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  Morgan
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Morgan made one final bathroom run as a new bus roared into the depot in Portland, Oregon. Three bathroom pitstops in two hours seemed like overkill. Still, her nerves hummed with anxious energy and anticipation, and the last thing she needed to worry about was having to relieve herself once she boarded the Greyhound. 
 Her eyes skittered across the bright scrolling letters of the terminal's destination board even though she'd already looked at it a hundred times. Bus 42-Portland to Big Pine, Montana-11:15 p.m.-On schedule. Morgan glanced at the giant digital clock on the wall as she hurried across the sprawling waiting area; it was already three minutes after eleven.  
Twelve more minutes and she'd be on her way to a new life.
Even at this late hour, the depot buzzed with the muted conversation of weary travelers, the slap of footsteps on polished concrete, and the melodic strumming of a guitar by a lone musician. She'd been enjoying his music from afar as she restlessly paced the terminal, unwilling to get too close since she had no money to toss into his open case. Fluorescent lighting filled the cavernous space with a stark, sterile glow. The air was heavy with the rich, pungent odor of coffee, stale pastries from a nearby kiosk, and the scent of diesel. The temptation to indulge in a latte or chai tea was nearly overpowering. It had been years since Morgan had enjoyed anything remotely tasting like real coffee; the bitter, watered-down instant beverage she'd grown accustomed to didn't count. But she squelched her desire—she didn't dare waste any of her meager funds on fancy drinks. 
She ducked through a half-opened door and out onto rain-soaked asphalt. Despite the large, multi-stall restroom indoors, Morgan preferred the small outdoor bathroom she'd discovered by accident. It was around the side of the depot, housed in a small, red brick building, and unnoticed by most. It was surprisingly clean and stocked with old-fashioned paper towels instead of the industrial air dryers that hurt her ears. The best part was the little metal dispensers full of rose-scented soap that smelled just like the hand soap her grandma used to buy. Morgan slipped into a stall to take care of business, then quickly washed her hands and hurried back out. 
 The solid slam of the door closing behind her nearly obscured the soft whine. She wasn't sure she heard anything at all. And yet … Morgan stopped and craned her head to listen, her senses on high alert. She slowly turned, scanning the thick hedge of leggy rhododendrons that grew between the bathroom and the chain link fence surrounding the depot. Nothing. Convinced it was just her imagination, she turned to go once more … then heard it again. A whimper. Just as soft, but clearer this time.
Morgan sucked in a breath as a tiny, brown head poked out from the bottom of the shrubs less than three feet away, its round eyes reflecting the glare of the sodium lights affixed to the restroom. "Oh, no, no, no," Morgan murmured, unwilling to accept what she was seeing. Rain pattered her sweatshirt as she knelt and extended her fingers. 
A tiny puppy emerged, damp and shivering, its tail firmly tucked up against its belly, the outline of its ribs visible. Tears instantly filled Morgan's eyes. "Oh, sweetheart. Where in the world did you come from?" She scooped up the puppy and cradled it against her chest. It was obviously a tiny breed, likely chihuahua mixed with something, and very young besides—probably not more than eight to ten weeks old.  
Morgan rose to her feet and looked around, horrified. The area around the depot was urban, located near the heart of the city and surrounded by a mix of commercial, residential, and retail spaces. Where in the world had the puppy come from? Was a stray mama dog raising her litter nearby, and one of the babies had wandered off? Or had some barbaric person dumped it? Who knew? But a far bigger question loomed: what in the world was Morgan supposed to do with it? 
The puppy nestled against her, almost lethargic except for its rapid breaths. Its little paws clutched Morgan's wrist for dear life, and its heart beat thumped against her skin. She turned it over for a quick peek. A female. A sweet little girl. Why did that make it feel even worse? Morgan rubbed a pinkie against one of the puppy's tiny folded ears and blew out a soft breath of indecision. If it were daylight, and if she had more time, she might be able to get it to a shelter. But now … late at night, in the rain, with her bus due any moment? 
