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To Carole. Thank you for your patience, your love, your understanding. And thank you for standing by me during the countless hours I put into making this story come alive. For that, I love you Googleplex. 

Marriage, to women as to men, must be a luxury, not a necessity; as incident of life, not all of it. And the only possible way to accomplish this great change is to accord to women equal power in the making, shaping, and controlling of the circumstances of life. 

- Susan B. Anthony

She was worse than a blabber; she was a hinter. It gave her pleasure to rouse curiosity and speculation about dangerous things.

- Robertson Davies
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Prologue
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“Good riddance,” he said as she slammed the door. Every muscle in his forearms constricted adding to the need to strangle her. “Good!” he added without as much as a blink. “And stay gone this time.” 

He watched the wall rattle as the last memory of the two together fell face down. Thinking back, the plummeting picture served as a reminder of hopes, dreams, and idle words wasted on each other like a fart wafting away in a summer breeze. The frame slapped the shelf with a thwack that echoed through the hall, serving as a crescendo in the closing verse of a poorly written song. Though it had been more than two years since Jeffrey Tobar shot off that last verbal mortar, his idle mind reverted to the I should’ve saids more than he cared to accept. The comment had been the final shot in one of many losing battles during their three-year war; better known to the common folk as a marriage. 

He loved Alyssa - once. Her drive lured him, but little did he know her zodiac was of an eastern cobra, which she lived up to each of the snake’s characteristics. Her soft-spoken tongue made him want to beat his chest, claiming his part of the jungle, then after a mid-sentence comma, cut him down like a buzz saw with words that stung so deep, he questioned his manhood. Even looking back, Jefferey didn’t understand what could’ve wounded her so badly that she lived in a coil so tight, she’d strike whenever the opportunity arose. 

Early on, she enamored him in a way that put him back into babbling adolescence. The same kind a shy boy gets when standing next to a pretty girl. 

She tongue-tied him. 

How she forgot those days baffled him, even after all this time. 

Jefferey remembered how her body moved in ways that lured him as a snake charmer did his snake. If nothing else, he’d put up with her garbage just for another night with her. Rinse. Wash. Repeat, that went on for the better part of two years. Alyssa had gifts as powerful as her tongue, and Jefferey hadn’t found anyone close to her charm. She was a once in a lifetime find. I hope she’s dead somewhere, he thought, then smiled remembering the picture of her silky skin glistening around her bikini. Alyssa had the seductive charm that could have masked the cover of Cosmo magazine, without trying. And to think she married him. 

I wish I kept that picture. 

No matter how hard he tried, Jeffrey couldn’t divert his mind from the one woman he loved and hated simultaneously. The last time he’d seen her smile (and mean it) came during their vacation in Alaska. They cruised, they danced, and they held each other’s naked body in more places than he could count. 

On the second morning, while standing at the side of their bed in a flowered bikini, she drug him out of bed, begging him to take her picture on the deck while the ship passed an iceberg. Jefferey climbed out of bed; eyes glued to the lined creased where her right hip and stomach meet, and stood fighting off the desire to throw her onto the bed. 

Outside, she posed next to the railing, cocking her hips while flinging her wet hair in the air. The final picture, the one making that fateful fall as she slammed the door, came at the end of their photo shoot. Alyssa pulled the left string of her bikini bottom down until it rested below her hip. Jefferey stared at her. His eyes tracing that same crease again, this time all the way to the top of the V that joined her long legs. 

I wish I kept that picture. 

Jefferey diverted his attention to the clean white tops of the iceberg while paying particular attention to the way they curved under the clear blue sun. They resembled two breasts - firm and erect. What he didn’t realize; what he let slide by were the large and menacing dangers lurking under her sparkling blue waters. The under-side of her goal-driven nature hovered between psychosis and dramatic art. Often, as little as a single word would flip her switch to where she’d come at him with a constant barrage of snide comments. 

