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Chapter 1 – Cali Discovered
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Cali McGraw fidgeted with her pen and tablet as she waited for the trucker to place his order from the menu. She glanced out the front window when headlights flashed. A fancy white sedan with gold rims drove in and parked in front of the building. She wondered why an expensive one like that bothered to stop at the diner.

“I think,” the trucker said, bringing her attention back to him. He paused again and flipped the page, giving her time to watch the sedan as its headlights turned off.

An overweight driver got out from behind the wheel and opened the back door. A man in his late fifties appeared. He wore a crisp navy suit with a red-striped ascot. His dyed yellow hair was perfectly shellacked and combed to the side. Cali shivered. Something felt ominous about him, but she didn’t know why.

Most customers, like the one sitting in front of her, wore the typical flannel or blue button-down shirts, jeans, and truck hats that were the norm for the truck stop eatery. Which reminded her ... time was up for her indecisive customer.

“I can come back when you’re ready,” Cali said, sweet as pie. Her other table looked ready to order.

“No, nope ... I’ll have ....” He clearly wanted her to stay. “I think I’ll go with the Dempsey Doubles.”

Hallelujah. The guy decided.

Cali finished taking his order, then went back to the kitchen. She clipped his order to the bottom of the shelf for the cooks to take.

They were busier than normal, especially for nine o’clock at night. All the booths and tables in her section were full. From the counter on the left side of the diner, she couldn’t see the sedan, but she recognized the semi-rig with the lightning bolt on the hood that pulled into the adjoining truck stop and headed for the pumps. The trucker was a regular customer and would be in the diner in about an hour. She hoped he sat at one of her tables. He was a good tipper, and she needed the money to add to her savings so she could leave the shoddy town of Dempsey and find something better in life. A purpose.

The front door jingled.

Cali returned to the front.

The man in the suit jarred her to a stop. The way he paused and stared at her with his grayish-blue eyes, full of lust, made her skin crawl. He didn’t seem to care that she was barely an adult and less than half his age.

“I got him,” Abby, the lead server, said for only Cali to hear when she grabbed a menu from the pile. She smiled at the man.

Leave it to Abby to come in like a mama bear to protect Cali. Whenever a male customer had the potential for being trouble, the lead worker kept him under her rein until he left the diner.

“Just one today? Follow me please.”

The man stared at Cali for a moment longer before breaking eye contact. He patted down the back of his hair as if annoyed, then followed Abby.

Cali went to find her mama, who worked the same shifts she did. She heard her arguing with Hank, the owner of the diner, in his office. They stood with the door open. Their boss wore his usual white attire, which included a full apron and a towel slung over his shoulder. Mama had on the required uniform for the servers—black shirt with gold piping and any type of black pants or skirt. She had her hands on her hips, her elbows out, and stood inches from their boss with nostrils flared.

As they argued, they seemed to be in a standoff. It was the third time in two weeks they argued. The first time Mama and Hank argued occurred when their boss wanted Brigitta, her mama, to work opposite shifts from Cali.  She argued until she won. The second time they fought, her mama left in a terrible mood. She wouldn’t say what it was about, but Cali guessed it was because they needed more servers. Being short staffed, the extra hours made everyone cranky.

“Don’t worry.” Abby appeared by her side. “I seated him at one of my tables.” She nodded toward the yellow-haired man. “He seemed fixated on you, so better to be safe than sorry.”

Cali glanced toward the tables on the main side of the diner and found him. Prim and proper, he looked out of place with the outdated decor. The diner could have been in a scene from The Rockford Files—her mama’s favorite show—with its dark paneling, diamond-shaped lighting, heavy wooden tables, and avocado green booths. The yellow-haired man was dressed to dine in a restaurant in Beverly Hills.

“Thanks, Abby.” Cali shook her hands to get the bad feeling out. Abby and her mama were always there to protect her. More than once, they’d stopped an obsessed trucker who wanted her to party with him in his tractor. This creepy one was different. His intense stare got to her, but she had to let it go. She had customers.

Ten minutes later, work was back to normal.

“Three more hours to go,” Abby said as she stepped to Cali’s left to keep from running into her. The rail-thin woman, a pro at carrying more food on a tray than anyone else, scurried off to serve two truckers.

Cali felt better. Mama was out of Hank’s office and seemed okay. As she was busy catching up with her tables, Abby continued with her own tables, and Cali avoided the yellow-haired man. He didn’t bother her until after he finished his chef’s salad.

“Calista.” His deep voice called out as she passed, sending a wave of dread through her.

She stopped a few feet from his booth. A square diamond ring sparkled from his little finger as he motioned her over.

Cali approached the table.

“I’d like a dessert.”

“Sure. I’ll find your server,” Cali said and turned away.

“No,” he said in a clipped, cold voice. The tip of her black tennis shoe snagged against the carpet when she stumbled to face him again. He smiled at her compliance. His words were crisp and pronounced. “I’d like you to take my order.”

With a forced smile, Cali asked, “What can I get you?”

She wondered if he was one of the investors she had overheard her boss talking to on the phone. This guy would fit.

“Calista.” He said her name again as he pulled a cigar from his inside suitcoat pocket. He placed it on the table next to his coffee cup. Blue translucent nail polish, almost the same color as his creepy eyes, shined from his manicured fingernails.

Customers weren’t allowed to smoke in the diner, but she didn’t want to be the one to tell him not to. If he was an investor, she would be nervous about doing anything to upset her boss.

“Have you worked here long?” He continued to stare at her like she was a menu item to choose from.

“Two years next month.” She curled her toes in, anxious to leave.

He frowned and pursed his lips in thought. “I don’t remember Mr. Hank Brice mentioning you.”

Why would he, she wondered.