She couldn't take the little waif with her. She'd seen the posters inside the terminal: certified service animals only. But she wasn't heartless enough to set it back under the shrubs and abandon it either. The quandary made it hard to breathe. Morgan looked at the sky as if seeking an answer, but the only reply was a thick raindrop plopping onto her forehead. She swiped it away with her thumb. As much as she loved Portland's stunning green, she wouldn't miss the frequent rainfall required to keep it that way. Montana would be sunnier.
A new bus rumbled into the depot a moment later, the number 42 clearly lit on its destination sign. Morgan's heart jumped into her throat as panic seized her. That was her bus. She had to go. She'd have to hand the hapless little creature over to someone at the ticket counter. She raised the puppy to her face. "I'm so sorry, baby. But I can't take care of you. I'm not even sure if I can take care of myself. Do you understand?"
The puppy blinked coal-black eyes and emitted a pitiful squeak as if resigned to its fate, and Morgan felt her heart crack. She'd spent the past five years unjustly imprisoned for circumstances beyond her control. How was the puppy any different? It wasn't at fault for being lost or dumped … or whatever. Morgan clamped her teeth as a sudden steely resolve came over her. No way she'd abandon this helpless little animal to an uncertain fate … no matter how crazy or impractical rescuing it might seem. She took a quick look over her shoulder before slipping off her backpack. "I'm insane," she mumbled. "Totally insane."
 Morgan kneeled and unzipped her pack, quickly shifting the few belongings inside, and settled the puppy onto her jeans and T-shirt. The little dog snuggled into a ball and closed its eyes as Morgan redid the zipper. She gently slung the pack over her shoulder before walking briskly toward the bus, nervously fingering the ticket in her pocket. She'd only been out of prison for approximately seven hours and was already breaking the law. The idiotic thought made her grin. What were they going to do if they caught her? Lock her up for puppy smuggling?
 Morgan choked back a manic laugh at the sudden twist her life had taken. Here she was, headed for a small Montana town she hadn't visited in two decades with nothing to her name except for a handful of personal items, $165 in her wallet, and a puppy that was every bit as homeless as she was. 
What was there to worry about? 
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The Greyhound was only a third full—Morgan's first lucky break in years. She worked her way down the narrow aisle, turning sideways to avoid stumbling over the boots of a snoring man, and chose a row near the back. The stale air smelled of spoiled milk and the nearby toilet, but the bus was cool and quiet, and the stink wasn't any worse than what she'd become accustomed to at the Coffee Creek Correctional Facility. 
She slipped into an aisle seat and placed her backpack in the window seat next to her, where it would be less noticeable to other passengers. She tugged the zipper open a few inches to ensure her little stowaway had enough air and peeked inside. The puppy appeared to be sound asleep, her spotted belly rising and falling in little jerks. Hopefully, she'd sleep for hours. Even if she stirred, she'd be hard to spot in the dim interior, and the rumbling of the diesel engine would likely cover any whimpering. And if not … well. Morgan thought again of the "no animals" rules posted in the depot. What would happen if she were caught? Would she be kicked off the bus? Fined? The thought made her stomach twist. 
She glanced up to the mirror affixed above the driver. She could only see him from the nose up with dark framed glasses and a shock of black hair. But he'd offered a friendly hello when she'd embarked, so … maybe he was a nice guy? Maybe even a dog lover. Like her dad loved to say, when you're in a pickle, hope is the bread and butter. Morgan recalled being mortified by the quote as a teen, especially if he spouted off with it in front of her friends. But now that she was grown, it brought a smile.
Morgan slipped off her loafers, tucked her legs beneath her, and rested her head against the creased leather back of the surprisingly roomy seat. She yawned, suddenly overcome with fatigue as she looked out the smudged window at the bright lights of the terminal. Back at Coffee Creek, the inmates would be locked down for the night. The early morning count would take place in two hours. Morgan rarely allowed herself to fall deeply asleep, but even when she had, the echoing footfalls of the guards tromping down the cold, concrete halls always jolted her awake. And if there was a need for one of them to enter a cell, the heavy iron doors clanging open and shut sent shivers of dread coursing through her, the sound stark and metallic. It was a sound that promised both authority and fear, a grim reminder of her captivity.  
