand, so he’d get the idea.
Didn’t happen.

“We’ve got a new assignment,” he said, pawing
through several layers of the clutter on his desk.

I picked up on the word. He didn’t say it was
a new case. Silly me, I bit.

“Assignment?”

“Yeah, it’s not really an investigation. Just
a quick road trip.”

My second mistake was letting the faint
flicker of interest show in my expression. I do love a fun bit of
travel now and then.

“Good—I knew you’d be perfect for it,” he
said, handing over a slip of paper with his familiar scrawl on
it.

I recognized the name of a street in Santa
Fe. There was an address and a name. “So it involves driving to
Santa Fe and back?”

“Partially.”

That’s when my alarm bells should have begun
screaming, but I supposed I could drive up there after my pedicure,
which I was due for in an hour’s time. “Okay, so what does that
mean, and why aren’t you doing it?”

He stood up, circled his desk, and reached
for his Stetson on the rack near his door. “I’ve got court. The
case where we investigated the background on that woman who bilked
her boyfriend’s estate of a hundred thousand dollars. It’s hitting
Judge Walter’s courtroom this morning and I’m subpoenaed to
testify.”

“Okay, I get it. Court cannot be ignored. But
what’s so important in Santa Fe that it must be done today?”

“Walk with me down to my car,” he said,
pushing past me in the hall.

I trailed along. “And what did you mean when
you said partially? What on earth is this new
assignment?”

We descended the staircase of the old
Victorian where our office operates. Sally, our part-time
receptionist, sat at her desk and tapped away at her keyboard. She
didn’t really meet my eyes, just gave a quick wave and went back to
her work.

Through the kitchen at the back of the
building, Ron kept talking. “So, there’s this kid. A girl who needs
to be delivered to her mother. Social Services picked her up.”

“And this became our job because …?”

“Because it’s a road trip. They don’t have
anyone who can break away—understaffed, and all that. The police
have definite jurisdictional boundaries, so they’ve hired us to do
it.”

“Seriously. Isn’t that what Uber is for?”

Ron had opened the back door and stepped back
to allow me to walk ahead. “The girl is a runaway. She’s being
returned to her custodial parent. It’s more complicated than an
Uber driver can handle. Plus, it would be a helluva lot more
expensive.”

I stopped in my tracks. “Exactly how far away
does the kid’s mother live?”

He shuffled a little uncomfortably. “Uh,
Phoenix.”

“Okay, wait. I need to drive to Santa Fe,
pick up this girl from Social Services, and then drive her all the
way to Phoenix? That’s a minimum of eight or nine hours of
driving.”

He sent me The Look. “For you, Miss Leadfoot,
I’m sure you can accomplish it in seven. Get started now, and
you’ll have her there by dinner time tonight. Get yourself a room
somewhere and enjoy a leisurely drive home by yourself
tomorrow.”

He glanced at the book in my hand. “Think of
it—a quiet evening in a hotel to read all you want, and then you’ll
have two days free to bake pies with Elsa. I promise. No work over
the weekend.”

I had to admit, that held a certain appeal. I
cannot tell you how many times a case has become a 24/7
proposition. “Trade cars with me.”

He eyed his sporty Mustang parked next to my
Jeep. The Wrangler is perfect as my around-town vehicle and great
for Drake’s and my getaways to the mountains, but as a long-haul
interstate highway vehicle its comfort leaves something to be
desired. I could make the trip in less time and with less
hip-agony, and he realized I would be a much happier camper that
way.

“Okay.” He grumbled a little and held out his
keys. “You take care of it and mind your speed.”

“You watch my baby in those parking garages
downtown,” I reminded.

“Deal.” He reached into the slender portfolio
he’d carried downstairs and pulled out two sheets of paper. “Here
are your details and the authorization form from the caseworker for
you to take custody of the girl.”

