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Kate Hastings had learned early in her life that rarely is anything as it seems on the surface. There is always something kept from the light. A truth that might be lurking beneath the surface like a hungry alligator. To accept something blindly was foolish at best. In some circumstances, it could be life-threatening. 

“So, this job is simply about snatching a stolen dog and returning it to its owner?” Kate asked. 

Seated in her truck next to Sue Wright, Kate stole glances at the elderly woman as she drove. Last night Sue had given Kate a brief run down of the job they would be doing for Bill and Sharon Hopkins. It would be her first job for them. Kate was glad they’d sent someone to show her the ropes. It seemed easy enough on the surface — retrieve a stolen show dog. Kate had spent much of the night thinking about the hidden part of the seemingly simple task. Last night Sue had given her only a sketchy summary, saying she’d fill Kate in tomorrow. Today was tomorrow and Kate wanted more information.

“I don’t buy that,” Kate said after Sue gave her a shrug.

They were driving to the town where the dog was supposedly being held. It was about fifty miles from their campground. Today they would do reconnaissance; checking out the situation, location, any patterns to the dognapper’s behavior, so that they could carry out the mission quickly and efficiently. It was about 7 when they started out this morning. 

“I’m guessing there’s much more to this than what you’re telling me in order for Bill and Sharon to be involved,” Kate added.

Sue cut her eyes to Kate. “You’re a smart cookie. Just as Ozzie said.”

“You knew Ozzie?” Kate asked.

Sue nodded. “From time to time we would meet up and camp together.”

Kate remembered Ozzie saying he had female companions on the road. “Were you one of Ozzie’s girlfriends?”

A short guffaw escaped Sue’s lips. “We were just friends. Ozzie did have some special lady friends, but I wasn’t one of them. I prefer women.”

“Oh,” Kate said, slightly taken aback.

“Don’t worry, sugar,” Sue said with a laugh, “you’re not my type.” 

“Anything else I should know about you?” Kate asked. “You know, since we’ll be working together.”

“I’m eighty years old,” Sue answered, “Originally from Florida, and have been on the road full-time for just over five years. Three of those I’ve worked for Bill and Sharon. In fact, it was Ozzie who recruited me. Chips and soda are my vices,” Sue added with a chuckle. “Sometimes chocolate. I don’t drink or smoke or do drugs, so there’s little else left at my age besides food. I like to hike and ride my trike. That about sums it up for me.”

Kate noted that Sue didn’t ask about her in return. She wondered if Sue had received a full bio from Bill and Sharon on why she was on the road so didn’t need confirmation of the details. Had Sue asked, Kate wondered if she would tell her the whole truth. Was the truth of her situation expected to be shared with her co-workers?

As if reading her mind, Sue said, “I know who you are, Kate. Bill filled me in on you, at least why you’re running and from whom. He believes when people work with someone new they should know.” Sue looked at Kate. “But don’t worry. We’re a small tight bunch. We have each other’s backs.”

“Does Bill put out a memo on new people?” Kate asked, unable to keep the sarcasm out of her voice.

Sue laughed. “No, but we were all made aware of you coming on board. You know, stuff like your name and what you’re driving. I got more details because I’m to be your mentor.”

“For this job or others?” Kate asked, glancing to her right. 

“For most anything. I gave you my number last night. Call if you have any questions or concerns. Think of me as your sponsor, like in AA. Just use the code word when I answer so I know for sure it’s you.” Sue paused. “You can also ask me anything about camping or RVing. I’ve been doing it for years in all kinds of rigs. How are you getting along in that respect?”

Kate kept her eyes on the road but smiled. “So far, it’s more fun than I expected. The trailer is easy to tow and live in and I love the freedom of the lifestyle. I’ve made a list of places I want to see as I branch out of this area, which will be soon since it’s getting colder.”

“That’s good,” Sue said with a smile. “Be mobile. Enjoy yourself. Make the most of this chance you’ve been given to start over.”

They rode a few miles in silence before Kate asked, “What are you running from?”

“Who says I’m running from anything?” Sue took a drink from a thermal water bottle she’d brought. “Not everyone who works with the Hopkinses are hiding out.” She paused. “Although you could say I’m running from boredom, or even the Grim Reaper himself. I had a bout with breast cancer several years back and decided life was too short to sit around and wait to die. There were things I wanted to see and do, and they weren’t in a retirement home in Florida with all the other old farts. A few years into full-time road life, I met Ozzie. He introduced me to Bill and Sharon. I saw it as a way to add some spice to my life and do some good in the world.”

“All their jobs are about doing good?” Kate asked.

