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There was a body beside me. 

I shot up in the double bed, cornered against the back wall of my converted van. Who was it? Was it him? How had he found me? If he did, he would regret it, no doubt the way he did last time. I slid my hand between the mattress and the metal van walls insulated with foam and recycled paneling and found a large metal flashlight instead of my pistol. It would have to do. I swung the flashlight above my head, preparing to strike.

Whoever it was sighed in their sleep and rolled over. Lowering the weapon, I cringed, horrified. It was a woman. Her eyes were purple and swollen; a slight trail of blood from her swollen lips had seeped onto the pillowcase overnight. Her name was Miriam—Mimi for short—and I came all too close to killing her.

I was safe. We were safe. He wasn’t here and never had been—never would be again—but a wound deep in me was still raw and unhealed. I stuffed the flashlight back between the mattress and the wall, then carefully crawled to the bottom of the bed, backing down feet first onto the floor so as not to disturb my bedmate.

Mimi wasn’t my only passenger. Her son, a sixteen-month-old toddler named Chase, lay in a small South American hammock hanging on the wall, one that I normally used to store my clothing. At least he was uninjured.

A volunteer was sure Mimi’s abusive husband followed them from her home, but we managed the hand-off. Mimi and Chase were safe now. We had gotten to them at the right time, but it had been close. Our sisterhood—one none of us wanted to be part of—could notch another success story, another life saved. 

I looked over at the digital clock hanging on the wall. It was a little after four in the morning. I filled a chipped mug with what limited water I had, using the foot pump to bring it from the tank beneath my sink. I sank a teabag into the water and put the mug into my tiny microwave to heat. I stopped the countdown before it beeped and pulled my mug out as quietly as possible.

Sipping my tea, I watched Chase. I wanted to touch him, to smell him, hold him next to me. No, don’t. He deserved a safe night in a warm bed, free from harm.

I gazed up through the scratched Plexiglass ceiling, past the solar panels that powered my haven. This was my favorite part of the day, the hour before sunrise. Most days, I would fix a quick cup of tea, get dressed and prepare to get on the road again, especially if, like this morning, I had someone to evaporate.

The plan was to drive across Pennsylvania and Ohio to a truck stop south of Indianapolis, where one of a network of women truck drivers would take my passengers to meet the next operative, who would provide Mimi and Chase with a new identity and money to restart her life. 

I had no idea what Mimi’s plans were, where they were going, or how they would get there. I could not divulge what I did not know. It was better that way. Some went to stay with faraway family or friends they could trust. Some left the country. My mission was to get them from one point to another and let the network do the rest.

I had been doing this for a long time—close to three years. Most evaporations were successful. The few that weren’t haunted me.

Finishing my tea, I took the few steps back to the bed and laid my hand gently on Mimi’s shoulder. She sat up gasping loudly, her eyes wide with terror, shielding her face with her hands. God knows how many times she’d been awakened that way. 

“It’s OK. It’s OK. You’re safe. We’ve got to get on the road,” I whispered. “I don’t mind if you continue to sleep, but Chase needs to be in bed beside you if we’re moving.”

Mimi swung her feet to the rag rug on the floor and nodded, still groggy from sleep.

“Do you want a cup of coffee before we get going?” I asked. “All I have is instant.”

“No thank you.” Mimi’s swollen mouth mangled her words. “Do you have yogurt? Chase likes yogurt.”

“There’s some in here.” I patted the combination microwave and mini fridge beneath Chase’s hammock.“Help yourself to anything in there.”

Mimi stood, and I backed up against the paneled wall that separated my living quarters from the driver’s seat to let her inch over to the hammock. My home, a converted package delivery van, seemed big from the outside, but it was tight with more than one person inside. Three bodies made it nearly impassable.

Mimi gently removed the sleeping little boy from the hammock, cooing to him as he rubbed his fat little fists into his face. 

“You hungry, baby?” Mimi asked. 

Chase shook his head into her shoulder. 

“Want to go back to sleep?”

A nod was his only answer. She lay Chase down on the bed and stretched out beside him. 

“I’ll stay here with him,” she whispered.

I nodded, stifling my pain.

I wiped out my teacup and hung it on the hook beneath my small kitchen cabinet. I quietly closed and locked any open storage drawers, turned off the propane beneath my stove and shut down the electric system that powered the living quarters. I went through the departure checklist like I’d done it a thousand times before. Because I had. 

I found my cell phone, my Sig Sauer P238, and the van keys in a basket on the front wall separating the driver’s seat from the living quarters. Only then did I slip behind the wheel.