I glanced over it and took in the
particulars. Pick up one Sophie Marie O’Connell at the Health and
Social Services building in Santa Fe, and deliver her to Dixie
O’Connell in Mesa, Arizona. The delivery address was on Brown Road,
which I knew from previous visits to Mesa to be a major street, so
I hoped the drop-off would be as quick and simple as Ron had
hinted. Sophie was thirteen years old, thankfully not a little
child. We could probably fill the time with girl talk and it would
pass quickly.

I figured one hour to Santa Fe, a few minutes
to pick up the girl and sign the release form, another hour back to
Albuquerque. I wouldn’t even bother with an overnight bag. This
time of year I carry an emergency kit in the Jeep—a heavy coat,
snow boots, insulated water bottle, and a supply of power bars and
energy snacks. It’s my just-in-case for the times we make
last-minute plans to go to our little mountain cabin or take a day
for snowshoeing. Not that there’s enough snow in mid-November to
really count. While Ron transferred my bag to the trunk of his car
I called and cancelled my pedicure.

Sitting in the Mustang, I took a minute to
get familiar with the buttons and dials, and I checked the weather
forecast on my phone. Everything looked clear and good.

Little did I know.


Chapter 2

 


 


Exactly fifty-four minutes later I pulled
into the parking lot at my Santa Fe destination. I didn’t know the
layout of the government building, but a helpful directory of white
letters on a black background sent me to Room 207. Elena Garcia
awaited my arrival and looked somewhat relieved that I had arrived
before her lunch break. She tilted her head toward a glassed-in
room where I saw a teen sitting at a Formica-topped table, her eyes
intent on her phone, thumbs moving a mile a minute.

“That’s Sophie,” Elena told me. She had
already picked up a manila folder and was on her way to the room
where Sophie waited.

She didn’t look up when we entered. I noted a
slender young woman with lithe limbs, wearing a short white flared
skirt, bolero length red jacket with fringe down the front, and red
cowboy boots. Her blonde hair hung straight to the middle of her
back and shielded her face, but I spotted a soft jawline and
straight nose.

“Sophie? Your ride is here,” Elena said.

No reaction.

Elena crossed to the far side of the room and
lifted a backpack that sat on the floor. “Don’t forget your
things.” She plopped it on the table, inches from the girl’s
phone.

“Okay, I get it,” Sophie said. After a
full minute she took her eyes from the phone and looked at us,
revealing dark brown eyes and a deep dimple in her chin. She wore
minimal makeup and seemed somehow self-conscious about that.

“Hi, Sophie. I’m Charlie. Looks like I’ll be
driving you to your mom’s house today.”

The girl grunted something unintelligible and
turned her back to me as she hefted the backpack over one shoulder.
Her phone pinged with a message, and her eyes went there
instantly.

Elena and I exchanged a look. She held up the
manila folder and pulled out a sheet for me to sign, basically a
receipt for the kid. My copy of the page contained the address I’d
be heading for, along with the mother’s name and a contact number
for her. We walked out into the hall.

“So, tell me what else I need to know about
my young charge. Is she going to take off the minute I go to the
restroom?”

“No, I don’t think so. She’s been on the
streets for a couple months, and she seems willing enough to go
back to her mom. As long as you aren’t expecting sparkling
conversation from her, you’ll do fine.”

“Yeah, I kind of got that already.” I glanced
again at the printed sheet in my hand. “Anything else I need to
know? Hot-button topics to stay away from?”

Elena shook her head. “You’ll be fine.”

“I basically have zero experience with kids,
just so you know.”

She glanced toward the windowed room. Sophie
emerged a second later. “It’s just a one-day drive. Everything will
be fine. Mrs. O’Connell is expecting you.”

And with that we were on the way out to the
parking lot. Sophie seemed mildly impressed with the Mustang. Well,
okay, I’m only guessing that by the fact that she actually looked
at the car instead of at her phone as I unlocked the doors and then
stashed her pack in the trunk.