“Mostly, yes. Then again, sometimes we’re just glorified errand boys and girls for people with odd requests. A lot of people come to them when they feel they have no other options for justice, or if it’s a sensitive matter.” Sue took another drink from her water bottle. It was the same answer Kate had received from Bill.

“A form of vigilante justice?” Kate asked.

“Sometimes, but usually not on our part. We’re just the facilitators.”

“Back to this dog,” Kate said. “You know more than you’re telling me. Last night you were pretty vague about it. I should have the whole story if I’m going to do this.”

“Agreed. I just didn’t want to overload you. The dog was stolen from its owner. As I mentioned last night, it’s a show dog worth a lot of money. A Maltese, I believe. This dog has a pedigree that could rival much of Britain’s royal family. The puppies from this dog are worth thousands each. The stolen dog is pregnant.”

Kate mulled the information over. “So why hasn’t the owner contacted the police, or have they?”

Sue sucked her front teeth before answering. “This is where it gets sticky. The dognapper is the owner’s son and she doesn’t want to get him into any trouble. He’s holding the dog for ransom and threatening to kill it if he doesn’t get a half million dollars.”

“Okay, so a family thing,” Kate said, half to herself. “That means there’s more baggage here than at the airport.”

Sue smiled. “You definitely are a clever one.”

“Besides the ransom money,” Kate asked, “why would a kid steal the family pet, show dog or not, unless there was more shit going on?”

“According to Bill, the mother recently cut her son out of his inheritance and this is his way of getting his hands on some of it and getting back at her. He’s had the dog almost two weeks now.”

“And why did she do that? Do you know?” Kate asked.

“He wanted to marry some woman older than himself,” Sue continued. “His mother said if he went through with it, she’d cut him off. He married her a few weeks ago. Mom made good on her threat and he’s carrying out one of his own. She’s afraid if she calls the police, he will kill the dog and be sent away again.”

“Again?” Kate was starting to see the alligator’s snout protrude out of the swamp.

“Seems he’s a bit unbalanced.”

“Ya think?” Kate shook her head. “You’d have to be to threaten to kill an innocent animal out of spite.”

“The son, his name is Randall,” Sue explained, “has been in and out of mental health facilities for being a danger to himself.”

“What about a danger to others?” Kate asked.

“He’s had some episodes of public meltdowns, but nothing really violent toward others.”

“So, by using us,” Kate said, “he doesn’t go back to the looney bin and the family name doesn’t get dragged into the news.”

“Yep on both counts, but probably more about the latter.”

“What about his new wife? How does she play into this?” Kate asked.

“The mother thinks she’s a gold digger and she talked him into grabbing the dog when it became clear there would be no inheritance.”

Kate saw a fast food restaurant and pulled into the drive-thru. “I’m hungry,” she explained. “You want something?”

They both ordered large coffees and breakfast sandwiches. Kate pulled into a spot in the parking lot so they could eat. She turned in her seat to squarely look at Sue after her first sip of coffee. “Are we allowed to talk to the mother? You know, interview her to see if there’s stuff she’s not telling Bill or at the very least what she’s done on her own to get the dog back?”

“Do you want to do that?” Sue unwrapped her sandwich and held it up. “Thanks for breakfast.”

Kate shrugged and leaned back in her seat, the sandwich in her hand still untouched. The last thing she wanted was to get involved with someone else’s fucked up family. Hers had been bad enough. But knowing more might make things easier. “There are always two sides, and if the son is screwed up, maybe getting to know his mother will help us do our job. We only know what the mother told Bill, unless you’re not telling me everything.”

“I told you everything I know,” Sue said after washing down the food in her mouth with coffee. “But remember, our job is not to fix people, just to deliver the end result.” She took another bite of food.

“Understood,” Kate agreed. She took her first bite of food, chewed and swallowed without tasting it. She was too busy thinking. “How about we check out this guy, like we intended, and if we think we need more background, then talk to the mother. Unless that’s not your plan.”

“My plan is to see how you handle this,” Sue told her with a slight grin. “And to advise. But don’t worry, I’ll let you know if I think you’re going off the rails.”

When they were done, Kate started the truck and started back toward the highway. “Who knows. We might be able to grab the mutt today and be done with it.”

“Do you believe that?” Sue asked.

Kate scoffed. “My luck never runs smoothly, so no.”

Sue chuckled and took another drink of her coffee. “You’re going to be a natural in this business.”
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Their target, Randall Earl Ballentine, lived in a dump. At least Kate thought so, especially for someone who supposedly came from money. The house was a single-story bungalow with
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