Before turning the key, I got out and walked around outside to see if we were safe. We had spent the night behind a Harrisburg Target store; I surveyed the loading docks and the semis that arrived while we slept. Nothing moved. I stuffed my handgun in between the driver’s seat cushions. We were good to go.

It was late afternoon by the time we arrived at the Indianapolis truck stop. I pulled into the truck lot, cruising for the semi we were supposed to meet. The next volunteer was waiting for us there, parked back along the edge of the lot, a bright yellow semi attached to an undistinguished gray trailer. The driver was a husky barrel of a woman, with short spiked gray hair and dirt beneath her fingernails. I knew her as Lottie, although I’m not sure if that was her real name. It was better that way.

Mimi handed Chase up to Lottie, then pulled herself up into the truck. They would ride in the spacious sleeper behind the driver to their next destination. Lottie and I exchanged only nods and smiles. We would see each other again.

The door shut and Lottie scooted over to the driver’s seat. I stepped back far enough to wave goodbye and steal one last look at Chase, awake now and beginning to explore his surroundings. The engine roared to life; Lottie and her passengers pulled away. I stood in the now-empty parking spot until I could see the truck no more, then walked back to my home on wheels.

Back in my van, I drove south on I-65 until I reached the Columbus, Indiana, exit. A campsite waited for me at the Brown County State Park, not too far from town, reserved under one of my aliases and paid for by the network. State park campgrounds held two treats for me: toilets that flushed, and hot showers, at least generally. Before making camp, I dumped the gray water beneath my sink as well as my composting toilet contents at the park dump station and filled my under-sink tank with fresh city water, dreaming of the relaxing night before me. 

If the gods were willing, my shower would be long and hot, a pleasure I experienced only intermittently. I could stand beneath the shower head, letting the warm water course over my body until the water at my feet ran clear and I wasn’t worried if it was possible to use it all. When I was done, I could let the water in the campground sink run, too, as I brushed my teeth. I wouldn’t need to conserve the power my solar panels generated: there would be enough shore power at my campsite to blow dry my hair. I would make a small fire and sit in the dark, watching the sparks dance to the heavens. Dinner would be whatever I could put together from the contents of the micro-fridge and my food cabinet. Tonight, there was a can of Spam, a couple carrots and the remnants of an onion stored someplace in a sandwich bag. Cooked over the fire with a cup of leftover rice, a little soy sauce, a scrambled egg and voila, fried rice.

Clean, dry, and fed, I stared mesmerized into the flames, until darkness surrounded me, and the fire died down to red coals. I always needed solitude after an evaporation. I listened to the sounds of the night, feeling a peace that only visited intermittently. Slow and relaxed, I flipped over the postcard next to my plate. Using a pencil, I wrote the familiar address; no note, no XOXO, no emoji.

When I was done, I stood up from the picnic bench and dusted off my jeans, the last clean ones I had. I would need to hit a laundromat soon. I wiped my cast iron skillet out with a paper towel and tossed the greasy paper into the fire ring, along with my plate. Back inside the van, I put the postcard on the dash so I wouldn’t forget to mail it, washed my fork and spoon and put them away.

The receipt for my campsite went into the fire, too. I would be gone before sunrise to who knows where. If someone came looking for me, I wouldn’t be found. Just like Mimi and Chase.

Leave no trace indeed.
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The sun was more than over the horizon when I sat up and rubbed my eyes. Sleeping late was another rare gift—the clock told me it was after nine. I’d passed the night in a solid night of sleep with no demons, no memories. That was rare. Still, I’d slept with my pistol between the mattress and the wall. 

I had a blissful nowhere else to go, so I broke camp casually. Before leaving the park, I slipped the postcard into a campground’s mail box. It was against network regulations, but what harm could it do? I never signed my name and the card never made sense to anyone except the people at the address. Nobody would ever know.

Then I got into my big brown van and headed for the highway.

I stopped in Newport, Kentucky, across the Ohio River from Cincinnati at a small grocery store to pick up a few things: canned salmon, more Spam, a quart of milk and some fresh vegetables. The tension of the last several weeks of evaporations left my body as I wandered leisurely up and down the aisles. Limited fridge space made careful and frequent shopping a must. I ate more canned meats than was probably good for me, but the fresh vegetables made up for that, right? I was trying to decide between a small steak and a rotisserie chicken when my phone rang.

It was the network. All calls were encrypted, keeping my location from being traced.

“We’ve got another one for you,” the voice at the other end said.