A chill wind whipped through the lot, lifting
the girl’s short skirt. November is a capricious month here in our
region. Santa Fe sits at 7,000 feet and there had already been
snowfall on the nearby ski slopes. I considered asking Sophie if
she had something warmer to change into, but discarded the idea as
she continued to ignore me. We’d be in the car for the rest of the
day and into a warmer climate by evening.

“We’ll gas up here, and that ought to get us
most of the way down the road,” I said, starting the engine. “Have
you had lunch yet? Want something?”

“I’m good.” It was the first time I’d heard
her actually speak, as she hadn’t even said goodbye to Elena or
acknowledged the woman’s help. Good to know she could talk.

I steered toward a station I’m familiar with
on the south end of the city, where I topped up the tank and went
inside for a selection of snacks. Twenty minutes later we were on
I-25 again. Within a few miles, traffic had slowed to a crawl. And
then my phone rang.

Drake’s name appeared on the screen and I
went to hands-free mode.

“Hon, do you still have the spare key for my
truck? I’m locked out.”

“Um …” Keys had been the furthest subject
from my mind at that moment as I stuffed two Cheetos into my mouth.
“Pretty sure I do.”

“Are you anywhere close enough to drop them
off to me here at Double Eagle?”

The airport where he hangars his helicopter
was close to ninety minutes away at this point, and I told him
that. I’d already texted him about my little road trip. I fished
around in the side pocket of my purse, on the floor behind the
passenger seat, and there I felt the familiar shape of his key
fob.

“I’ll love you forever if you can detour long
enough to bring them by.”

I laughed. “You’ll love me forever anyway.
And part of the reason is because I always carry spare keys for
you. As soon as I can get out of this construction zone on La
Bajada, I’ll break the sound barrier to get to you.”

“Don’t take chances. I’ve got plenty of
maintenance I can do here to kill some time.”

By the time we ended the call, Sophie was
eyeing me with mild curiosity. I held out the Cheetos bag but she
shook her head.

“I guess you heard. We need to make an extra
stop.” I glanced over to see her shrug and go back to her phone
screen, ignoring the Cheetos.

As traffic inched along at less than twenty
miles an hour, I peeked sideways long enough to figure out she was
scrolling endlessly through short videos on TikTok. My attention
went quickly back to the vehicles around me, and I saw that the
construction barriers ended about a half-mile in the distance. By
the time the road widened again with both lanes fully open, all the
aggression in about eighty drivers opened up too. Pickup trucks
vied with sleek sports cars to see who could get to the head of the
line, as if there really was a first place in this silly race.

Part of me wanted to take advantage of the
Mustang’s power and roar ahead, but I didn’t. The day was already
not going according to my original plan. No point in bringing
myself to the boiling point. I held it to the speed limit and let
the others battle it out until there was at least a mile or two
clear ahead of me. Then I let the sporty car have its way.

I found myself wondering about my passenger.
What was Sophie’s story? But when I tried conversation, she simply
gave me a disdainful look. “Can’t you see that I’m busy?”

I wanted to retort with, “Can’t you
see that you’re rude?” My mouth opened and then shut again. I would
be the bigger person. Mentally, I began ticking off the remaining
hours in this stupid trip until I could drop her off and let her
mother deal with her.

We caught up with the same set of aggressive
trucks and cars as we approached the outskirts of Albuquerque, and
I realized it was now well into the lunch hour. This means everyone
in town has decided to eat out, and most will choose a place clear
across town from their work. Or they’re all racing toward Costco to
stock up on supplies for the upcoming holiday week. I-25 was in
full kill-or-be-killed mode. I concentrated on nothing more than
getting through it, onto westbound I-40, and reaching the exit for
the small westside airport where Drake would be waiting.

I dictated a short text: I’m here. Meet me at the gate.

And he did. I got out of the car and shook
out the tension in my shoulders.

“How’s it going?” he asked, pulling me into a
hug.

I think I just rolled my eyes, but the hug
felt great. I dug into the purse for his keys. “Freckles is at
Gram’s. I know she and Dottie would keep her overnight, but maybe
it’s better if you pick her up when you get home. She’ll be eager
for a walk to the park.”