“I’ve been here. Full time.” Cali searched for Abby but didn’t find her.

“You are exceptionally beautiful,” he said. “Your eyes ... hazel with hints of violet. Another waitress here has the same unusual color in her eyes.” He squinted. “In fact, you resemble her.”

Cali nodded. “My mama works here.” If he’d noticed her mother’s eyes, he must have been here before, but Cali hadn’t seen him.

Abby was MIA from the floor. Her mama, who was usually there to help when Cali felt uncomfortable, was busy waiting on a trucker at the counter.

“If you’d like, I can bring you the dessert menu.” Cali itched to get away from the guy. He gave her a bad vibe.

“You tell me. What do you have?”

“We have bars, sundaes, and five different types of pie to choose from.”

His thin lips curled into a smile. “Is your hair naturally blonde?”

“Yes.”

“All over?”

Cali shifted her weight. Did he ask her what she thought? She felt her cheeks burn bright red, unsure about this customer.

“Beautiful and refreshing,” he said as if delighted. “Such a rare find. Do you ever let your hair down?”

“No. Health rules,” she said automatically to refuse his request. Male customers always wanted her to undo her bun to see how long her hair was.

The dad from the family of four held up his hand to catch her attention. He motioned for the bill, and she nodded to signal she was on it.

“I suggest ordering our apple pie. It’s super yummy with ice cream.”

He smiled. “I will take a slice.”

“With a scoop of vanilla ice cream?”

“Oh, yes, I will take the cherry too.”

Cali ignored the comment, wanting to be as far away from him as possible. “I’ll place your order right now.”

“Calista.”

She cringed. Two more steps and she would have been free. She turned to him.

“Please tell your boss, Mr. Brice, to come see me. We have a matter that needs to be taken care of. Immediately.”

“Will do.” She shot across the diner to the family of four to give them their bill. The further away she was from the creepy guy the better.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 – Out of the Way
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Brigitta McGraw eyed the yellow-haired man who stared at her daughter while he sipped his coffee and ate his salad. No doubt Cali caused many men to gawk at her beauty, but this guy seemed too obsessed with her. He reeked of money and had an “I always get what I want” attitude. She narrowed her eyes and glared at him, hoping he’d notice her warning to back off. He didn’t.

“Waitress,” the old trucker—a particularly fussy one—called out from the counter. “Where’s my syrup?”

Brigitta retrieved the syrup from the microwave.

“Here you go,” she said and placed the bottle on the counter in front of him. “I warmed it up for you.”

She glanced toward Cali and saw her shift her hips uncomfortably as she talked to the yellow-haired man—one of Abby’s customers. Brigitta hated when older men who should know better drooled over her daughter. They loved her eyes, intrigued by the sharp violet hue mixed within the browns and greens. Her young body was also a draw with her perky breasts and long legs. She remembered the days when she looked like that too. For her daughter, she was glad to be there when customers showed too much interest in Cali. Either she or Abby would make sure they understood Cali was off limits. But this guy ... he was no good.

The yellow-haired man finally caught her glaring at him. He narrowed his eyes as if daring her to stop him.

“Where’s the salt?” The fussy trucker wrinkled his face in disgust.

She cursed the interruption under her breath. Brigitta broke contact with the yellow-haired man and faced the trucker. She picked up the salt, two feet away from him, and set it in front of his plate.

Another man came in and sat at the counter, and she had to get back to work. Recognizing him as a regular, Brigitta greeted him with a smile and a menu.

As she worked, she noted how the yellow-haired prick continued to ogle her daughter. Brigitta recalled seeing him before, coming into the diner a couple of times in the last month. When she asked her boss who he was, Hank avoided giving her a straight answer.

“Abby,” she called out when her co-worker appeared from the prep station with four salads on her tray. “Isn’t Table 10 in your section?”

The rail-thin waitress glanced over to the booth. “Yep, mine. Now what does he want?”

“Apparently Cali.”

Abby grunted and made a face. “I noticed. He reeks of cigar smoke.”

“Who is he?”

“I don’t know for sure.” Abby adjusted her tray to keep it balanced on one hand. “Hank calls him Mr. B. Rumor has it that he’s loaned money to our boss. Hank crawls up his ass whenever he’s here.”

“Well, he better stay away from my daughter or there will be hell to pay,” Brigitta said. Her patience with Hank was running short.

They were required to work double shifts, sometimes triple, after the new girl Mandy disappeared. She had been great, arriving on time and working hard every day for the two weeks she worked. However, after an argument with their boss, she didn’t show up at the diner again. The police and FBI came to talk to them and believed she’d been trafficked. Poor girl. That was three weeks ago.

“Hey,” Hank growled, making them both jump. “What’s the problem here?”

“Nothing.” Abby darted away with her salads.

Brigitta stared at her boss but refrained from saying anything. They already had one disagreement tonight about the scheduled triple shifts for the next week. She didn’t have the energy for another confrontation. Besides, her two plates of pancakes were up for Table 1, and they wouldn’t stay hot for long.

Seeing Cali busy with her other customers and out of harm’s way, Brigitta relaxed. She checked on the yellow-haired man, the one Abby thought was called Mr. B. He was on his phone, but he kept an eye on her daughter like a hawk ready to devour his prey.

“Brig, your regular just came in.” Abby said as she passed her in the dining area.

Curious, she glanced toward the door. The lonely salesman waved to her. He liked to flirt and ignored the gold ring on her wedding finger. She headed for the counter to the third seat where he always sat.

“Hey, beautiful,” the slightly overweight man greeted her with a big smile. “How’ve you been?”

“I’ve been good, Jeffrey.” Brigitta smiled with a silent sigh. “I’ve been good.”