I balanced the phone on my shoulder and tossed both the chicken and the steak into my shopping cart.

“Where?”

“Southern Ohio.”

“I’ve got outstanding warrants in Ohio.”

“No one else is available. And this one is particularly nasty.”

“Thanks?”

“You’re the best we’ve got for these situations. The abuser is determined to kill the victim. She’s got some information that’s particularly damning to him.”

“Like what?”

“She won’t say. We think it’s most likely something illegal.”

“Where is the victim?”

“Right now, she’s in the local women’s shelter. Staff have been followed and harassed by the abuser, so this one could be tricky.”

“Where is the victim located?” 

“Chillicothe.” The volunteer spelled out the address.

I wrote everything in marker on the back of my box of rice. “OK. I can be there this afternoon.”

“The shelter director is your contact. She’s supposed to have the details of where the victim wants to go. First name Paige. We will send her cell phone to you when we get it.”

“Sounds good.”

The call ended without a goodbye. There wouldn’t be any more phone calls with details, but that was the way it worked. What I didn’t know would come from my encrypted computer on arrival.

I took my time getting to my destination. The last weeks had been hard. A woman recovering from serious brain injury in northeast Ohio was finally recovered enough to be released from her rehabilitation center. She was going to head back home to family, since her abuser was now in jail and denied bond. The victim would have to come back to testify in court, but she would be OK. My inability to get to her quickly pushed the rescue back five months as she recovered from massive head trauma. But like Mimi and Chase, she would be safe soon.

I paid for my groceries and headed back to the van. My respite was over. I needed to get on the road if a woman’s life was at risk.

*****
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THE NETWORK CALLS ITS field personnel ‘evaporators.’ It fits, I guess. 

The network is shadowy but well organized. I don’t even know its name or if it has one. In certain locations, we even have movers who can get a woman and her belongings out of the house in fifteen minutes, if that’s what needs to happen. Most women are fine with leaving everything they had behind, but some victims want to take more than a suitcase full of clothing. 

Sometimes safety doesn’t solidify until they leave the country. We can provide the documents for a new identity and money to get set up anywhere in the US. or the world.

We call a rescue ‘evaporating.’ One way or another, we help these women, and sometimes their children, disappear into thin air. 

Everything is paid for in cash. I make sure to never show my face at an ATM and try to limit withdrawals to once a month. The less my face shows up on security cameras the better.

I haven’t always done this work. But sometimes a single event can change the trajectory of your life. I swore that no other woman who found herself in my situation would have to go through what I went through. We belong to a sisterhood of survivors, a club we didn’t want to join, but rejoice that we do. 

I go by three or four different names, sometimes more, but my real name is Bellamy Tate. Bellamy was my mother’s maiden name. I like it. As far as I know, there isn’t anyone else in the world with it. I have no fixed address, no direct phone and answer only to the network. I am one of a few salaried field persons and the only one consistently known inside the network by my real name. I don’t know where the money comes from, and I don’t ask. As long as it’s in my account on the first of the month, I’m good.

It was nearly four o’clock when I pulled into Chillicothe. It’s close to the intersection of State Route 23 and Interstate 35, but still a little backwater town. I pulled into the city park, passing a granite Union soldier at parade rest, and parked. Back in the living quarters, I retrieved my laptop and hot spot and watched as the computer came alive.

The basic information was there: Tasha: white female, age ‘young,’ no children. That was all. Any more information wasn’t necessary. The network didn’t care if the woman was rich or poor, just that she was in serious danger. That left a lot of leeway for evaporation and filtered out the looneys and liars.

I dialed the number that had been forwarded to me. The phone rang once before someone picked up.

“Hello?”

“Hello, is this Paige?”

“Yes?”

“This is Bellamy.”

“Oh, thank God. Are you here?”

“I’m close. Can I meet you somewhere?”

“How about a little after seven or so tonight? My overnight staff comes on then.”

“Where?”

“There’s a coffee shop downtown, the only one. It’s next to the old Majestic Theater.”

“I’ll be there. Send a photo to the network, so I’ll know how to recognize you.”

That gave me three hours to find a place to park for the night and have dinner. I settled on some parking spaces behind an empty storefront down the block from the coffee shop. The pavement was cracked and filled with potholes, but the building wrapped around the corner, so I would be hidden from view. I would pick Tasha up once we had a plan in place.

Half an hour before I was supposed to meet Paige, my email dinged with her picture. Medium height, brown hair, brown eyes, and stocky build, she was about forty and looked like she took no shit. I was good to go. I left my purse behind but made sure I had my Sig around my ankle and a Georgia driver’s license that identified me as Mary Tarnower. If this went south, I needed to protect myself, along with my identity. 