“Let me know when you get settled in your
hotel,” he said. “And be careful.”

I touched the smidge of gray at his temples.
For a guy in his late forties, he can be amazingly old-fashioned.
But I loved the caring attention he always showed me.

“Will do. And when I get back tomorrow we’ll
grab enchiladas at Pedro’s.”

“Absolutely. All my flights tomorrow are
local.” He stepped closer for a kiss and I could sense Sophie’s
eyes on us. So what?

“Well, I’d better get going.”

“Watch the weather. There’s a front moving
in, but as long as you get south of the Mogollon Rim before
midnight you should be okay.”

The Rim, I knew from previous jobs with him,
was the geological feature that divided Arizona’s high desert to
the north from the lower Sonoran Desert in the southern part of the
state. The quick drop of four thousand feet in elevation meant the
difference between snow or rain, cloudy or clear, an easy trip or a
rough one, as one traversed the state. With only six more hours to
our destination, we should be fine.

Two hours into it, just beyond Gallup, a
packing crate fell off the back of an eighteen- wheeler, shattered,
and came at me so suddenly that I couldn’t avoid hitting one of the
boards. I hoped for the best, but a few seconds later I felt the
telltale bump and tug of a flat tire.

Great. Just great.
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I steered carefully to the edge, as far off
the road as I could get. There wasn’t a rest area or an exit in
sight. Well, okay. This is what roadside assistance is for. I
reached behind my seat for my purse and yanked out my wallet.
Sophie had dropped her phone into her lap and was actually looking
at me instead. For once.

“It’ll be fine. We’ve got good insurance and
this’ll be no big deal to them.” I dialed the toll-free number on
the back of my insurance card.

“Thank you for calling roadside
assistance. If someone in your vehicle is injured, please hang up
and call 9-1-1 immediately. For mechanical breakdowns, press
1.”

I complied.

“Welcome to your roadside assistance
directory. Please be advised that our call volume is currently
higher than normal. Your wait time for an associate to answer is
estimated to be fifty-five minutes.”

Well, crud. I could certainly change the tire
myself in less time than that. Especially considering that was just
the time it would take to get someone on the phone. It could easily
be another hour before a truck would actually arrive.

I put on the emergency blinkers, cautiously
opened my door, and stepped out to assess the situation. Luckily,
the flat was on the right side of the car, away from the traffic
that continued to roar past at eighty miles an hour. I debated
getting back inside and trying the phone again, but the surface was
level here, and I knew how to change a tire. I’d done it a couple
of times—in my teens. Come on, Charlie. You can handle
this.

I went to the trunk and pushed aside Sophie’s
backpack and my duffle, retrieving my heavy coat. All I needed was
to get chilled to the bone by the northerly wind that had picked up
considerably since this morning. The spare was in its little
compartment under the carpet, and I found the tire iron and jack.
Thank goodness Ron hadn’t robbed tools from the car for some other
project.

It took me fifteen minutes to decipher the
instructions in his owner’s manual as to how and where to set the
jack—sports cars are very different in that regard than Jeeps, I
discovered. The wind was steadily picking up but I managed. Sophie
stood by the roadside, hugging herself and looking very put out,
but hey. I wasn’t going to let her sit inside the car while I had
it jacked up.

The spare was in place and I’d tightened
three of the lug nuts when I sensed a car pulling off behind me. An
Arizona state trooper climbed out, setting his Smokey hat on his
head.

“You ladies need some help?”

I realized Sophie was standing there with her
short skirt flipping around in the breeze, and this must have been
what attracted his attention.

The officer quickly realized how young the
girl was, so he turned his attention to the situation with the
Mustang. I may be a modern woman but I’m no martyr. I stepped aside
and let him finish attaching the lug nuts and positioning the flat
tire in the trunk, then I thanked him for getting us out of the
cold that much sooner. He responded with a tip of his hat and more
advice about the approaching weather front.