“If you were a better man, you’d...,” she’d say as if tossing a broken plate in the trash. She had dozens of condescending remarks she hold, and then play them the same way a blackjack dealer did an ace of spades. Each verbal shot showed her true side; first surfacing the night they exchanged their I do’s. 

In hindsight, he’d run out the door naked if he had to. Once she had her talons dug in on their wedding night, she kicked off the festivities belittling him about his inability to keep up with her apatite. 

Hadn’t she heard of whiskey dick? 

Besides, he never had a problem since. At least not in that category. 

The fateful truth returned as it always had when his idle mind took over: she left and would never come back. Jefferey left two days after her slamming of the door and handed the keys to the landlord. “Sell everything inside,” Jefferey said. “It’s yours.” In that moment he walked away never to look back. And he didn’t. Not once. Today, he worked hard, often breaking his back behind the wheel to make others rich. But the longer the run, the better. Tonight however, his mind wondered back as it had every night on this date for the last two years. It was their wedding anniversary. 

Oh, how I wish I kept that picture.
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The rancid night air held a putrid combination of beans and bacon. He peered towards the sky, noting the cloud cover which acted as an atmospheric blanket, holding in the stench. Under different circumstances, Jeffrey Tobar would have welcomed the aroma. As a kid, his mother made baked beans, cornbread, and bacon every Friday night. Something to do with ending the workweek with a man’s meal. Every week it brought a cheek-spreading smile to the hard man’s face, he called his father. Except this time there’d be no man’s meal with the aroma. This walk-through memory lane brought with it a reality only adulthood did. 

He passed through this route at least twenty-five times over the last year. Fall and winter had a way of masking the stink to the point one forgot it existed. Spring and early summer, however, meant a full-blown assault on your desire to breathe, which made Jefferey regret taking this job. But the checks that came along with this run padded his bank account better than the others combined. 

Retirement waved around the corner, coming at a fast pace. Each time he’d take a breath, his nose hairs burned. The fetid aroma forced him to take scant breaths until he moved from one enclosed spot to another. Fortunately, Jefferey thought, the Northern Indiana stop made up only an insignificant part of his route. 

The place was South Bend, Indiana, where Jeffrey “The Steamboat” Tobar picked up his bimonthly load. His stop, a tech warehouse on the outskirts of the city, welcomed him with each trip. The areas only real notoriety stemmed from college football and women’s college basketball. Neither of which he cared for. Though many of his routes made him carry everything from heavy-duty electronics to wire used by telecommunications companies, twice a month he picked up a load of alarm systems and components from a tech warehouse in South Bend. His destination, Texas. 

From there, he never concerned himself where the loads ended up, and the more he thought it over, the less he cared. He’d transport a nuclear bomb if he got paid the right price. That is, as long as he didn’t know the details. 

Jefferey worked hard. A blue-collar man. His time on the road brought with it a bachelorhood he didn’t mind having. No house, no car, no debt, and definitely no ex-wife’s palms to grease. His truck was his home, his wife, and his debt relief. As long as he delivered on time without damaging the payload, then everyone was happy. 

“Man, that smell,” he said, holding his breath. He felt like someone taking a long drag off a blunt while holding in a cough.

This time around, the stink bothered him more than usual. Later, when his life came to a flying end, he’d consider Alyssa, and how another wedding anniversary came and went - both the married and divorced variations. 

I-80, one of seven major veins running from one end of the country to the other, ran through Indiana and ended on the West Coast. His particular route from South Bend to Arlington, TX. kept him on the straight and narrow with a couple interstate changes: 94 to 80 to 55 to 44. Over the course of these mundane runs, he’d have to get creative to kill his boredom. 

Jefferey searched the road, driving under the night sky with his arm draped over the open window. He half-listened to the wind and radio as they competed for his attention. He loved riding with the windows down during late spring and late fall. The cooling fresh air filled the cab reminding him why he preferred night routes. Less traffic meant fewer backups, which kept him on schedule. 

At times, which had been more often than not, he deliberated over how the blue-collar workforce dwindled in an unnoticeable trickle. Truck-stop rumors filled the grapevine better than any gossip chain you’d find circling within office cubicles. The latest roadway gossip, driverless cars. 

