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      Eric Yonger lay still, listening to the beat of traffic crossing the underpass. Wondering when one of the vehicles might stop. Wondering how long he might have.

      It was a cool night, a little after sunset. Cheery orange and red glows struck through the clouds to the west. Out over the old abandoned Crickleton mall. Out beyond the rail yard.

      The underpass was little more than a boxed-up tube through an artificial hill. Wide enough for two vehicles to pass. Tall enough for a semi. Once there might have been signs reading Clearance 12’6”, or whatever, with angled yellow and black stripes. Once, the tarmac would have been fresh and black and stinking of bitumen, and the road would have been busy.

      Now the underpass was weedy with dandelions and vines with rangy white flowers. The tarmac was cracked and broken. Potholed in places. Any advisory signs had long since fallen or faded to bland greeny black-grays. Dirty water lay in established, manky puddles.

      There was graffiti on the old pitted concrete walls. Was there a single underpass anywhere that lacked such decoration? Ain’t No State, one read, simple white swirls. Another rolled with bold, bulbous letters, read Skiiz Tha Limt. Had they forgotten the last i?

      From above came the changing rumble of a vehicle slowing.

      Route 27, running from Wilden in the south, to Garber in the north. Sixteen miles. Divided most of way, with north and south lanes separated, but not like a freeway. Not limited access. Vehicles could turn into, or from, driveways and side roads. The paved turnarounds were available to all, unlike freeways where those turnarounds were for cops. Official vehicles only. If you missed your exit, here on route 27 you could make a U-turn.

      A few places, though, there were underpasses like this one. With entry and exit ramps to the highway. Perhaps it was part of some long-forgotten plan to upgrade Route 27. Turn it into the kind of high-speed roads that connected cities with barely a breath.

      It was where he’d been headed when his motorbike had given out. Big plans to hit the ramp and head north. Figure it all out later.

      Except he’d blown the chain. Abandoned the bike. Attempted an escape on foot.

      Which, with his knee, was never going to be much of an option.

      The vehicle above came to a stop. The thrum of a rough exhaust echoed through the underpass. Some big old GMC pickup maybe.

      Eric began to consider the wisdom of this particular location. He only had two exits. Bernadette Road ran east to west, right through the underpass.

      He rubbed his shoulders in the cooling air.

      He hadn’t planned this well at all.

      The vehicle rumbled away. Eric breathed, feeling a tingle of relief through his shoulders.

      But then there was a scrabbling. Footfalls. Coming down the embankment. To the east.

      Eric backed away. Deeper into the underpass.

      It was probably eighty, ninety feet to the far end.

      And they could have just dropped someone there too. Box him in. Cut him off.

      This hadn’t been well thought out all.

      Still, he backed away.

      More footfalls.

      A crunch of gravel.

      A silhouette appeared in the opening. A woman.

      “I can explain,” he whispered, voice hoarse and ragged and almost silent.

      “Hello Eric,” she said.

      “Minette,” he said. What was she doing here?

      “It’s good that you can explain,” she said. “Since that’s what I’m going to have you do.”

      From the far end of the underpass came the throaty grumble of the pickup’s engine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Minette came right up to Eric. She wafted along the sweet smell of flowers and fruit. Heady.

      “Bag,” she said.

      Eric slipped the backpack from his shoulders and held it out.

      She unzipped it, and the zzzzt sound seemed loud in the underpass. Echoey.

      “Light,” she said, holding the bag open with two hands.

      Eric got the little cellphone they’d given him and turned on the flashlight. Shone it into the bag.

      Minette reached in.

      “All here?” she said.

      “Yes.” He’d flicked through the cash before fleeing. Twenty thousand. Twenty thin banded sheafs of hundred dollar bills.

      “Well,” she said, rummaging through in the light. “That’s at least something, isn’t it?”

      Eric didn’t have a answer.
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      Minette sat in back of the pickup with Eric. It was a crew cab. Plenty spacious, and smelling factory new. Minette was wearing dark red jeans and a white blouse and a black denim jacket. The jacket had an enamel pin. A red circle with a white star in the middle.

      “Comfortable?” she asked him. She had a wonderful soft voice, like a receptionist. He’d always had a crush on her.

      “Sure, I guess,” he said.

      Up front sat two goons. Nicholas and Orphee. Big guys. Could have played football. Could have been lumberjacks, using their bare hands to uproot trees and toss them onto the waiting trucks. Nicholas was driving. In the past he’d actually been friendly with Eric. They’d played poker a couple of times.

      Now, though, Nicholas was neutral. Not even acknowledging Eric.

      “This isn’t a good idea,” Eric said.

      “So explain,” Minette said.

      Eric’s mouth was dry.

      “Yep,” he said. “Yep.”

      They drove him all the way back to the old Crickleton rail yard. It wasn’t far.

      The place was all rusted cyclone wire fences, and long weedy stretches of rails, and brick buildings with plenty of smashed windows. Bogey sets stood wagonless on the rails. And a few open coal wagons were still parked there, their sides black and red and rusted.

      Nicholas drove by the rail yard’s tall busted gates and wove between the buildings.
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      It had been a simple package drop. The kind of thing at which Eric was expert. The best.

      Even if he wasn’t so good at other things. Wasn’t, as his father would say, the sharpest scalpel in the doctor’s surgery.

      But when Eric had been seven, it had been BMX. All the time. Every day. He’d gotten crazy good at it. Barspins and pedal grabs. Double flips. He could balance stationary for more than a minute. He could hop along balancing on the back tire. He broke his collarbone trying to do a flip at the dirt track down at Gracie Park.

      Then, at fifteen, he’d gotten a Honda CRF250F. In red. Just gorgeous. A little big for him, since he’d never been so big himself, but boy had he learned fast.

      By seventeen he’d gone to the 450 version. And he started making a little cash at events. Prize money. Then a local sponsorship thing for Big Grills Roadhouse. A couple of others for gloves and shin armor.

      Started making enough to actually pay off the bike.

      Then started making enough money for a nice hotel and a whole lot of better gear when he went to events.

      The one, single and only good thing about the wreck, when he’d missed the inflatable landing ramp, had been that for that particular show all the riders had received an insurance package as part of their sponsorship. Mostly he went without, just taking the risk, but State Farm had paid for the eleven-day hospital stay, and the sixteen weeks of physiotherapy rehab to get his knees back in shape.

      Somewhere in there he lost his nerves for jumps. Jumps and flips and twists and the whole caboodle, as his mother would say.

      But not his penchant for riding.

      Of course, he still needed to make a livelihood, right? What’s a man with limited skills to do?

      And now, with his old clunker Kawasaki dumped in the bushes on Bernadette Road, he was paddleless, somewhere up Minette’s Creek.
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