She shifted in her seat. It felt like days rather than hours since she'd been taken to the warden's office, presented with her discharge papers, and directed to sign. After doing so, she was escorted through several long hallways and through two steel doors to another office near the facility's front entrance. A male officer she'd never met returned the clothing she'd worn the day of her arrest, along with a few other items initially confiscated, and allowed her to change. Morgan was presented with the cell phone generously donated by her lawyer, Eva Chin, along with $165 in gate money to help with initial expenses. 
A different guard, who the inmates referred to as Big Penny due to her copper-colored hair, escorted Morgan out of that office, down yet another hall, and finally through the exit that led to the outside world, a door she hadn't passed through in five years—the door to freedom, the door to a new life.
 "Good luck," Big Penny bid her casually as though Morgan had just purchased a scratch-off lottery ticket from a convenience store. Then she turned and went back inside, firmly closing the door behind her.
Morgan spent her first few minutes of liberation standing on the curb outside the prison, watching the traffic flow by and feeling overwhelmed. The overcast sky seemed more expansive than she remembered. The grass was greener, and the buildings taller. Portland's unique sulfur smell was more pronounced. After five years in which her only attire was an orange jumpsuit that had softened over time, her jeans and sweater felt scratchy against her skin. She gulped deep breaths of the humid city air, the reality of freedom both thrilling and foreign. 
Morgan glanced back at the door she'd just walked though. She was out. She'd served her time. Now life could begin  again. But precisely what life, she had no idea. Who really was she? Five years earlier, she'd entered the Coffee Creek Correctional Facility as Morgan Mayfield: a proud Pacific Northwest College of Arts graduate, a prodigious and well-respected artist, a mover and shaker in Portland's dynamic art scene. 
And now? 
Well … now she was Morgan Mayfield: convicted felon. 
She'd never once uttered that title out loud. Even in her head, the label sounded caustic and outrageous, as if it couldn't possibly be applied to her. She could only imagine how harsh it would sound rolling off her tongue. Maybe she'd never have to find out. Morgan wasn't sure. But one thing was certain: the world had moved on without her, leaving her stellar reputation in tatters and her identity in question. Plus, she no longer had a place to call home. 
Morgan had always assumed that after her release from prison, she'd stay with her parents until she got back on her feet. But only one year into Morgan's sentence, the pandemic struck, and she lost her father. The brilliant, soft-spoken professor had been admitted to the Providence Portland Medical Center on a Tuesday, placed on a ventilator on Thursday, and died four days later. His regression had been stunning, shocking; there'd been no chance to say goodbye. Morgan had been allowed to attend his funeral on Zoom, but was helpless to support her devastated mother. She'd put away her sketchbook and paints soon after and hadn't used them again since.
After her husband's death, her mother had been forced to sell the family home and move into a one-bedroom condo in Mesa, Arizona, near her sister. She offered Morgan the couch, but even as a child, Morgan hated the intense heat of the desert and couldn't imagine living there. Staying in Portland wasn't an option either. Not only was it prohibitively expensive, but too many people knew her and knew what had happened. The art world had rejected her, and Morgan couldn't bear the stigma she'd brought to the Mayfield name. 
So … here she was on a Greyhound bus, on her way to the wild unknowns of Big Pine, Montana. 
Well, it wasn't completely unknown. Morgan had visited her grandparents there often as a child, and the beautiful small town was rife with happy memories. Big Pine would be much more affordable than Portland and offer the safety and privacy she craved. Her grandparents had been gone a decade now, and no one would recognize her. At least, Morgan hoped they wouldn't. She'd find a job and a place to live and start over with a clean slate. Her mother knew of her plan and promised to send money as soon as Morgan had an address, but Morgan hoped she didn't have to take her up on it. She was thirty years old for Pete's sake, much too old to rely on her mother. Besides, it was the middle of June; she could always buy a cheap tent and live outdoors for a while. 
She'd figure it out. One day at a time. But for now, all Morgan wanted was rest. The rhythmic motion of the bus, accompanied by the steady rumble of the engine, lulled her into a trance, and her eyes drifted shut.
