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    To my own hero. I love you with all my heart.

      

    


	 

 

 

“So, that’s it then? You’re just going to leave me here—at a bus depot, in the middle of the night, in Hicksville?” Laura flexed her hand into a fist, then forced it to relax.

“What’d you expect, Laura? We’ve fought the whole way up here.” Clark stared through the windshield. “I think it’s best if you go on home. I can’t concentrate with your constant nagging. This is my last chance to make it to the finals. I need a break.”
Rain streamed down the glass as the windshield wipers sloshed from one side to the other.

Laura drew a slow breath. “A break to make it—or a break from me?” Her voice cracked. “What about Montana, Clark? Who’s going to take your pictures?”

He spat tobacco into an empty water bottle. “I’ve been meaning to tell you I’ve been talking with Bobbie.”

Laura’s chest rose and fell quickly. Her words trembled. “Bobbie? Buckle Bunny Bobbie Stark?”

Clark shot her a look, then turned away. “Yes. Bobbie Stark. She’s not just a buckle bunny. She’s an accomplished photographer and a champion barrel racer. Show some respect.”

Laura’s green eyes bored into the side of his face. “Respect?” She turned toward the window. “So that’s it. It’s not me. Not because I wanted real food instead of McDonald’s for once. Not because I wanted to drive up into Yellowstone to take pictures for the magazine.” She swallowed hard. “It’s you and that tramp. I should’ve known.”

Tears slid down her cheeks. She brushed them away with the back of her hand. “She’s been saving her horse with you, huh?”

Clark peered through the windshield toward the bus station. “Look, I’ve got money for your ticket. When I get home, we’ll see what happens. But right now, I’ve got to do this. You need to go home.”

Anger radiated off her skin like a sunburn. “If you leave me here, there won’t be a ‘when you get home.’ I won’t be there this time.” Her voice shook, but she didn’t stop. “I’m not playing second fiddle to your tramps and hookers anymore. It’s them or me.”

She slammed her fist against the dashboard. “I’ve given up a lot riding with you. You know I don’t mind the circuit—but I’ve had enough. I just can’t.”
Her hand trembled. “I won’t.”

“Just take this.” Clark held out two one-hundred-dollar bills. “Buy yourself a ticket. Go home. Soak in the tub. Enjoy a long bubble bath. Then calm down and think it over.”

“I don’t want your money.” She snatched the bills and threw them at him. “I can make it on my own. Who needs you anyway?”

Anger flashed in his eyes. He slammed his hand against the steering wheel, bruising his right hand. “Now look at that—my riding hand. I can’t believe you made me do that.” Clark clenched his fist.

Laura rolled her eyes and turned away. “Shut up, Clark.” She stared out the window, fixing on the depot lights. He could see her shoulders shaking as she fought to control her tears, but she refused to let him see her cry.

She drew another breath before looking back at him. “Fine. That’s fine. You go on to Montana without me. Leave me here. Go. Just go.” Her voice hardened. “Make a name for yourself. Ride that next bull—or Bobbie. I don’t care anymore. Let her photograph your every move.”

She paused, then added quietly, “I won’t be there to pick you up when you fall. And make no mistake—you will fall. I’m off this ride.”

She grabbed her studded leather purse, camera bag, and khaki coat and shoved the door open.

“Laura—”

She slammed the door.

 

 

She threw open the glass door of the bus depot. It swung wide, smacking into a newspaper stand behind it, then rebounded, barely missing her shoulder. Laura’s bloodshot eyes burned as she steadied herself and scanned the room for an empty chair.

Row after row of gray steel chairs sat grouped in units of three and four. Laura dropped into the nearest seat, tossing her purse, camera bag, and coat onto the empty chair beside her.

She glanced at the large white CLOSED sign in the ticket window. A smaller sign beside it held movable clock hands, both pointed at six.

“Great,” she muttered to the nearly empty room. “Only a five-hour wait.”

She rolled her eyes and drummed her fingers against the small table beside her. With every passing second, her anger intensified, bubbling up inside her like an active volcano.

Laura leaned back and closed her eyes. Somewhere overhead, the heater kicked on. In the distance, a janitor shoved a trash bag violently into a bin. Rain hammered against the tin roof, its steady rhythm echoing the sadness creeping into her chest.

Her stomach rumbled as she replayed her dramatic exit from Clark’s pickup in her mind. She imagined his dually careening off the road, slamming into a pole. A thin smile tugged at her lips. She could almost see the ambulances, the fire trucks rushing in. She let out a short, bitter laugh.

 

 

Laura opened her eyes. An old television mounted high on the wall flickered through news stories. They held her attention for a moment—then memories of the past years pushed their way back in.

Laura remembered the first time she hit the road with Clark. She had been eighteen.
And now—still on the road at thirty-one.
She shook her head. What a life.

Her stomach growled, and she pressed a hand against her belly. “Okay,” she muttered, “I get it. I need food.”

She gathered her things and walked over to the window. Down the street to the left, a bank sign scrolled the time and date across its digital screen. Straight ahead stood the courthouse. It looked like an old basilica—something that, under different circumstances, she might have loved to photograph. In the darkness, it felt cold and oppressive.

She squinted. To the right, about a block down, a vintage neon sign glowed in the shape of a giant slice of pie.
She smiled. “That ought to do the trick.”

Laura grabbed a Nickel Saver from a nearby rack and folded it over her hair before heading out into the rain. Thoughts of Clark followed her.

He’s probably close to the Colorado border by now.

She pictured his hand crawling up some hooker’s thigh, then shook the image away and tipped her face toward the sky.

The pie sign loomed straight above her—bright and beautiful. Neon gas swirled through the twisted tubes, casting an oily, incandescent glow. Even through the rain, she could hear its soft mechanical hum.

Yellow light spilled onto the sidewalk beside her, shimmering as it struck rain pooled in the street. Laura caught her reflection in the diner window. Strands of her long red hair clung to her head, while tiny ringlets stuck out in every direction.

I look like crap.
No—I look like Medusa.

She shrugged and wrapped her fingers around the chrome handle. A silver bell rang as she stepped inside.

 

 

He wasn’t surprised by the sound of the bell. With the bus depot nearby, people wandered in at all hours of the night. He didn’t bother to look up, focusing instead on the eggs sizzling on the flat grill.

The kitchen chrome gleamed under the lights, a picture of order and perfection. Just the way he liked it—clean, organized, rows of pots with their handles all pointing to the right.
His perfect slice of heaven.

“Order up.”

Patrizio glanced over the high bar into Molly’s brown eyes.

He handed her the plate. “It’s hot. Be careful, darling.” He winked. Molly blushed, a small giggle slipping past her wrinkled lips. Patrizio’s smile widened, and he laughed.

Patrizio, thirty-five, stood five-foot-eight and was built more like a bricklayer than a chef. Still, his large hands knew exactly how to make a soufflé—and how to gently fold cream into a torte.

Men usually took one look at his Italian frame and assumed he’d washed ashore from some merchant marine ship.
The women just looked.

Locals and travelers alike always asked the same question: How did an Italian immigrant land in the middle of a small town in northern Kansas?

Patrizio never answered. He only smiled and said, “How does one get anywhere?”

The locals had their theories. He’d heard them all.

“Patrizio is an ex-con.”
“That Patrizio—he’s hiding from the Mafia. I heard he was an informant.”

“No, he’s part of the Italian Secret Service. Don’t you know he’s watching terror cells on a joint assignment with the
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