Customers didn’t want to know how tired she was from working long shifts. How she struggled to make ends meet because her husband liked to spend his time and their money at the bar drinking until he passed out. Instead, customers, like Jeffrey, only wanted to tell her about their problems.

People came to the Dempsey Diner for fast service, a warm meal, and a break from their travels. Most times, she enjoyed their short conversations. Tonight, her fight with Hank and the creepy yellow-haired man lusting after her daughter put her on edge.

Brigitta took Jeffrey’s order, gave it to the kitchen, and then refilled another man’s coffee while making small talk with those at the counter. In her peripheral vision, she kept tabs on Hank as he left his office and sauntered over to Mr. B’s table. The yellow-haired man wasn't happy as he talked to her boss. He tapped his finger on the table as if to make a statement. Whatever he said angered Hank because he stood abruptly and walked away, red-faced with anger.

“Mr. Brice,” the yellow-haired man called out.

Hank’s hands clamped into fists, and he raised his eyes as if to control himself from wringing the man’s neck. He returned to the booth.

Mr. B reached inside his suit coat and pulled out a thick white envelope. He set it on the table and slid it toward Hank. Her boss shook his head, as if refusing to take it. The yellow-haired man pushed the envelope closer to him. With reluctance, Hank scooped it up and beelined for his office.

“What was that about?” The salesman watched the interaction as she had.

“No clue,” she said and wondered if others noticed as well. As much as she cursed Hank for his recent outbursts, she cared for him. They’d known each other for many years, and he’d been a great boss, giving her some flexibility to match Cali’s schedule with hers.

As she made her rounds, Brigitta watched as Mr. B rose from his table, adjusted his suit, and then walked toward the door. As he passed her, he smiled like a smug Cheshire cat. She wanted to tell him to fuck off but knew she’d be fired for it. Instead, she held her hand down close to her leg and gave him the finger, being discreet so no one witnessed her behavior.

Good riddance.

“Brig,” Abby called to her. They met near an empty booth. “Hank wants you in his office.”

She checked her watch. They had a little over an hour left in their shifts before she and Cali headed home for the night. Two of the late crew had pulled into the parking lot to start the late shift. She doubted her boss would approach her and ask her to stay. “Any clue to what he wants?”

Abby shrugged. “Nope. He hasn’t said a word to me all night, except when he snapped at us earlier.”

After delivering the salesman’s food, she went to Hank’s office. Stale grease and body odor permeated the tiny room. Catalogs, a stack of bills, three dirty plates, four glasses, and a stained coffee mug covered his desk. Brigitta knocked on the doorframe.

“Close the door,” he said without looking up.

Taking one last decent breath before she entered, Brigitta stepped inside and closed the door. With the room the size of a walk-in closet, she coughed when his aftershave overwhelmed her. She waited for him to finish writing numbers on a spreadsheet.

With the door shut, the kitchen and dining room noise dropped to a minimum. She opted to stand and tap her foot impatiently against the floor instead of removing the carton of napkins and one dirty plate from the extra chair. Her customers wouldn’t wait all night. “What’s up, Hank?”

She was still mad at him from their earlier argument. Playing nice or being respectful wasn’t in the cards, especially if he thought she'd take another shift tomorrow.

He stopped writing and stared at his desk. His face contorted as if he were in pain.

“Are you all right?” Her voice softened, concerned if it was his health.

Hank rubbed his jaw and let out a heavy breath. “You’re laid off.”

Brigitta eyed him, unsure if she heard correctly.

Hank wouldn’t look at her.

“Wh-what did you say?”

He glanced at her chin, not her eyes. “Tonight’s your last night.” He grabbed an envelope from the side of his desk and shoved it at her. “Here’s your paycheck through tonight.”

She stared at the envelope.

“There’s a little extra in there as well.” He pushed it toward her until she took it.

Brigitta’s legs weakened. Had she heard right? She leaned against the wall to stay upright. None of it made sense. “You’re firing me?”

“No. I’m laying you off.”

A moment of silence passed between them as she processed what he said. It didn’t make sense. For two months the diner bustled with customers. Hank needed her. When she couldn’t come up with a reason on her own for why he’d lay her off she asked, “I’m one of your best servers, Hank. What’s this really about?”

His face hardened. “Tonight’s your last night.”

“But—”

“Do you want me to fire you?” His eyes met hers for the first time as if to say he wasn’t in the mood for an argument.

Brigitta’s fingers squeezed the door handle, and she opened the door. “Is it because we argued earlier?”

“No.” He stood to tower over her. His eyes were like brick walls. “Get your things and leave.”

“What about Cali?”

“She stays.”
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Chapter 3 – Three in the Corner
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Cali avoided the creepy man as she took care of her customers. She didn’t dare look toward his table for fear she’d make eye contact with him again. The cook said earlier that his name was Mr. Bendwinder, or Mr. B for short. The cook thought the man loaned Hank money to update the diner. Their boss had said something to him about replacing the nicked tables and chairs, the torn vinyl bench seats, and worn carpeting—something they had yet to see.

“What a waste,” Abby said as she showed Cali the untouched pie and melted ice cream she had served Mr. B.

“Well, at least we only have”—she checked the clock on the wall—“ninety minutes to go.”

“Ain’t that right.”

When they passed each other again, Cali was surprised half an hour had flown by.

“Can you take over Table 2?” Abby pointed with her pencil.

Cali eyed the booth with a single trucker. “Isn’t that Mama’s table?”

Where was she? Mama was nowhere in sight.

“Hank’s office.”

“Oh.” She wondered if they took their argument into his office where they’d have more privacy. “Yeah, I’ll go help.”

