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Kris’s cook looked out the pass through window. He glanced around the room. “Who’s the brick wall over in the corner?”

She looked over her shoulder at the dark-haired man who’d been sitting in that corner since earlier in the day. “I have no idea. He’s been there for a couple of hours and only drank a quarter of his beer. He said the burger was good, though.” She shrugged and looked back at Kurt.

“Huh, a stranger in a bar? That sounds like a love song or romance novel,” Kurt said.

“There’s no such thing as love, asshole.”
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From the Beginning

Ian Deatherage rode his Harley-Davidson motorcycle on a gray early spring day in Eastern Washington and felt the freedom of the road as he sped past tilled fields and cows. The wind and cold air snaked around his visor and made the world seem open and clear.

That was until he felt something vibrate against his inner thigh. The motor coughed and chugged, threatening to die underneath him. The bike hadn’t broken down once since he’d bought it a few years ago. He guessed it was about time something went wrong.

Ian slowed down and saw a green sign that announced the name of the next town. He couldn’t read it, but could tell it began with a B. There were only a few miles to go and he hoped the Harley would make it that far.

With a twenty dollar bill in his pocket, he knew if the cycle’s problem turned out to be expensive, he would be stuck for a while. He’d have to find a job to be able to pay for the repairs. It had been a few months since his last job on a construction site in Arizona and because it wasn’t quite spring, it might be good for him to find a place to settle for the summer.

He’d never been to the northwest in all his years on the road and although he liked a steak now and then, cows weren’t his favorite animal. He wasn’t too fond of their smell but liked the vegetable fields. However, riding through miles of cornfields in Kansas drove him nuts. It became so monotonous that he got out of there as fast as possible. 

When Ian crossed into the city limits, he noted the quiet. It was early morning and there didn’t seem to be much action, yet. The engine choked again and he stopped by the side of a street and looked around. He saw an old-fashioned service station a block away and managed to make it there. 

The mechanic was in the garage and after a discussion with the man, who said it might be the carburetor, Ian decided it would be best to let them do the work. The mechanic looked to be in his fifties with gray hair and wore a scruffy pair of old jeans. Ian felt he could trust the guy. 

Ian wasn’t anything but an amateur mechanic. He tinkered with things but didn’t think there was a chance in hell he could fix the Harley this time. He definitely didn’t know anything about carburetors.

Being mid-morning by the time he left the motorcycle at the garage, he knew he’d have to find a place to crash. He thought about the twenty dollars in his pocket, picked up his saddle bag and helmet and walked out to the sidewalk. Looking both ways down the street, he turned back to the garage.

“Hey, is there a place around here where I can get a burger and beer for under twenty bucks?” he asked the mechanic.

“Yeah. The Scamp is down about two blocks. They’re pretty good, but don’t open until noon.”

He nodded and went on his way. Looking around him at the cloudy, gray sky, he thought it would be a cold night to camp out.
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KRIS MARCUS PULLED another pint of tap beer for her regular customer and held it in front of him. “Last one, John.”

“Wait a minute, who’s counting here?” He chugged down half the drink.

“I am. You told me no more than four today, and we have this same argument a couple times a week.”

“I have money, you know? I get my disability checks.” The old guy smirked at her through his gray, scraggly beard.

“I know you do. Would you want a burger or some ribs to go with the beer?”

He looked at her and snorted. “Ribs will do and a potato.”

She started to turn to the pass-through window when her customer spoke again.

“Then we’ll debate the number of beers again,” John said.

Kris heard his words and shook her head. Leaning in the opening in the wall, she said, “Hey Kurt, do a plate of baby backs for John. Skip the salad and make the potato extra-large. He’s arguing numbers again.”

Her cook looked out the window and laughed. “Like we haven’t heard that before. Some things never change.” He glanced around the room. “Who’s the brick wall over in the corner?”

She looked over her shoulder at the dark-haired man who’d been sitting in that corner since earlier in the day. “I have no idea. He’s sat there for a couple of hours and only drank a quarter of his beer. He said the burger was good, though.” She shrugged and looked back at Kurt. 

“Huh, a stranger in a bar? That sounds like a love song or romance novel.”

“There’s no such thing as love, asshole.” 

Kris moved down the bar and checked on her customers at the counter. After a few minutes, she went out to the floor to check the tables. The older folks were getting ready to pull out and go home to bed. She looked at her watch. It said only six-thirty. She’d love to go home to bed, too, but the evening was young and there were still a couple of hours before the late crowd showed up. Tonight was bowling league and as soon as that finished up the ball rollers came in to celebrate, or commiserate. 