We drove on, heading toward Holbrook where we
would finally get off the interstate and onto some less
traffic-heavy roads. Sophie went back to her very busy life of
texting with friends, while I mentally reviewed the route,
remembering the series of different highway numbers we would take
next. I was debating the protocol for car travel with an unfamiliar
passenger—would she object if I turned on the radio or, worse, tune
it to a station I couldn’t stand—when I glanced at the dashboard
and saw bright red letters. Check Engine!

Seriously? We should have been less than
three hours into the trip and it was already mid-afternoon. I drove
on for a few more miles. These things can short out, right? Maybe
the light would just go away and solve all my problems. But no. It
stayed on, staring steadily at me with that beady red eye.

I spotted an exit ahead and took it. About a
half mile along the side road, stood a gas station that I only
realized as I approached was decrepit and long out of business.
Okay, no help there. But I could park out of the wind and make a
call.

Ron answered on the second ring. I told him
about the light and that we were about twenty-five miles from
Holbrook. “Advice?”

“Don’t keep driving. That thing came on last
week and then went off. When I asked my regular mechanic, he said
to bring it in the minute it came back on.”

And you didn’t think to tell me this?
I growled and hung up on him. My mood plummeted as I debated
calling roadside assistance again, but I did. This time the wait
was only estimated to be thirty minutes. I handed my phone off to
Sophie and demanded hers in return. She looked as though I’d just
kidnapped her firstborn child.

“Stay on the line and give mine back if
someone comes on,” I instructed. “I’m going to search for
alternatives.”

I did a search for towing services in
Holbrook, Arizona. Two garages came up and I tapped the number for
the one with the most impressive ad. A male who sounded younger
than Sophie answered.

“I need a tow truck sent to … hang on a
second.” I stepped out and tried to decipher the chipped and faded
sign. “It’s an old gas station off I-40 that’s called something
like Pecos Bill’s.”

“Um, I don’t know where that is.”

I wanted to ask if his father was there, but
that seemed insulting.

“Besides, I’m here at the garage by myself
and the only thing I know how to do is an oil change. I got two of
those waiting before I can go home.”

“How about someone else? Your online ad says
you offer 24-hour towing.”

“Yeah, that’d be my uncle Jeff. He had to
take off for a funeral this afternoon. Won’t be back because
they’re all going to Ryley’s Pub after.”

I thought of asking about the other tow
service in town but figured that would be a waste of battery life
on the phone, so I just thanked the kid and went back to my search
page.

A woman answered this time. I went through
the whole explanation of my problem and where I was, again.

“My husband drives the truck but he’s not
here right now.”

“Please tell me he’s not at Ryley’s Pub.”

“Huh? Oh, the Wilson funeral. No, he didn’t
much get along with old man Wilson. Oh—I see what you’re saying.
No, Tyler’s out on another call. I can send him when he gets
back.”

“Have him call me first, just in case our
roadside assistance sends someone.” I gave her my number, then
swapped phones with Sophie again.

It occurred to me that even if the helpful
roadside assistance folks should answer, they would probably look
up our location and do the very same thing I’d just done. They
would learn that Jeff was out drinking, and Tyler would be
available when he finished his previous job. But call me an
optimist—I stayed on the line anyway.

“I need to charge my phone,” Sophie said. “Is
it okay if I plug it in?”

She was about to do so when I thought better
of it. “It won’t take a charge unless the engine is running, and
that’s not a good idea right now. Sorry.”

She shot me a look, the kind teen girls pull
off so well.

I glanced at the level of my own battery and
decided I shouldn’t stay on hold any longer. I found an option on
the verbal menu that would let me leave a message for ‘the next
available associate’ and went through my spiel. It was all I could
do for the moment. Someone would surely get back to me soon.

An hour later—during which Sophie and I
exchanged not more than forty words—my phone rang.