The man was ready to pay for his dinner. Cali went to grab the tab at the register. She peeked over by the prep area near the kitchen and toward the back. Hank’s office door was closed, so she guessed her mother was still in there. Cali went back to the table and gave the man the bill. When she finished, Mama was out of the office, with her jacket and purse. Abby was giving her a hug as if to comfort her.

Cali’s stomach flipped. She darted across the room and bypassed the trucker waiting to place his order. Her mama's face was as white as the paper napkins they used to wrap the silverware. Even Abby was somber as she ran her hand down Mama’s back to soothe her.

“What happened?” Cali stopped in front of them.

Her mama straightened and composed herself as if to hide how upset she was. She didn't look hurt, like a heart attack or a pulled muscle, or sick. Was it Pop?

They locked eyes. Something bad happened in Hank's office. The air was too tense to say different.

“Are you okay, Mama? Did something happen to Pop?”

“Heavens no. Kyle is fine.” She rolled her eyes.

Cali noted she didn’t say anything about being okay. She glanced at Abby, who was standing by the register running a report.

“There’s nothing for you to worry about now, Cali.” Her mama’s voice trembled.

The office door burst open. Hank stopped as if surprised the three women were blocking his way out without a confrontation. His bloodshot eyes and reddened face were far worse than Cali had ever seen. As quickly as he came out, he backed up, shut the door, and hid in his office again.

Abby pulled out tip money from the till and handed it to Mama. “You can have mine too.”

“No. You keep yours.” Mama’s hand shook as she gave half back. Normally, they divided their tips among the three of them since they covered each other as needed.

Cali groaned with frustration. She stomped her foot. “Will someone tell me what happened?”

“I’ve been laid off.” Her mama stuffed the tip money into her purse.

“What?” Cali shrieked, flabbergasted. “No, that can't be. We’re busy. You can’t leave.”

“Go figure,” Abby said and snorted with disgust. “Hank let her go.”

“Well, I’ll go too.” Cali raised her chin and stepped past her mama to retrieve her own jacket and backpack.

“No,” Mama said and grabbed Cali’s upper arm and stopped her. “Finish your shift. We’ll talk when you come home tonight.”

“But—”

“No buts.” Mama released Cali’s arm. She pointed a finger at her. “You stick by Abby until you’re done working.”

Cali’s bottom lip trembled. This wasn’t right. They worked great together. The cook called them the super team. She hiccoughed, ready to cry.

“Do you hear me?” Mama gave her the stern “I’m-your-mother” look that made her eyes even more violet. “Stay by Abby.”

“Okay. Okay.” Cali agreed, not sure what else to say. She walked away to take the trucker’s order. The bells to the diner jingled loudly when the door opened and then again when it closed. Her mama had left.

The diner was too quiet as the customers waited to see what happened next. When nothing did, they resumed eating. The show was over. And she was supposed to act like nothing happened. Cali went through the motions as she worked her tables and half of her mama’s. She messed up another customer’s order and went to fix the tab.

The door was open to Hank’s office, and he was sitting in his chair with his head down, almost between his spread legs. Was he tired of Mama always arguing with him? Usually, their disagreements would pass, but not this one.

“Ma’am,” a guy called out.

No break. Not one frickin’ break. She went to help him.

Thirty minutes before her shift was over, Cali had one table left when three men entered the diner. They didn’t bother to wait to be seated. Instead, they strolled to the corner booth and sat down at Table 4.

Cali went over to greet them and hand them menus. The older one, with round, wire-rimmed glasses and a thin moustache, sat in the middle. He reminded her of a weasel with his long eyes, long nose, and wide mouth. He acted like he was the boss of the other two men.

The man sitting to his right tapped his hands on the table as if impatient. His pocked face was hidden behind a Fu Manchu-style moustache and a bushy goatee. A scowl deepened the wrinkles on his forehead and a snarl curled his lips. When he turned his head to glance out the window, she spotted the deep scar on his neck. He wasn’t the type of person she’d want to mess with.

The third one, closest to her, was the youngest of the three and the most approachable. He had deep-set eyes and thick, prominent eyebrows. His eyes gleamed as he batted his lashes at her as if he considered himself a lady's man and she would want him.

“Hi there,” she said in a cheerful voice. Being grumpy didn’t get tips.

Eyebrows, the young one, gave her the once-over in approval. He checked the name on her badge.

“Hi, Calista. I like your name.”

This was the second time tonight someone had called her Calista instead of Cali, like everyone else who knew her. If they didn’t, they called her “Hey” or “Waitress.”

“Thank you,” she said to Eyebrows. Abby and her mama trained her to be polite but not show interest in the male customers. If she did, they tended to believe it was an open invitation for them to know her better. To avoid his stare, she focused on her pen and her tablet, ready to write. “What would you like to drink?”

“A Coke.” He leaned toward the aisle and batted his eyes to get her to look at him. “You’re gorgeous. You know that?”

“Thank you.” She acknowledged him, then moved to Weasel. “What would you like, sir?”

“Tea.”

Cali waited for Scarface's drink choice.

“You must be the manager here.” Eyebrows was bent on flirting with her.

“No.” She glanced at him. “I'm not.”

“You should be.”

“Sir?” She hoped to get the mean-looking one to answer.

“Coffee,” Scarface mumbled.

Cali left to get their drinks. She might have been a little rude, but she didn’t care. It was late, and she was anxious to head home. At least the men didn’t stink of alcohol or act like partiers who wanted to cause trouble. They were clean-cut and wore nice clothes. An easy in and out.

After she took their food order, she swept the carpet around the empty sections. At different times as they waited for their food, the three men eyed her as if judging a prime Heifer at auction. When she caught them doing so, they averted their eyes from her. She hoped they didn't hassle her as they paid their bill. For some reason, that’s when a lot of men liked to flirt and ask her out.

