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Even before she opened her eyes, Hope Callahan sensed she was moving. There was a steady noise and vibration under her. Tires against a rough road. A rhythmic, deep throated hum. She was lying on something in a moving vehicle, but it wasn’t a back seat. It was wider and more comfortable. She was on her right side on a bed, a light sheet over her, a vinyl off-white ceiling above her, the bed half shut off with a dark curtain. She rolled onto her back and nearly cried out as pain shot through her body. She squelched the sound at the last second to a closed mouth whimper. She pulled the cover off her body. She was wearing her panties and a gray t-shirt she didn’t recognize. Every bone and muscle in her body ached. Her face throbbed like a boil waiting to be lanced. She reached up to touch it, her fingertips cautious. A foggy memory started to crowd her brain. Men punching her and laughing while Nick was forced to watch. Nick. Thoughts of him crept into her consciousness. She closed her eyes, fighting the nausea rising like a tide.

To her right was a large rectangular window. The shade had been drawn to block out the light. She turned her head and studied it, recognizing now that she was traveling in an RV. But the question was, who was driving? She remembered getting away and running. Running and stumbling in the dark. After killing Nick, did the goons track her down and throw her in here for transport, and maybe some good ole boy fun?

She started to sit up, fighting through dizziness as she made progress. She managed to prop herself up against the wall of the vehicle. Her mouth was cottony, her tongue swollen with thirst. She moved again and fought back a short, sharp cry, this time with little success. A moment later, a small dog jumped up on the bed through one side of the curtain and gave off a few yips. Hope let out another short cry, this time of surprise. The dog was a terrier, its wiry hair gray with splotches of light brown. Brown eyes, bright with intelligence, studied her. His stumpy tail wagged with friendliness as he approached to sniff her. Hope noticed the animal was missing his left front leg.

She felt the RV slow down and edge over to the right. She lifted a corner of the window shade. The lumbering vehicle was turning off the main road, heading down a smaller one. They were in the middle of nowhere, the landscape filled with scattered pine trees and low scrappy shrubs. Boulders dotted the land like sentries. Last she knew, she was in the barren desert of southern Arizona near Tucson. The RV turned down another road. The trees became more dense. The driver slowed, but instead of stopping, started backing up into a small clearing, tucking the vehicle between trees, its nose out, road ready. The engine was killed. 

Hope looked around for something to use as a weapon, but saw nothing. The bed was wedged into a corner of the vehicle with no escape except through the window. The window was also an emergency exit, but she didn’t have the time or the strength to open it and climb out. Pushing the dog aside, she managed to get to her knees and scoot against the narrow wall at the foot of the bed. She raised both fists, ready to defend herself any way she could in spite of her pain.

“You awake?” The voice was slightly thick with age. “Punch says you are.” A hand grasped the edge of the curtain and slowly pulled it back a few inches to reveal a weathered face the color of light toffee. Hope kept her fists up. “No need for that,” he assured her. “You’re safe here for the time being and need to rest.” 

While she watched, he twisted the cap off a plastic water bottle and held it out to her. “You’ll be wanting this.” The dog sat on the bed and watched them both.

Hope grabbed at the water and took a long drink, some of it spilling down her chin. She drank so fast, she started sputtering and coughing.

“Easy now,” the man said gently.

When half the bottle was gone, she asked, “Who are you? And how did I get here?” She went on the defense again, watching both him and the animal with wary eyes.

“I found you face down in the desert right about daybreak,” he told her. “Punch and I pulled over so we could stretch our legs a bit, and there you were. Your face looks like the work of fists, not contact with the ground. Your other injuries too. I got you into bed and dressed your wounds. It doesn’t look like anything was broken. You were lucky no desert critters found you first and decided you were breakfast.” 

Hope shivered at the thought, then looked away, trying to piece together what had happened. 

The man fixed his eyes on her. “I made an executive decision to get you to my RV and take off in case whoever did this to you came back to check their handiwork.” He pulled the curtain all the way back. He was a slight guy, wiry in build, probably in his late sixties or early seventies, with stubby gray hair and a short beard. “Name’s Ozzie Byrd.” He indicated the dog. “This here is Punch.” The dog responded with a yip and vigorous tail wagging. “And you?”

“Hope,” she told him, leaving off her last name. She shook her head as fuzziness came and went in bursts. 

He indicated a closed door next to the bed. “There’s the bathroom. You’ll probably want to be using it. I put out clean towels for you. There’s also a bottle of ibuprofen in the medicine cabinet. Help yourself. This isn’t the Ritz, but I do have all the basic necessities. You familiar with RV’s?”