“It’s Casey at ABC Towing. You still need
your car brought in?” asked the woman I’d last spoken with.

“Yes! Absolutely, yes.”

I heard her say something to someone in the
background.

“Okay, we gotcha. Tyler’s on the way. Should
take him fifteen minutes or so.”

It was more like twenty-five, but the sun was
getting low in the sky now, and I was not going to quibble. The
sight of a nice big tow truck was welcome, whenever it showed up.
It backed up in front of our disabled car. The guy who climbed out
was in his early forties, tall, with shoulders like a linebacker
and a shock of dark hair, which he quickly covered with a knitted
wool cap. He gave us a smile and gave the Mustang a quick
once-over.

“Won’t run at all?” he asked.

“It was doing just fine but then I got a
light.” I explained that I’d called Ron because this vehicle is his
baby.

Tyler sat behind the wheel and turned the
key. “Yep, it’s still there. We’ll get you to the shop and our
mechanic can hook it up for a diagnostic check.”

“We need to get to Mesa by tonight.”

He shook his head. “Not gonna happen. Tom’s
at a funeral this afternoon and won’t be back until morning.
There’s only one other shop in town.”

I nodded. I knew how the rest of this story
went.

He glanced toward Sophie, who was shivering
in the cold breeze. “You ladies can climb in the cab of my truck.
It’s all warmed up.”

My young charge didn’t need to be told twice.
She was inside that truck in mere seconds.

Tyler walked to the back of the truck and,
with the efficiency that comes from years of practice, had the
crippled Mustang hooked up and sitting on the bed of the truck in
under five minutes. We were on the road again—at last.

I chafed at the wasted afternoon. I could
have pretended I didn’t see the dashboard light come on, and we
would have made it into Holbrook under our own steam. Or not. I
reminded myself that we could have lost power in the middle of the
traffic lanes and been in a far worse situation. And the bottom
line was that the car still needed mechanical attention and wasn’t
going to get that until tomorrow morning.

My brain went into overdrive, considering
alternatives. The best would be that I’d quickly find a rental car
in Holbrook. I could leave the Mustang at the garage and complete
the journey to Mesa in some other vehicle. Drop Sophie off with her
mom, stay the night, then return the rental and pick up Ron’s car
tomorrow.

But I hadn’t counted on just how small a town
Holbrook really is. There was one main drag, lined with fast food
places, two churches, an auto parts store, three gas stations. A
couple of chain hotels sat near the I-25 ramp, and there were a
couple of smaller ones. The street lights were already on, and I
glanced at my watch. Four-thirty.

Okay, still doable. It might take an hour to
arrange for a car and fill out insurance paperwork. And we ought to
get something to eat. I realized the bag of Cheetos had vanished
hours ago and my belly was growling. But with new wheels and food,
we could still complete the trip by nine or so.

Did I want to? Not really. At home, I’m more
of the tucked-in-after-dinner type. But, truthfully, I hadn’t
wanted to do this road trip at all. Best to just get it over
with.

As it turned out, the spatters of rain on the
tow truck’s windshield decided it for me.
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Casey and Tyler must have been a long-time
couple. They had that look about them. She was waiting behind the
counter in the small auto repair shop, tapping keys on a calculator
that had to be as old as I am. She looked up with a smile.

I posed my question about the availability of
a rental car.

“Nothing like Hertz or Avis around here,” she
said. “Sometimes Josh Briner loans out cars. But, honey, have you
heard the weather report?”

I admitted I hadn’t.

“Rain’s coming in heavy. And you said you’re
heading toward Payson? Likely to be snowy up there.”

I thought of the raindrops we’d already
encountered, but I still tapped into the weather app on my phone.
What is it about modern life where we need a gadget to verify
what’s going on right in front of our faces? And yes, Casey’s
assessment seemed to agree. Rain, possibly turning to sleet or snow
during the night.

Did I want to head out on a highway in a
vehicle I wasn’t familiar with, in conditions that could get iffy
right away? Short answer—no.