“Why don’t you leave,” Abby said and put her foot in front of the sweeper to stop Cali from pushing it across the floor. “Your shift’s almost over. I can take over.”

“I can wait until they leave,” Cali said and pointed her head to the corner booth where the men sat. “Their food should be up any minute.”

Abby twisted her mouth as she eyed them and thought about it. “You’re better off if you head out now.”

Cali opened her mouth to protest, but she realized the lead server wanted her to leave before any trouble occurred. After Eyebrows smiled at her for the hundredth time, she agreed it was better if she left.

“I’ll take you home,” Abby said as she took the carpet sweeper from Cali and headed toward the register.

“You’ve got tables.”

“Jack is here. He can help them if needed.”

Cali shook her head. It took seven minutes to walk home. “I can handle it. I’ll cut through the cornfield.”

With a nod she said, “All right. Go straight home.”

Cali rolled her eyes. “Where else would I go?” She had no boyfriend, no friends, no car to drive anywhere. Stuck in a dull life. Home and work. Work and home.

“Give your mama a hug for me. Tell her to call me.”

“I will.” Cali disappeared to the kitchen. She said goodnight to the cook, grabbed her backpack, and then stepped outside the back door. She knew Abby would divide their tips after they closed and leave hers in an envelope in the register to collect tomorrow.

––––––––
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Slipping out the back door, she stood for a moment to adjust her eyes to the night. The interstate traffic was a constant whirl and louder than normal. In the back, one light post lit the lot where the employees parked. Bugs flew around and hit the light. Better up there than around her, she thought.

Cali spotted Abby’s clunker van parked a few spaces down from her usual spot. A truck with a trailer full of furniture parked sideways in her normal space and took up four other spots. She wondered who owned the truck. Other than that, nothing appeared unusual.

She walked toward ten semi-rigs parked in the corner of the lot, designated for overnight parking. Some engines were shut off. Others idled a constant rattle as the truckers chilled or slept inside their tractors.

A cold wind gusted across her face, and she lowered her head. Cali zipped her hoodie, layered underneath her jean jacket, and untucked the hood, pulling it over her head. For the middle of May, the temperature seemed colder than usual.

Even in the late hour, she liked walking home. It gave her time to unwind and collect her thoughts after a busy day. She walked the space between the row of tractors and then crossed the ditch that separated the truck stop’s property from a farmer’s cornfield.

Every year, in August, the farmer complained to the truck stop when truckers went into his fields and picked the corn. He’d get the police involved, but there wasn’t much they could do unless the thieves were caught in the act. Cali had taken corn herself, but only six at a time to have for dinner. But now, the stalks were brown and ready to be cut to start this summer’s crop.

When she entered the cornfield, a dusty, dry mold from the dead plants hung in the air and irritated her nose. She sneezed as she walked in the row between the tall stalks. Her black work shoes crunched against the yellowed leaves on the ground as she zigzagged to the other side of the field. For tonight, she was glad the farmer hadn’t cut the plants yet. She didn’t have to worry about anyone seeing her.

Cali slowed when she reached an open space in the middle of the field where the corn never grew. In the spring, the area flooded with water when the heavy rains came through. Now, there was only mud.

She stopped for a minute to admire the stars twinkling above her. Even with the glow from the interstate lights nearby, a lot of stars dotted the sky. The moon was almost full, and the man in the moon stared at her as if watching her every move. Tonight, he looked lonely. Just like her.

“Help me out here, will you?” she asked him as he continued to stare at her with haunted, solemn eyes. Working long hours at the diner was grueling. At least the pay was good. But because she gave most of it to her mama to help pay the bills, she knew her savings fund wasn’t growing like it should. She needed money to buy a car and leave Dempsey. She wanted to find a better job and go to college. She wanted to find herself and not be stuck in a town that offered nothing to help her. 

An owl hooted as if telling her to hurry home. Cali took the hint.

Out of the cornfield, the wind and traffic noise picked up as it carried across the open land. She crossed the street and entered Shady Oaks, Dempsey’s trailer park community. Thirteen years ago, the neighborhood had been brand new—shiny trailers, black pavement, landscaped lawns, and flower beds on every corner. Cali had loved the bright and colorful houses. As a little girl, she loved her childhood and early teens. They had been the best years, but in middle school things changed. Her friends moved away. Pop drank more. Mama worked longer hours and then she began to work too. Somewhere, they had forgotten to enjoy life.

Cali walked the main loop before she turned left down her street. Their trailer was at the end of the cul-de-sac and sagged like the other trailers. The streetlight next to their trailer flickered. At times, it stopped working and the street was completely dark. Maybe it was for the better, so no one saw the faded blue siding with the broken slats. Or the dirty windows with grungy shutters and ripped screens, the lopsided porch with chipped and warped stairs, or the yard that was more dirt than grass. She could go on.

A light glowed from behind the kitchen blinds in the front window. Mama was up, waiting for her. Cali increased her pace, anxious to know what happened between her and their boss. When she entered the front door from the porch, stale smoke greeted her. Mama stood in the kitchen.

“Abby didn’t drive you home?”

“She took care of some customers for me so I could leave early,” Cali said as she took off her shoes and socks. The old, worn green shag carpet in the living room massaged her bare feet, and it felt good after being in shoes all day.

“Anything happen? After I left?” Her mama walked over to the kitchen table and picked up a pack of cigarettes. She grabbed one of the long, brown sticks and lit it with her lighter. After taking a hit, she exhaled the smoke in one thin line.

“I thought you were going to quit smoking?” Cali said for the umpteenth time. Mama started two years ago when Pop was fired from his fifth job and had stopped looking for work.

“I am,” she said and sat down at the table. “I will.”

Cali removed her backpack and dropped it to the floor near the door.