The loud hiss of air brakes startled her awake some time later. Morgan sat up with a moan and massaged the crick in her neck as the driver announced a one-hour layover in Boise, Idaho. That brought her awake quickly. Boise? Already! Had she actually slept for six hours? No wonder her neck ached and her stomach growled. The pale glow of dawn washed over the terminal's blacktop, casting long shadows and illuminating the building's simple, utilitarian architecture. Morgan glanced at her backpack and her heart jolted.  
The puppy!
She leaned over and peeked inside, fearful about what she might find. The puppy blinked up at her, squirming feebly, and Morgan was struck with an overpowering guilt. She stuck her fingers into the backpack and stifled a groan when she felt dampness on her T-shirt. But really, what did she expect after so long? The puppy's bladder was probably the size of a kidney bean. She promptly latched onto Morgan's finger and began to suckle with surprising vigor, and Morgan couldn't resist a grin. "Oh, sweetie, I know," she whispered. "Hang on, okay. I'll find us something." 
Passengers began to stir, and Morgan quickly zipped the pack closed, stood, and rubbed her lower back as she twisted in a stretch. She clutched the backpack to her chest as she maneuvered up the aisle and hopped off the stairs onto the blacktop. Pigeons pecked at the pavement, searching for scraps, their cooing loud enough to hear over the idling bus. The cool morning air filled her nose. It smelled of diesel, tinged with the scent of dew on grass. But she also caught a whiff of pine, and the smell enlivened her senses and filled her with hope. It smelled like Montana, and the moment suddenly felt charged with possibility. 
She stepped off to the side for a moment and studied her surroundings. Mounded foothills bordered the depot, with mountains looming behind, their peaks painted with soft swirls of cotton candy pink and sherbet orange. Morgan stood frozen in place for a moment, transfixed by the beauty of the first sunrise she'd experienced in five years. In prison, she'd awoken each morning in a 7X10 foot cell, her only view of the sky through a twelve-inch barred window facing south. How could she have forgotten the surreal beauty of the rising sun? It made her acutely aware of how many other things she'd missed. The countless daily occurrences that made up the fabric of life, so easy to take for granted until they were snatched away—cooking a meal, taking a hot bath, making a phone call that wasn't monitored, visiting the grocery store, the dentist, the beautician.
The puppy's soft whimpers snapped Morgan back to the present a moment later, and she whirled toward the terminal. Hopefully, she'd have many more sunrises to enjoy, but right now, the priority was a bathroom and some food for both of them. She stepped indoors and paused to get her bearings in the dimly lit depot. It was quiet at this time of day, with only a few dozen travelers wandering about or hunched on benches, staring at their phones. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting a harsh glow over the brick and concrete, and the air was once again fragrant with the aroma of freshly brewed coffee. This time, the scent was irresistible, and Morgan determined to buy a cup, no matter how much it cost. But first, a bathroom.
Ten minutes later, she hurried back outside, her hands full with a large coffee, a bottle of water, a banana, a breakfast burrito that smelled good enough to make her drool, and a generous handful of napkins. She crossed the street and trotted half a block to a large grassy lot fronting a small cluster of medical clinics. It was close enough to keep an eye on her bus, yet far enough away to afford some privacy. Morgan rested her backpack atop a short rock wall surrounding a flower bed, scooped up the puppy, and set it on the soft lawn. "There you go, pumpkin. Stretch those stubby legs of yours while you have a chance." 
The little dog hovered in place momentarily as if it wasn't sure what to do, its black button nose sniffing, sniffing, before tottering off a few feet to explore. 
This was Morgan's first chance to see the puppy in the light of day, and in spite of being too thin, the little tyke was adorable … and longer than she'd realized. Maybe she was a chihuahua and dachshund combo—a chiweenie. The word made her laugh. Predominantly black, the little dog was marked with tan patches above each eye, beneath her throat, and on both front paws. Her snout was wrinkled, and one tiny ear folded while the other perked upright.  Morgan toyed with names. Pepper would be fitting. Or maybe Chai, Lily, or Peanut. Then she sobered. What was she doing, thinking of names? It's not as if she could keep her. Surely, Big Pine would have a shelter, or at least some sort of rescue group that would take her. Getting attached would only make it harder to say goodbye.