Did I want to spend the night with a sullen
teen and drag out my unwanted trip another day? No to that, as
well.

Did I have much choice? Realistically, I
could push through. But all of Drake’s warnings about weather and
dead pilots came rushing back at me. Better safe than sorry. I
adjusted my expectations for how this job would go, and I turned to
Sophie.

“Better grab our stuff,” I told her.

Casey gave a smile of relief. “We’re heading
home for the night. We can give you a ride.”

“I suppose we can get a room here in town
easily enough.”

A wrinkle crossed her forehead. “Don’t bother
with the Holiday Inn or La Quinta. I already know they’re full,
’cause a big road rally group is in town. Bunch of fancy Corvettes
traveling cross country together. They meant to make it as far east
as Gallup tonight, but those sports cars aren’t good on snowy
roads, so they all pulled in here and filled up the good places. My
sister’s the manager at the Holiday Inn, and she told me by lunch
time they were fully booked and sending people to the other.”

Hm. “What are our other choices?” Even as I
asked, I was searching on my phone.

“Well, the J&J Motel is generally clean
and the people are nice. Indian or Pakistani, I’m not sure. Real
polite. The Sundowner, unfortunately, is a has-been. Real popular
back in my parents’ day but I wouldn’t go there now.”

Tyler had the Mustang safely stowed in one of
the garage bays and Sophie was hefting her backpack out of the
trunk. I phoned the J&J, only to be told they had no vacancies.
And calls to the two chain places (yes, I knew it was silly
optimism) gave the same answer. With a sigh, I told Tyler we’d need
a ride to the Sundowner.

“I’d offer you a room at our house,” Casey
said, apologetically, as I grabbed my personal gear from the
Mustang, “but all three kids have friends staying the night, and
we’re really maxed out.”

“Hey it’s no problem. If we can make a couple
of quick stops for me to pick up a toothbrush and some fast food,
I’m sure we can make do. It’s only one night.”

Famous last words.

We did our quick errands and arrived at the
Sundowner. The couple offered to come into the motel’s lobby, to
make sure we got a room before leaving us on our own.

Casey glanced around as we walked through the
door. “Could be the very same carpet,” she muttered under her
breath.

I held onto the hope that the rooms had been
upgraded since the ’70s as I handed over my credit card. We were
given keys (yes, actual metal keys) to room 109, and bade Tyler and
Casey goodbye while we pulled our bags out of their SUV.

“Call the shop in the morning, anytime after
nine, and I’ll let you know what the mechanic says.” Casey’s eyes
were warm. “And here’s our home number, just in case tonight …
Well, if you need anything.”

I squeezed her hand and shouldered the big
duffle bag with my so-called emergency gear. Unfortunately, this
wasn’t the type of emergency I’d packed for.

“Ew,” Sophie said, nose wrinkled, when we
stepped into the room.

I assumed her reaction was more about the
brown carpeting and orange floral bedspreads than anything else.
The air smelled of disinfectant with undertones of ancient
cigarette smoke. At least I didn’t spot any bugs diving for the
shadows, even when I switched on the bathroom light. The surfaces
all seemed clean enough and there was a band of paper stretched
across the toilet seat. Very old school, for sure.

Just to be sure, I peeled back the bedspread
and blanket. The sheets weren’t exactly crisp, but everything
looked and smelled clean enough. No insect life there, either.

“Okay. Well.” I faced Sophie, who had
gingerly set down her pack. “The electricity works so we can each
charge our phones. I suppose that’s the good news.”

I sent off quick texts to both Ron and Drake.
Stuck for the night but we’re warm and dry.
Here’s where to come looking if we vanish.

Rethinking that last bit, I deleted it and
just gave the name and location of the motel.

In addition to the two double beds and
nightstand, the room contained a scarred dresser with an analog TV
set atop it and a small round table with two chairs. We took seats
and dug into the bag from Taco Bell, now lukewarm.

Once her initial hunger was satisfied
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