“We’re next,” truckers from all over the country said. “Them stupid computers and robots are gonna replace us all. We’re next. Mark my words.” 

But Jefferey didn’t fall into their paranoid anxiety. He made his living this way for the last decade, and would keep doing so until either he could pay cash for a condo in the Caribbean, or afford to live life on his terms wherever he wanted. 

Whichever came first. 

Jefferey Tobar lived an honest life. He never cheated on Alyssa and figured their extended time apart drove the psychotic wedge between the two. At least that’s what he liked to believe. Something lured the hidden nutbag in his wife that he hadn’t seen in the beginning. During their marriage, he wished to lie down on one of those medieval torture tables and die in agony as a pair of horses pulled him apart. Eventually, the void became too broad and she decided their marriage wasn’t worth it. So, he drove truck, making his deliveries all over the country. Most of the time he spent his downtime in his sleeper. On occasion, he’d splurge on a hotel for extra privacy. 

Tonight, the stench from the ethanol plant made his stomach churn like a cement mixer. “Beans and bacon my ass,” he muttered. His stomach growled and wished for a plate of bacon. But how the stench of an ethanol plant elicited such cravings made his head spin. “I’ll pass on the beans, but give me that bacon,” he said, choking on his held breath. 

Beans beans the musical fruit... 

He fought off another assault on his nostrils as he refused to roll up the window. In a sick way, the act turned into one of many variations of: Guess. That. Smell. After spending so much time alone in the truck, he’d pass time by airbrushing his boxers after a date with dairy, and then rate it by initial flavor and linger factor. The ethanol plant added a new level (one he couldn’t compete with), and made him hungrier. 

The truck rolled through the miles as its driver relaxed. His mind drifted, thinking little about the drive. Instead, he dreamt of his favorite stop. If he had to, he could make the trip blindfolded. He knew how long each leg took, and knew the distance to the mileage. Tobar glanced at the clock, arguing with his growling belly, realizing if he didn’t stop now, the next stop would be ninety miles ahead north of Hammond, Indiana. 

“Can’t do it,” he said. “Another eighty minutes ain’t happenin’.” 

Jeffrey checked his mirrors. A lone pair of headlights bounced a half a mile back, reminding him other people traveled at night. He never concerned himself with who his fellow nightly companions were. He didn’t care. But what he did sometimes consider, was what those other occupants were doing. Over the last year he’d noticed more people nose-deep in their phones, either talking, texting, or using the camera as a mirror to put on makeup. How anyone did everything but drive when traveling 70-80 miles an hour, scared him. (If they only realized they shared the roads with eighty-thousand pounds of potential destruction.) 

He looked the length of the road, seeing nothing but freshly lain blackness. Last year’s road construction put a damper on many of his trips over the summer. No orange barrels, no single lanes, and no cops lurking in construction zones. All the things he fought last summer. He smiled, and let his head settle in against the backrest as he stretched his wrists forward and back. The sudden tension forced blood into his forearms taking away the tension sitting in his shoulders. After a quick glance at the speedometer, he set the cruise for 67 miles an hour. Behind, two pairs of headlights hovered over the road moving in unison of the truck. By the looks, they were a couple miles back easing their way to him. No one likes a truck in front of them. 

Jefferey closed his eyes, and after a quick breath, exhaled and reopened them. He reached for the radio, rocking his head to the beat. Someone he’d never heard before sang about being sick of it between heavy guitar riffs.

2

When a man tires, his mind wanders. It’s not that he controls its direction, thoughts simply disappear into a black void. Some venture to distant memories reliving the ole days, only to return to a reality they wished a dream itself. Yet, others go to dark places. Places riddled with vengeance and payback, straddling an unwillingness to let all the ways they were wronged, go. Both of which returns to their reality with little understanding as to the why they wandered into unconscionable thoughts.  