The man in the corner watched her approach and she could feel his eyes stare through her blouse. She stared back and bet money he’d make a pass at her. Here we go, she thought.

“How are you doing? Can I get you anything else?”

He didn’t crack a smile and his blue eyes studied her with severe intensity. The old, well-worn leather jacket looked comfortable on his broad shoulders. 

Kris knew this stranger might have a very interesting story to tell. She thought it would be nice if he stayed around Berne for a while. He looked good and she could get used to looking at him.

“No. I’m fine.”

She checked his plate and saw he’d only half finished. “You said the burger was okay.”

“Yeah.”

“Can I take your plate?”

“No. I’m not finished.”

“Okay, just wave at me if I can get you something or you want your tab.”

“Sure. Fine.”

Kris started back to the bar and thought there was something about that guy. She didn’t know what, but he appeared stranger than the average man.
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Just before eight o’clock, Ian saw two women walk in the door. They went behind the counter, spoke to the bartender, and put on aprons. More people appeared, laughing and talking about bowling, and the piped in music grew louder. 

Country/western tunes weren’t on his hit list, but he figured the longer he sat, the less time he’d spend outside in the cold. Hopefully, his motorcycle would be fixed tomorrow. Then Ian remembered he only had twenty bucks.

The bartender continued to check back with him every half hour or so. She seemed nice enough, but he knew she only did her job. Her brown hair shimmered in the dim light and her ass looked great in those tight jeans. He hated it when she stood behind the counter talking to other people. The only thing he could see was her smile and people drinking. The smile seemed like a lie to him, though. It didn’t reach her eyes.

He wondered about her and why her eyes didn’t look happy. There must be some reason and he thought it would be interesting to hear her story. It had been a long time since he’d spent any time getting to know anybody. He’d listened to family stories from the construction workers he’d worked with in the past but couldn’t relate. There was something about this woman that he found attractive, but then shook his head. He wouldn’t be in this town long enough and it would be best to not get attached to anything.

A half hour on the dot since her last visit, she came up to his table.

“Doing okay?” she asked for the hundredth time.

“I’m okay. Can I ask you a question?”

She’d started to turn but stopped and waited. “Sure.”

“Does anyone around here need a day worker for a week or two? You know heavy lifting and that sort of thing.”

“I don’t know. You might find a stocking job at one of the grocery stores. Walmart in Yakima might be hiring. There are two stores. It will be a month or so before the farms start getting their fields ready for planting. Why?”

“My motorcycle broke down and is being repaired. I need to come up with the bucks to pay for it.” He saw her brows crease and knew what she would say. “Don’t worry. I have some money to pay for my meal, just not enough for the repair bill.”

“No. I wasn’t thinking that,” she said. “We could use a bouncer. Do you have any experience with that type of stuff?”

No, he thought. “Yeah, I can do it.” How hard could it be?

“How’s fifteen dollars an hour to start? If you work out, it could go up to twenty.”

“I doubt I’ll be here that long, but fifteen would work. Who do I talk to?”

“What do you mean?”

“Who’s the owner? Don’t I have to talk to him?”

She laughed. “I’m the owner. This was the easiest interview ever. Can you start tomorrow?” She leaned her hip against the table and her eyebrows rose.

He looked up at her and tried to smile back. “You own this place?”

“Yeah. Don’t piss me off and we’ll do just fine. Start tomorrow at five.”

“I’ll be here. Thanks.” Ian watched her walk away. “Hey. What’s your name?”

She turned back and laughed again. “Sorry, I’m Kris Marcus.”

“I’m Ian Deatherage.”

“Guess I shouldn’t call you death or rage, huh? It would be bad for business.”

“Would it be okay for me to crash here tonight? I can sleep on the floor.”

She walked back to the table and frowned. “You don’t have a place to stay?”

“I spent my last twenty bucks on that burger and beer. I could sleep in a park, but it’s still cold outside.”

“Let me think about it.” She walked away from the table and went back behind the counter.

It would be nice to have a roof over his head for a change, but if he’d have to camp out somewhere it wouldn’t be a problem.
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THE CROWD AT THE SCAMP trickled in and turned out to be minimal for a Thursday night. Kris ran the bar, her two waitresses did their jobs and Kurt kept the grill going between working crossword
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