“What happened with you and Hank, Mama?” Cali hugged her before sliding into one of the wood chairs next to her. She had taken off her jacket but kept the hoodie on. She lowered the hood. “Why were you laid off?”

Mama had washed off her makeup. Her eyes and cheeks, red and swollen from crying, made Cali’s heart fall.

Her mama stared at the smoke as it swirled upward from her cigarette. She was beautiful even without makeup. Her black tousled hair and hazel eyes made her alluring, like her namesake, Brigitte Bardot. She sat quietly for a moment before answering.

“I don’t know. I honestly don’t know.” She stamped out the burning end of her cigarette to save the last half for later. “I have worked for Hank for over twelve years. You know that? Twelve years. Almost thirteen.”

“Maybe it’s meant to be,” Cali said to cheer her up. “You always dreamed of working in Branson, but you never had the time off to find a job there. Now’s your chance.”

“True,” she said.

Cali took it as a sign to continue. “I can work at the diner until you get a new job, and then we can move out there. Pop might be able to find a job in the city too.”

“Hold on.” Mama shook her head. “You’re not working at the diner anymore.”

Cali’s head jerked up in alarm. “What? Why?”

“You can’t stay there. Not without me.”

Her mama was being ridiculous. She didn’t make sense.

“I can’t quit. We need the money.” It then hit Cali as to what she meant. “Oh, I get it. If I quit, Hank will have to hire you back.”

“No, something else is going on there.” Mama stood from her chair and walked over to the kitchen counter. With two fingers, she spread apart the blinds to peek outside. “Besides, Hank already said that if you quit, he wouldn’t rehire me.”

“That leaves Abby alone.” Cali frowned.

“I can’t protect you if I’m not there.” Her mama flipped off the light above the sink.

“I can protect myself,” Cali said and huffed. At times, she hated being treated like she was a little kid. “I’m almost eighteen. An adult.”

“Oh, my sweet honey.” Her mama returned to the table and stood in front of her. She rubbed Cali’s chin. “You have no idea what’s out there, beyond Dempsey. And being a beautiful young woman, you’re vulnerable in more ways than you can imagine.”

Cali rolled her eyes.

“Yes, even when you roll them, those eyes of yours can get you in trouble.” Brigitta said as she tapped her finger against her daughter’s nose.

“I can handle myself,” Cali said in her best stern, adult-like voice. “I know what to do. You’ve taught me well.”

Her mama gave her a long, hard stare “Maybe. But there's something bad going on at the diner that I can't quite figure out. I feel it.”

“We need the money.” Cali stood. “End of discussion.”

She raced to her room before her mama disagreed.
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Chapter 4 – A Bump in the Road
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“It’s only a bump in the road,” Fish said to encourage himself as he walked toward the truck stop.

Selling his guitar had crushed his soul. He needed that Fender Stratocaster to audition for a job in Nashville. What a bad mistake that was to sell it for a night’s stay at a warm hotel and a three-day supply of food, though for the three days it had helped his attitude tremendously. But it would take forever to own a Fender like that again. And at what cost? He was in the same situation—hungry and cold from the rain. No, he was worse than before. Now, he had no money and no guitar.

Inside the truck stop, he used the restroom to splash water on his face, wet his long dark hair to smooth back the mohawk into a ponytail, and then wash his beard with the hand soap. Fish took the time to be neat and stylish, grooming his coarse beard to be straight and neat. When completed, he tied a thin leather string an inch from the bottom of his beard to keep the ends together.

Fish didn’t care that people avoided him because of his biker-type appearance. They didn’t understand artistic forms of display. And personally, he had revolted against the normal business attire that had been expected of him in the last three years. Now he loved how his hair, beard, and tattoos were part of his uniqueness.

Out of the bathroom, he headed toward the rack of maps. He found an atlas and opened it to Missouri. Yesterday, he had hitched a ride through St. Louis. Now he would head ... south. Follow the streets along Interstate 55 as best as possible and then cross over into Tennessee.

Fish put the atlas back into the wire slot. The lady at the register, with the bright red hair, kept tabs on him as if he were a thief. Before he opened the door to leave, he smiled. “Don’t worry. I put it back.”

Outside, he stood at the curb to adjust to the heat after the air-conditioned building. It was a hot one. Lots of intense sun with no clouds, like it had been in Denver and the first half of Kansas. As he traveled the second half of Kansas, it rained almost the entire time until he crossed into Missouri. Since then, he'd had a mixed bag of weather.

He glanced up and down the road in front of the truck stop. The interstate roared with noise from the speeding vehicles, but it wasn’t visible and there were no street signs to show which direction was south.

“Where you headed?” A trucker wearing a well-worn, red trucker’s cap came up beside him. He must have walked out of the truck stop and seen the lost look on Fish’s face. The man carried a jumbo-size bag of chips, a six-pack of root beer, and a bag of chocolate donuts in his hands.

As Fish stared at the food, his stomach growled. He almost forgot to answer. “I’m heading south.” He glanced at the road and then back at the trucker. “Do you know how to get out of here? Which way is south?”

The man raised his hand carrying the six-pack of root beer. He pointed to the right and said, “Once you reach the end of the frontage road over there, you’ll take a left. The interstate is just over the hill.”

“Thanks for your help.” Fish nodded his appreciation.

He resisted the urge to grab the chips and run. Instead, he cut across the parking lot and walked along the frontage road until it came to an end. The trucker told him to take a left. Most times, the frontage road ran parallel with the interstate, but this one didn’t. He wasn’t sure if going left would lead him in the right direction.

The rattle of a tractor rolled closer to him. Fish moved to the curb to stay out of its way and not get hit. The semi-rig slowed. It stopped with a sneeze.