Morgan opened the water bottle, filled the cap, and lowered it to the ground. To her surprise, the puppy immediately lapped it up, followed by three more capfuls. "Great job," Morgan praised. "Now check this out." She pulled a small chunk of scrambled egg from the burrito and waved it under the puppy's nose. She laughed with satisfaction as the offering was quickly consumed. "Ooh, you like that now, do you? Good thing I'm willing to share." 
She'd had no idea what to feed such a young puppy. It's not as though the terminal sold dog food. But egg and banana seemed bland enough to be safe. What had the poor little thing been eating before? Not enough from the looks of it. The puppy tottered around as Morgan reassembled the items in her backpack, placing the napkins on top to protect the few clothes inside. She'd have to launder them at some point in the not-too-distant future, but that was a problem for another day. She withdrew the phone, hefted it in her hand, and thought of Eva Chen. Morgan had no idea how she would have survived the past five years without the lawyer who'd become her best friend. The young woman had exhausted every avenue to defend and exonerate her, and despite failing, she'd remained a steady support. 
Morgan flipped the device over, examining the buttons on the side. It was embarrassing to admit she wasn't sure how the thing even worked. Oh, she remembered the basics, of course. She'd owned a cell phone when she went to prison. But it had somehow disappeared during her incarceration, and she guessed it didn't matter anyway. The phone was used when she purchased it, and would be completely outdated now. This new one had a much bigger screen and probably so many bells and whistles that she wouldn't be smart enough to use it. Morgan considered powering it on; surely she could figure out that much, but what was the point? She had no contacts and no email to check. She slipped it back into the pack. 
Morgan spent the next twenty minutes walking backwards and patting her knees, encouraging the puppy to move around when it seemed content to sit by her feet. She soon discovered that if she enticed it with bits of egg and banana, it was more than willing to follow her around. She kept a wary eye on the bus. The layover was supposed to be an hour, but the thought of being left behind was terrifying. It's not like she had money for another ticket. 
Once the food was gone, the puppy sprawled on the grass on its back, its belly turned up as though it were exhausted. Morgan's heart melted at the sight. How could she ever part with something so precious? It already felt like a part of her. She gently scooped up the puppy, and the moment she did, it instinctively relaxed, its head falling back and its limbs flopping. Morgan snorted with laughter. "What do you think you are, a bowl of spaghetti?" She kissed the puppy's muzzle before placing it back in the pack. "There you go, little peanut. Time for the next leg of our journey." Morgan trudged back to the bus with a sigh of resignation. Too bad she couldn't just teleport herself to Big Pine and be done with it. 
She spent the next few hundred miles staring out the window and desperately wishing for something to read. At least the scenery was interesting and ever-changing. Soon after leaving Boise, the cityscape gave way to rolling hills, a patchwork of vibrant greens and lemon yellows, dotted with wildflowers dancing in the summer breeze. It reminded Morgan of some of the lovely oil paintings created by one of her best friends and mentoring students at the Portland Co-op, Joanna Oliver. Despite their friendship, Morgan hadn't heard from Joanna since the allegations against her arose; no doubt, she'd sided against her like everyone else.    
Trying to push the painful thoughts from her mind, Morgan searched the pocket of the seat in front of her and was delighted to discover a destination map. She eagerly opened the thick, tri-fold map like it was some grand prize. It enabled her to identify many of the small towns and landmarks as they passed. In places like Buhl and Burley, kids pedaled their bicycles along sidewalks bordering wooden storefronts and rustic homes that looked like they had been there for a century. Outside of a small town whose name she couldn't locate, she watched a fly fisherman cast his line into a sparkling lake that reflected the cobalt blue of the sky. The jagged ridgelines rising like sentinels off in the distance were the Sawtooth Mountains, and the sight of them stirred Morgan's excitement. She remembered gorgeous mountain peaks just like that in Montana. 
 As the bus continued north, the landscape shifted again. The sprawling fields gave way to thick forests, where towering pines stood guard like green giants. The sunlight filtered through the branches, casting dappled shadows on the forest floor, and Morgan could almost smell the rich scent of pine needles and earth. The sky also seemed to constantly transition, slowly deepening from sunny blue into bold azure as late afternoon approached. 