The walk to the coffee shop was nice and, for a moment, I wanted to forget everything except the warm sun and how good it felt to stretch my legs. Chillicothe’s downtown was filled with shops, artists’ studios and restaurants, which piqued my interest. The warm weather also made me smile.

I reached the coffee shop and pulled the ornate brass handle on the heavy oaken door. The shop was popular: white bistro tables were full of business people, young families, and students. The tables were in rows, running from the two wide windows on either side of the door. At the back, baristas worked the coffee and espresso bar behind a deli case full of baked goods.

I ordered a vanilla chai tea and a brownie, then found a seat near the wall facing the front door. I could see the sidewalk from where I sat—hopefully, I would recognize Paige as she walked in. I was halfway through my brownie, when I saw her cross the street, a light shawl wrapped around the shoulders of a casual blouse.

I waved as she entered. She waved back but stopped to chat with a woman she recognized. She made her way back to my table and extended her arms to hug me. I extended my hand for her to shake instead. Physical touch with people I didn’t know still scared me.

“I’m so glad you are here to help,” Paige said, sitting down. “Here’s what I know: Tasha’s apparently let federal agents know that she has some dirt on her husband after he beat her and put her in the hospital in Kentucky—I’m not sure where. They wanted her to wear a wire to get some incriminating evidence on him, but she knew he’d kill her if he found it. She left the hospital AMA—”

“What?”

“Against medical advice. He followed her.”

“Why here?”

“She has family here. She was at her mom’s for a day or so before he discovered her, we don’t know how. Shot out a couple of Mom’s windows as a way to announce his presence. We took her in, but there’s been a couple black Tahoes around the shelter no one recognizes. Tinted windows, the whole thing. Tasha thinks they belong to her husband’s goons.”

I nodded and took a bite from my brownie. 

“So how is this going to work?” Paige asked.

“Usually, there’s a third party who gets the survivor from wherever she’s at to me. It’s my job to move the survivor on to the next stop. I think I’m alone on this one.”

“This one? Do you do a lot of these?”

“Enough to keep me awake at night. Where does Tasha need to go? Does the network have that information?”

Paige pulled her cell phone from her purse and lifted a finger.

“No, I do. First, let me call my staff and let them know you’re coming.”

“Not here. I don’t want anyone to hear what we’re doing.”

“Got it.” Paige took a gulp of her coffee and headed for the door. She was reaching for the door handle as a passing black SUV slowed in the street. The rear passenger window came down and, as coffee shop patrons screamed, two shots were fired. As the door opened, the bullets struck Paige in the chest, sending her body into a spin and crashing against a table. She hit the floor as the vehicle sped away, its tires squealing. I jumped from my seat and, as patrons dove beneath their tables, rushed to help her.

“Paige! Paige!” I said, pulling her shawl off and pressing it against the bleeding wounds.

Paige clutched my shirt and pulled me toward her lips.

“He did this to me,” she whispered hoarsely. “He threatened to do it if we didn’t give him Tasha.”

“Who? I need a name! Give me a name!” 

An ambulance, along with a dozen police cars, came screaming around the corner and jerked to a stop in the street.

“Hen...ley...His name is Henley.”

Henley? It can’t be.

Something flashed on my left. A teenage boy, still crouched beneath his table, held up a phone to get pictures of the scene.

“What the hell are you doing?” I screamed as he continued to shoot. “What kind of a ghoul are you?” The boy shrank back and shoved the phone back in his jeans. 

Paige’s grip loosened. A paramedic pushed me away and began to administer first aid. 

Another man’s hand pulled me further away from Paige. I jerked my arm away, but the hand was quicker, grabbing both my arms this time. 

“Don’t you touch men you sonuva—” I froze. It was a cop. He was tall, burly, and older than me.

“I’m going to need you to step back, ma’am, and let the paramedics do their work,” he said gently. “What’s your name? Can you tell me what you saw?”

“Yessir. My name’s Mary Tarnower. I was meeting Paige for a cup of coffee.” I recounted everything: the slow-moving SUV, the tinted window lowering and the shiny barrel of a gun, the two shots. The same thing everyone else here had seen.

“How well do you know the victim?”

“It’s...kinda...” I stammered. An idea took hold and I spoke more confidently. “We’ve been talking on the phone and e-mailing back and forth for a couple weeks. We never met in person before today. She was looking for someone to do PR. We were supposed to talk some more today over coffee. That’s all I know.”