Fish glanced over his shoulder. Tractors were monsters, and he didn’t like being near them, whether they were idling or moving. A few times he’d almost been hit as he walked across parking lots.

The driver slid down the passenger window. “Hey, you need a ride?”

Taking four steps back, Fish saw the driver after he leaned closer to the passenger side. It was the man with the food. He seemed like a decent enough guy to trust.

“You bet I do.” Fish hitched himself up to the cab, opened the door, and closed it before the man changed his mind.

“You said you’re going South?”

“Yes, sir.”

The trucker shifted into gear and then pressed on the gas. Fish bounced in his seat. The tractor was old but clean. A curtain hid the back part of the cab. Fish guessed a bed, a small table, and a television were behind it. Trucking meant long hours on the road. At least the drivers had a warm, dry place to sleep if needed.

“My name’s Bobby.” The man said over the rumble of the engine. He took off his red hat. His short reddish-brown hair was dented where the hat had flattened it.

“I’m Fish.” He grabbed the door handle as Bobby turned left. “I really appreciate the ride.”

“Fish, huh?” The trucker drove a quarter mile before turning right to the on ramp. He gained speed as he monitored the traffic and then merged onto the interstate. “Is Fish a nickname?”

“Yeah. I got it as a kid.”

“You like to fish?”

“I do, but I earned my nickname when I was little and used to flop around a lot in bed. My dad said that I couldn’t keep still when I slept. I’d fall off the bed more nights than not.”

Bobby chuckled. He changed gears, and the tractor hesitated for a second before the engine picked up speed. “Where's your destination?”

“Nashville.”

The trucker was quiet as he calculated something in his head. After a minute he said, “I’m heading to Memphis. I can take you as far as the truck stop in Dempsey. I always eat at the diner there.” He had a grin on his face as he leaned toward Fish. “I know a drop-dead, knockout gal there who likes to play cribbage.” Bobby repositioned himself in his seat. “You can probably hitch a ride from Caruthersville into Tennessee, via Interstate 155.”

“That works for me. Thanks.” Anything to accomplish his dream. He eyed the potato chip bag, already open in Bobby’s lap. Grease and salt. His stomach growled.

Bobby must have heard it. He pointed to the bag of chocolate donuts between the seats. “Help yourself if you’d like.”

“Thanks.” Fish dived in. He wanted to eat the entire bag, but he only took three of the donuts. “You said you played cribbage?”

“Huh?”

“With the gal.” Fish bit into the donut. Artificial heaven. The first one disappeared in two bites.

“Yeah,” Bobby said and chuckled like a schoolboy. “She’s about the nicest, sweetest gal you’d ever meet. She’s got these different eyes. Strange in a way, but pretty.”

“Girlfriend?”

Bobby grunted. “Sure’d be a dream come true ... but no. She’s out of my league. Besides, her mama, who also works at the diner, keeps a close eye on her. She’s like a hawk, protecting her—which isn’t a bad thing. You know, with trafficking, prostitution, drugs, and all.”

Fish had seen his fair share of suspicious activity at rest stops, truck stops, and other places along the way. It was a crazy world out there.

“What's in Nashville?”

“Music.” Fish sat straighter in his seat. “I’d like to be a studio musician or join a band.”

“What do you do?”

“Play guitar. I can sing, play piano, and write music too.”

The trucker glanced down at the duffel bag between Fish’s feet. “Where’s your guitar?”

“I sold it in Kansas. I needed the money.”

“Rough times, huh?”

Fish exhaled a heavy breath as he stared at the last donut in his hand. “Yeah, rough times. It’ll get better.”

“Sounds like a woman was involved.”

“How’d you guess?” Fish grimaced.

“It's written all over your eyes and face.” Bobby laughed.

Fish snorted. “She was nothing but trouble.”

They made small talk as they headed down the interstate. Once they reached Dempsey, Bobby took the exit for the truck stop and diner. Bobby stopped at the diesel pump.

After getting out of the tractor, Fish shook Bobby’s hand and thanked him again for the ride.

“I’ll be in the restaurant when I’m done here,” the trucker said, standing at the diesel pump. “You can join me if you’d like.”

“Thanks, but I’m good.” Fish raised his open palm in appreciation as he stepped away. The truth was he couldn’t afford it. “You have fun with that knockout gal of yours. I hope you win at cribbage.”

Bobby chuckled as Fish walked away to the truck stop. The place was full. Two long rows of tractors lined the back parking lot. He guessed Bobby’s semi-rig would be in the lineup after he filled his tractor. He wondered if any of the other truckers were heading to Nashville. Another ride would be sweet.

Inside the truck stop, the store was clean yet cramped. Three aisles were stacked with food and supplies. The walls in the back held the refrigerated items in bright floor-to-ceiling coolers. Fish hoped for free coffee, but there wasn’t any available. Hesitant about buying expensive junk food, he headed to the center of the building to the restrooms that were shared by the truck stop and diner. To the right side, by the men's, a staircase led to the shower rooms. A sign stated “Paid customers only.”

After using the bathroom, Fish peeked into the diner. A mixed group of travelers, but mostly truckers, filled the room. Since he couldn’t afford a meal, he left the building and walked across the parking lot. He found a grassy spot under a light post to sit, rest, and scope out the truckers as potential rides. He set his bag next to him and leaned his back against the pole. Night would come in an hour or so. If not tonight, he’d ask tomorrow morning if anyone was willing to give him a lift to Nashville or somewhere in that direction.

Not long after he settled in, a Lincoln Continental pulled into the parking lot. Fish watched and admired as the shiny black sedan rolled in with its red fancy rims. One day, he’d be able to afford something like that ... or a sports car ... or maybe both. Yeah, both.