Morgan glanced at the mile markers, each one a reminder of the endless crawl toward Big Pine. She quickly abandoned the futile counting when it only seemed to stretch the minutes into an eternity. She closed her eyes and slowly counted backward from three hundred, each number fading into a haze of impatience. She frequently peeked in at the sleeping puppy and pondered what she might do with it once they reached Big Pine. She closed her eyes and let her mind drift. She recalled her mother's wonderful cherry pie and how she used to let Morgan help her form the lattice crust. She thought of her dad and how he'd sit by her bed and read her poetry until she drifted off to sleep. The actual poems often went over her head, but her father's voice was a comfort that made it worth it.
Finally, when Morgan's butt and lower back ached from sitting, and she was about to go stir crazy, the driver announced a twenty-minute stop in Missoula. She rushed off the bus for a bathroom break and bought a ham and cheese sandwich from a terminal kiosk. She gave the puppy a few minutes to move around in the sizeable handicapped bathroom stall and quickly dabbed up the little puddle of urine and the tiny logs left on the tile floor. She offered more water and several bits of ham. The puppy offered no objection when she zipped it once again into her pack, and Morgan wished she were half as good a traveler as the uncomplaining little dog. 
More passengers embarked in Missoula, and for the first time since leaving Portland, Morgan had to share her row with an overweight man in a biker jacket who smelled like he hadn't showered in a month. Morgan placed her backpack between her feet, closed her eyes, and prayed for the endurance to survive the last leg of the trip. 
And finally … finally, when she was about to jump out of her skin with impatience, the intercom crackled to life with the longed-for announcement: "Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to Big Pine, Montana."
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Gio knelt on one knee, investigating the coffee pot's malfunctioning hot plate, when he felt a light tap on his shoulder. He glanced up into the anxious face of one of the high school students employed as a summer waitress. She flashed an apologetic smile. "Sorry, Mr. Lascari. Just had a quick question." 
Gio smiled at her. With her long hair in braids and braces on her teeth, the girl didn't look a day over fourteen, though she was actually seventeen—he'd made sure before he hired her. "No problem, Katie. What's up?"
"You and Lion aren't looking to hire anyone else right now, are you?"
"Nope, probably not until fall. Why?" 
Katie pinched her bottom lip between her thumb and forefinger.  "Well, see that woman over there?" she asked, inclining her head slightly to the right. "The one wearing the blue sweater with the backpack beside her?"
Gio nodded without needing to look. He'd noticed the woman in question when she'd first entered the Big Pine Bar and Grill half an hour earlier. "Yep. What about her?"
"Well, she asked if she could put in an application. I told her I was pretty sure you guys weren't looking to hire any more help right now. But she wanted me to check with you for sure." Katie ran her hands over her apron. "She seems … what, I dunno … a little desperate."
"Ah, gotcha." 
"Yeah, so …" She widened her eyes. "What should I tell her?" she asked, her voice hushed, though there was no chance anyone else could hear her over the loud buzz of chatter from the patrons. 
Gio rose to his feet and checked out the dining room. They had a full house this evening, typical for a Friday, and the air held a faint bluish tinge from the prime rib sizzling to perfection in the kitchen. "Don't worry about it, Katie. I'll take care of it. Why don't you seat that couple that just walked in?"  
Katie whirled to look, her relief obvious. "Oh, yeah, sure thing." She swiped two menus from the stack near the cash register and flounced over to greet the older man and woman with a cheerful smile. "Evening and welcome. Would you prefer a booth or a table?" 
Gio moved the broken coffee maker out of the way behind the counter for the time being. Whatever was wrong with it was going to require a bit more investigating than he presently had time for. Good thing the other two were working properly. He grabbed a rag and wiped away the dark smudge left on his fingers from the hot plate. Then he tucked the corner of the rag in his back pocket before weaving his way through the maze of tables toward the woman. She'd parked herself at a small booth in the corner with her back to the window as though she feared being approached from behind. A large, colorful backpack sat on the upholstered bench beside her.
Solo diners were common
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