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“Got your ticket?”

Casey Struthers gripped the ticket tight against her chest, her trembling knuckles turning white.  Ahead of her was a line of eager, nervous travelers, numbering twenty or so, heading toward the security agents at the wormhole tunnel entrance.  Each traveler was required to step onto a scanning platform, in case anyone had something extra with them.  It would be stupid if they did.  The rules clearly stated that no belongings were allowed except for the clothes they were wearing.

Outside, the howling roar of protestors rose and fell like a rushing tidal wave.

Gwen, her older sister, gently elbowed her in the ribs.  “Earth to Casey.  Got your ticket?”

Casey swiveled her head toward her sister like a rusty nut on a deeply corroded bolt.  Still keeping the ticket close—stories of pickpockets running rampant through her already frazzled mind—she lifted it up to her chin, forcing herself not to look back.  Only forward.  She didn’t know what she’d do if she spotted Hazel and her cropped, spiky black hair.

Of all the places to finally escape from Hazel, the Moon would be the last place she’d suspect.  Obtaining one of the highly sought after wormhole tickets was the biggest gamble of anyone’s life.

Gwen nodded.  “Good.  I don’t know what I’d do if you left it back at the apartment.”

The apartment.  Her only sanctuary of calm with the rise of violent protests centered around the recent colonization of the Moon.  Between the government and wealthy corporations vying to stake their claim in the annals of history, those selected were limited to those who could afford the high price tag.

Then, in a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, normal middle class citizens were able to go.  Under specific conditions, of course.  Casey never would have considered it before.

But when Hazel came into her life and caused it to spiral out of control, she was left with no choice.

“Wish you could have gotten one too,” said Casey, jutting her chin toward the glass and steel barrier protecting them from the protestors outside.  “Then you wouldn’t have to go back through that mess.”

Shrugging, Gwen said, “The odds of us even getting one is more than anyone could imagine.”  What Casey didn’t know was that when Gwen submitted their entries in the Moon lottery, she also included herself and their deceased parents.  The fine print in the terms and conditions allowed it if deceased parental relatives passed on within the past seventy-two months.

What Casey didn’t also know was that it was Gwen’s name who was selected.  But Gwen had no intentions of leaving Earth and their spacious five hundred and fifty square foot apartment.  Gwen could handle Hazel.  She had, on numerous occasions.

But Casey, on the other hand . . .

“Just be careful not to crinkle it too much,” said Gwen, gesturing to the ticket.

Casey gasped, then loosened her grip ever so slightly.  The ticket was metallic, silver, yet thin enough to audibly wobble if you waved it in the air.  Which she would never do.  Where her thumb had gripped was a permanent dimple that she prayed would not interfere with the barcode stamped along the bottom.

They moved closer and closer to the front, where the next phase of her life would begin.

“What will you say when Hazel comes around?” asked Casey.  “Because you know she will.”

Hazel always seemed to be there.  Like a cancer that could never be eradicated.

“That you aren’t home.”

“But what if she insists on coming inside?  Because you know she will.”

“I’ll block the door with my foot.  Wedge myself in the crack so she can’t see inside.”

Casey harrumphed.  “You know that doesn’t always work.”

The edges of Gwen’s mouth curled upward.  “That’s my problem.  Not yours.  Remember?”

There was an elderly man in front of them with two granddaughters in frilly dresses holding his hands on either side.  He wore a dark brown tweed jacket and a black fedora, with strands of white hair sticking out from underneath.  A trace odor of mothballs, cigar smoke, and peppermint emanated from him.

It all seemed like yesterday that Hazel entered her life.

Casey worked as a waitress and delivery driver for a small Chinese restaurant.  Since the restaurant didn’t own a delivery vehicle, the few employees who also owned a vehicle were provided a meager stipend for each delivery.  It wasn’t much, but for Casey it provided enough for the gas and insurance each month on her ten-year-old Mazda.

The only downside was that the stench of cooked broccoli and sweet and sour chicken were permanently embedded inside, and at times even clung to her clothes.

It was a cool Tuesday evening six months ago.  It had just rained and the ripe smell of earthy grass hung deeply in the air like a thick fog.  Casey had pulled up to a local motel that was known in whispers for charging by the hour if you slipped enough cash to the front desk manager.

Casey had delivered here before.  Too many times to count.  She greeted Todd at the front desk, carrying the black and red food warmer that was obtained from a defunct pizza joint just around the corner from the restaurant, and she went down the dim hallway to her destination.  The air was stale with a hint of diesel fumes that caused her to gag and cough.

She knocked on the flimsy door to room one thirteen, the faint clanking of the chain on the other side of the door tattling against the wood.  In moments, she heard the metallic sliding of the chain and the door opened.