The sedan parked twenty feet from where he sat. Three men got out of the Lincoln—an older Asian man, a mean dude, and an arrogant-looking thug with big eyebrows. They adjusted their jackets and pants as they scanned the area.

Shit. Fish didn’t want to be in the middle of a drug deal. He lifted the hood on his jacket and covered his head. He slid his bag between his thighs and chest, keeping his knees up to secure it. Not wanting to draw attention, he pretended to sleep although he was ready if one of the men approached. He figured he could take the younger one down and maybe the older one. The third guy, no way in hell. His arms were like machine guns, ready to hit and damage whatever or whoever fell into their path.

The three men didn’t act like they cared that he was there. They stayed near the car as if waiting for someone. They didn’t say too much but when they did their words were too muffled for him to understand until the younger one said, “Here he comes.”

Fish opened one eye. A creamy white Cadillac pulled into the parking lot and parked next to the Lincoln. The older man opened the backdoor and a yellow-haired man—yellow like corn—exited the sedan. The guy was dressed in a full gray suit with navy ascot, light gray handkerchief in his breast pocket, and shiny black shoes. He also scanned the area. By the way the three men had jumped to attention after he left the car, Fish guessed the yellow-haired man was either the three men’s boss or someone important.

“Mr. B,” the older man said in greeting.

A few words were said among them until Mr. B made a quick phone call. Soon, a man in a white apron came out of the diner and walked toward them. He wiped his hands on a towel, then tossed it onto his shoulder as he approached the man called Mr. B.

There were no handshakes or friendly gestures between Mr. B and the aproned man.

“Is she out?” asked Mr. B.

“I let her go last night.” The aproned man snapped. “She was one of my best servers. I needed her.”

“What do you know,” Mr. B shot back. “The bitch was a hindrance. Are we set?”

“Give it a few days,” the aproned man said. He raised his head and squinted as if the sun hurt his eyes. “We’ve got time. Or better, how about someone else?”

In a sharp, crisp voice, Mr. B said, “I’m not happy that you hid her to begin with. You didn’t think I’d find out?” The yellow-haired man gave a contemptuous huff. “I should withhold part of your payment.”

The aproned man didn’t like the last statement. He grabbed the towel from his shoulder and wiped the sweat from his face. He pursed his lips as if to keep from saying anything that might harm him.

“Is she inside?”

The mean dude stepped forward. “Yes, I confirmed.”

“Good.” Mr. B then said to the aproned man, “You stay out of the way, Mr. Hank Brice. I’d hate to see unfortunate events occur to your establishment if ... you should interfere.”

Footsteps shuffled about. Fish didn’t dare spy on them again until a car door shut. Mr. B was in his vehicle. The driver took off.

Two of the other three, the young one and old one, left to enter the black Lincoln. The mean dude pointed a finger at Hank Brice, the aproned man, as if to warn him.

“Fuck off.” Mr. Brice spat on the ground.

“You’ll be the one fucked if you don’t listen.” The mean dude stepped back and joined the others in the Lincoln.

Mr. Brice waited until the sedan sped off before he headed back into the diner.

Fish raised his head. The cars and men were gone. Everything was back to normal at the truck stop and diner. He shook his head in disbelief and said aloud, “What the hell was that about?”

He second-guessed staying overnight at the truck stop, but he didn’t care to travel in the dark either. Too many unknown noises weirded him out.

Be a man and just get up and head for the road.

The thought didn’t appeal to him. Something told him to stay.
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Chapter 5 – The Note
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Cali stood inside her narrow bedroom and whipped her hair into a high ponytail then twirled it into a bun. She was nervous, going to work the day after her mama had been laid off. She wondered what kind of mood her boss would be in that afternoon. Was today her day to get laid off? She gazed at herself in the full-length mirror that hung behind the door. A spot of dried food soiled the pocket of her black shirt.

“Did you say you’d be home by 11:15?” Mama yelled from the living room.

“Yes, I'm off work at eleven tonight.” She went to the bathroom, grabbed a wet washcloth, and wiped off the stain, making sure to clean the gold piping as well. She checked it again, this time in the bathroom mirror. Now she had a big wet spot just above her boob. Oh well. It should dry before work.

Her mama waited in the living room for her to appear. “Listen to Abby. Do what she tells you to do.”

“Yes, I will.” Cali said flatly as they went through their routine.

“I wish you had your phone.” Her mama picked up Pop’s dirty plate and glass from the end table.

“I do too.” The screen on Cali’s smartphone had cracked in three places. Last week it died with no chance of salvation. Now it was buried in her dresser drawer with the rest of her junk. She needed to buy a new one, but she hadn’t had the time off from work to do it yet.

Cali glanced at the clock in the kitchen. If she left now, she’d be a little early, before her shift. It would be better than constantly being reminded to be careful. She donned her hoodie and jean jacket from the hook nailed to the living room wall.

“You want me to drive you? I can.”

“No, I’ll walk.” She slid on her black tennis shoes and tied them. “I’m a big girl, Mama.”

Brigitta’s eyes narrowed and her jaw tightened. “I don’t need lip from you. I'm concerned after what happened with me being laid off.”

“Sorry,” Cali said without meaning it. She grabbed her backpack from the floor near the front door and swung it over one shoulder. She met her mama between the living room and kitchen. They hugged. “Say bye to Pop for me.”

“Come straight home after work.” Mama squeezed her tight.

“I will.” Cali pulled away. She closed the door behind her and exhaled in relief to be out of the trailer. The fresh air felt good. The sun was out, but it wasn’t so hot that she’d sweat walking to work.

When she reached the main loop in the trailer park, she waved her hand to say goodbye. Like always, Mama watched from the kitchen window until she disappeared. At times, her mama was too protective.

Since it was daylight, Cali stayed on
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