The cop nodded. “Do you live here in town?”

“No, I’m from Atlanta, but I have family here.”

“That’s a long way to come for some PR work. Who’s your family?”

“My sister and her kids. They live in Brewer Heights. I thought it would be a good way to visit my nieces and nephews, too.” I’d seen the development’s sign as I came into town.

The cop nodded. “Well, thanks for your time. Have you got a phone number in case I have any more questions?”

Without thinking, I spit out the network’s number, then regrouped. “I may not be able to answer when you call. Leave a voicemail and I’ll get back to you. I’m in and out a lot.”

The cop nodded.

“Thanks for everything,” he said.

“Sure.”

I stood back from the crowd a bit, watching the chaos for a few minutes, then started back towards my van. I needed to get to the shelter. Paige’s shooting meant Tasha was in more danger than she probably realized—and I could be discovered. 

I needed to find Tasha—and fast.
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I got the van out of downtown without being noticed. The network sent me the shelter’s address and phone number, along with the name Esther, who was on the night shift. I found a place to park behind a strip mall and called her. She answered on the first ring.

“I’m on my way. Get Tasha ready to go immediately,” I said without introduction.

“Why? Is there something wrong?”

“It’s Paige. She’s been shot.”

Esther gasped. 

“By who? Where? Is she OK?” 

“I don’t know.” I filled her in on what happened, finishing with “Paige said Henley did it. Is Henley the spouse?”

“Yes. That’s his last name.”

It can’t be him. Can it?

“OK, where do y’all take deliveries?”

“From the loading dock in back.”

“I’m in an old brown delivery van. I’ll back up there and open my rear doors. Have Tasha ready to go. We’ll get her inside and be off. Hopefully, nobody will notice.”

“You want me to call the police for protection?”

“We need to go unnoticed as much as possible. Besides, they’re busy hunting down the shooter. This needs to look like every other delivery on any other day. Suspicion or attention could get us killed.” I pulled on a brown shirt and shorts as we talked and slipped into brown hiking boots, ready to play delivery driver.

“You said the shooter was in a black vehicle? Was it a Tahoe?”

“Yes.” Slipping my Sig into the back of my shorts, I put on a large pair of mirrored sunglasses and a brown baseball cap to obscure my face.

“There’s been one or two across the street from us since Tasha came here.”

“Good to know. I’m on my way.”

*****
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THE SHELTER WAS A STATELY old brick house up a twisting, hilly road, that opened onto an elegant boulevard, with trees and carefully tended flowers in the median. The neighborhood was older, but well kept. This must have been where the wealthy settled back in the day because the yards were bigger and well groomed. 

The shelter’s roof was red, like the brick. Blackout curtains darkened the wide downstairs windows and the smaller upstairs ones. The home had a wide driveway with an entrance on each side of the corner lot and an anachronistic modern garage. 

Parking a block away to size up the situation, I saw one Tahoe sitting across the wide street. A trip around the block told me any second vehicle was gone.

I called Esther.

“I’m almost there. Is Tasha ready to go? Do not under any circumstances open the door until you hear me pull up,” I said.

“Yes, ma’am.”

I pulled around to the rear of the building, backed up as close as possible to a pair of steel doors, and jumped out to open the van’s back door. The shelter’s delivery doors swung open, revealing two women. One woman, I assume Esther, stood in the entrance with a large suitcase in one hand. Tasha, standing next to Esther, looked like a modern-day mobster’s moll. A floppy hat covered her fair hair and she carried a small overnight bag I sensed was full of cosmetics. Big sunglasses covered her eyes, and she wore red pleather shorts, platform heels and a midriff top with flouncy sleeves. A cheap feathered jacket was over her broken arm, the cast covered in doodles. I helped Tasha into the back of the van as she tried to stand on the back bumper and vault herself onto my bed. Esther tossed the suitcase in after her.

Holy shit, I thought to myself. She’s not running anywhere in those shoes.

I pulled the delivery door down as one Tahoe screeched up one entrance of the driveway, followed by a second one in the other driveway. 

“Go around the garage—into the alley!” Esther yelled.

I jumped into the driver’s seat as Tasha crouched on the floor, one hand over her head.

“Hang on!” The van lurched away from the house, towards the garage. I plowed through the yard, turning up grass and dirt. The SUVs tires squealed. A bullet pinged off the side of the van, then another. I found the alleyway and turned sharply to the left, bouncing down the bricks like a rodeo cowboy on a bull. 

Were they following me? I glanced into my side mirrors to check. It didn
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