The customer, whom she assumed by the name on the ticket as Hazel Watson, stood just under five foot, was barely a hundred pounds if Casey had to guess, and her short black hair was wet with part of her bangs hanging over her right eye.  Casey didn’t see anyone else inside, but she knew never to ask.

The order was for two orders of sweet and sour chicken and an order of chicken and broccoli.  There was also a double order of wontons, egg rolls, and a single order of fried rice.  The meal orders already came with white rice.

“Oh, thank God, I’m starving!” Hazel exclaimed, clapping and jumping up and down on the balls of her feet.  “Come in, come in!”

But Casey stood her ground, opened the warmer, and brought out the horde of food in two plastic bags.  She held it out, not once inching closer to the threshold.

“Come in, silly.  I won’t bite.  Unless you come with the meal.”  Hazel giggled like a little girl.  She gestured Casey inside with wide arm movements.  “I’m joking, silly.  You can come in.  I got a tip for you.”

Hazel leaped back inside, dressed in a white robe that barely covered her knees, and the door slowly started to close.  Casey put a foot out to stop it, but didn’t want to venture any further inside.  She had heard stories about delivery drivers who went inside apartments and hotel rooms and never came back out.  Or, if they did, had been brutally assaulted.

Never witnessing such encounters personally, Casey went out of her way to not put herself in a potentially bad situation.

“Sorry,” Casey said.  “Restaurant policy.”  She held out the two bags, her arms outstretched.

“Oh, come on, live a little,” Hazel said, then propped open the door with a pair of black combat boots.  She grabbed the bags, took a long sniff of each bag, and closed her eyes in sensual bliss.  “Oh, God, I can’t wait to start digging into this.”

“Is it just you in here?” Casey asked, inching her way inside fully now.  There were two beds, each barely big enough for two people, and the colors were a strange motif of a dirty beige to a dark, bland brown.  A flat-screen TV hung to the left wall.  To the right was a small bathroom, with only enough room for a toilet and a small tub.

Underneath the TV was a small dresser.  Next to it were two black soft-sided suitcases on wheels.  A third matching suitcase was on top of the dresser, the front unzipped and open to reveal a combination of jeans, drab-colored T-shirts, and a few silky undergarments, the latter with flashy colors from scarlet red and bright blue.

“Of course, silly, just me!”

Hazel ripped one of the plastic bags down the side, grabbed one of the sweet and sour chicken meals, and popped open the top of the plastic container.  The all-too familiar smell of deep fried chicken wafted out.

“There’s plasticware in each bag too,” said Casey.  She was going to add that there was enough for her to use a new set with each meal, but decided against it.  “And napkins.”

Hazel found a white plastic fork, stabbed two or three pieces of chicken, and dunked them in a small tub of red sweet and sour sauce.  She stood right over the container, shoveling in forkful after forkful, dripping sauce over the fried rice and other pieces of deep fried chicken.  After swallowing her third helping, she turned to Casey and froze.  “I paid right?” she asked, a few kernels of rice falling onto the carpet.

“Yes, you did, thank you,” Casey said—she heard Hazel say something about a tip, but didn’t want to act greedy—and started to back out of the door.

“My God, a tip!  Wait a second!”

Hazel skipped over to her open suitcase and started rifling through her clothes.  “You’re young.”

Casey didn’t know if this was a question or statement.

“I am.  Twenty-two.”

“Really?  Same as me!  You going to school?”

“No.”  She wanted to say not yet, but the thought of more school right now gave her a high sense of anxiety.  With working, picking up as many shifts as she can, just to help pay rent and bills and groceries, it didn’t leave her with much extra time.  Besides, what would she go to school for?  Nothing seemed to hold a great interest to her.  “How about you?”

With Hazel still going through her suitcase, tossing shirts and jeans and silky underwear onto the floor, she said, “There isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t learn something new.  Nothing formal like college or anything.  I’ve got my private pilot’s license, working on my permit to drive a motorcycle, and even have two black belts.  One in Tae Kwon Do and the other in Aikido.  But don’t worry.”  She turned toward her, grinning.  “I won’t hurt you.  But if someone hurts you, I’ll be right there to pounce on them—my God, I even went to bodyguard training too.  When I was in high school, I trained with a driver who trains other NASCAR drivers.  I wanted to be a police officer or detective, but I think I’d be too bored for all that.  Got a name?”

“Casey,” she said, then mentally winced.  She never liked to give anyone her real name, although customers rarely asked.

Then again, she had a nametag with her name printed right on it clipped to her light red work shirt, so what was the point?

“Nice to meet you, Casey.  I knew
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