She nodded and took another drink of water. “My grandparents had one when I was a kid.”

“Good, then you know that on board water is precious. This rig has a good size water tank and I filled it up and dumped the black and gray tanks shortly before I found you, so we should be good for a bit, but conserve as much as you can.” Hope moved to get off the bed, but the pain caused her to gasp. 

“You’re going to feel pretty bruised for a while,” Ozzie said to her. He held out a hand. “Here, let me help you up.” With reluctance, Hope accepted Ozzie’s help. Once on her feet and steady, Ozzie handed her a pair of clean khaki cargo shorts he pulled from a closet across from the bed. They were identical to the ones he was wearing. “I’m pretty scrawny, so these will probably fit you. Your pants weren’t torn, but they’re filthy. They’re up front, along with your shoes. Your top and bra were torn pretty badly.” Again Hope shivered, remembering the men pawing at her, exposing and grabbing her breasts.

The bathroom was small but clean and efficient, with a stall shower, a small sink with a mirrored medicine cabinet, and a toilet. Fighting through her pain and stiffness, she used the toilet, then faced the mirror. One eye was bruised but not shut. A cut above it was dressed with two small butterfly bandages. Both her upper and lower lips were split. She examined her nose with gentle hands. It wasn’t broken but badly bruised. She took a quick sponge bath and put the t-shirt back on. Her shoulder-length blond hair was a tangled mess. Using a comb she found on a small shelf, she wet it and dragged it through her hair. She grabbed a large bottle of generic ibuprofen she found in the medicine cabinet and shook two into her hand. Then she shook out four more.

When she came out of the bathroom, Hope smelled something delicious and familiar. Bacon and eggs. Coffee. The last time she’d eaten was ... she paused and swallowed hard ... lunch at that broken down roadside diner with Nick ... yesterday, right before... she swallowed again. 

“Come on, Hope,” Ozzie encouraged her with a wave of a large spatula. “You need to eat to keep up your strength.”

Hope moved forward and sat down at the dinette, being careful of her injuries. Ozzie placed a plate of two over easy eggs and several pieces of bacon in front of her, then fixed a plate for himself. He also set a plate of warm tortillas down on the table, and lastly two mugs of coffee. Busy eating something from a stainless steel bowl set on the floor by the cab area, the dog ignored them. The smell of the food brought on nausea, but her hunger won out and beat it back down.

Hope was starving, but ate slowly, navigating the fork through her split lips, while being careful the food didn’t come back up. As the food strengthened her, she took notice of the rest of the RV. The galley contained a sink, propane stove, and refrigerator. The door to the coach was open, revealing through the screen door the scenery she’d noticed from the window. She studied her companion. Ozzie was scruffy, but far from a tramp. Good hygiene and an orderly space spoke of someone with pride and discipline. The inside of the RV was clean, everything in its place. She knew he was taking her measure as closely as she was taking his. She swallowed a bite of egg. “Where are we?”

“On the edge of the Prescott National Forest.” Ozzie took another bite of his food. 

She calculated the information. “That’s about three hours from Tucson, isn’t it?”

“Three and a half,” he corrected. “You’re familiar with Arizona?”

She shrugged. Pain shot through her shoulders. “I’ve been here a few times.”

They finished their breakfast in silence. Hope wondered what her next move should be. Where could she go? Nick was dead. She couldn’t go back to Los Angeles. People would ask about him. What could she say? We were playing fast and furious with a drug gang and they killed Nick. Anyone up for pizza?

“I need to leave,” she finally said. She didn’t know where to head, but she knew she needed to get as far from Arizona as possible.

Before Ozzie could say anything, Hope got up from the table and picked up her pants from the small sofa across from the dinette. They were navy blue, printed with small white diamonds, and caked with dirt, just as Ozzie had said. She started in the direction of the bathroom, but before she got two steps, her legs went rubbery and she nearly fell. Ozzie hopped up from the dinette, catching her before she hit the floor, and deposited her on the small sofa.

“You’re not going anywhere, Hope. You’re weak as a kitten.”

“I’ll be fine,” she insisted, giving her head a slight shake to clear it. The movement brought on more pain.

“We’re miles from anywhere and you’re hurt. You might even have a concussion. You nauseous at all?” 

Slowly she moved her head side to side, lying without words. “I’ve been worse.” She glanced up at him. “Just get me into town. I’ll find my way from there.” She reached for her pants and stood up. This time her legs remained stable. 

“I have a phone,” Ozzie said. “It works fine as long as we can get a signal out here.” He went to the
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