Tobar sat in the diner’s lot with the windows down. His heart quickened. He couldn’t remember how he got here. Groggily, he pivoted left in his seat. There, thirty yards away, giant red, yellow, and green letters towered over a small building that looked nothing short of a mobile home you’d find in a trailer park. He smiled. The only thing missing were the open arms of an angel greeting him through the stairway to heaven. (At least it was heaven when he made this run.) The lights towering over The Squat & Eat Diner shined with an aura that made him dream of real heaven. This, however, has to be the next best thing, he guessed. Tobar smiled. The familiarity of such a beloved place eased his quickening heart. 

During his thirty-seven years on this planet, life taught him one thing: complacency followed repetition. He hadn’t planned for this trip, and the more he thought about it, the more he realized this second session of blackout driving happened after he went too long between meals. He knew better. Going this long without eating meant trouble. 

Eight hours... twelve hours? The time of his last meal drifted along with the memories of what he ate.

His body shut down conscious thought after seven hours without food. Add lack of sleep to the mix, and he’d turn into a traveling dangerous weapon.

“Stop,” Tobar said, shaking his head. “Yeah, I know. I was hungry then. I’m hungrier now... and exhausted... and didn’t plan my rest stops. That’s all, dummy!” 

He pushed off the steering wheel with his right hand after the one-sided conversation with himself. His body pressed into the seat as his left arm dangled out the open window. After a long second, Tobar sucked in a big gulp of air and cherish the aroma of bacon levitating in the night air. This time it hadn’t come from a man-made chemical plant. This bacon smell loitered at where he’d spend the next hour - enjoying food. His stomach lurched as if revolting at the fact he hadn’t gone in yet. 

Tobar smiled, searching the truck’s cabin for his leather briefcase. When he found it tucked under the right side of his seat, he rolled up the window and smiled wider. “Time to eat,” he said. 

As soon as his foot hit the ground, Tobar closed the door shaking his head. How I got here without a scratch has to be a miracle. “A scratch,” he said nervously, and stopped. Ten paces behind Wild Card sat a pickup parked between two white lines reserved for truck parking. If he were a child on a family trip, and seen Wild Card on the road, he’d marvel at the Semi’s glowing sun-colored paint and long chrome-plated exhaust pipes, each towering over either side of the truck. From the front, the menacing chrome grill stood twenty-four inches high and as wide as the outer edges of the front tires. 

Pridefully, he grinned as he panned the length of the truck, baffled by how he parked so straight and yet, not remember it.  

Three steps back into the walk towards the best meal on this trip, his stomach jabbed at him. Hey buddy, stop screwin’ around. For a moment, he wanted to run, but knew better... still a little groggy. He thought about that mental black patch between getting on the road and ending here – in the diner’s parking lot. Vaguely, he recalled two sets of headlights sneaking from behind. The left one, he mused. Or was it the right? Wasn’t everything in a mirror backward? The headlights on the left were taller than the other. But that was the extent of his last memory before getting here in the parking lot.

People usually fit into categories: The aggressive drivers with radar detectors who own the road - in their opinion - or the drifters getting from point A to point B setting their cruise control three miles per hour above the speed limit. The two behind him were drifters. 

The warm air held a hint of chill you’d experience in the Midwest during early summer. In the distance, a train whistled as it passed over an unseen railroad crossing. Tobar stopped, searching in the sound's direction. He appreciated train engineers as much as he did big rig haulers. “Trains and trucks are the backbone of this country,” he told his mother once he decided a life on the road fit his current lifestyle - before Alyssa... after Alyssa. 

I wish I kept that picture.

Never could be a train engineer; too dirty, working way too many hours; sentenced to a steel road without a single choice of their route. In a sense, his job wasn’t too far off. At least he could stop whenever he wanted, grab a bite to eat... take a shower. 

Tobar reached the front door of what he and his colleagues called The S & E, and stared at Wild Card, trying to remember if he locked the doors. He scanned the lot, noting the empty parking stalls surrounding his truck. Except the lot wasn’t empty. 

In the far corner, away from rig parking, a single dark pickup sat backed against the tree-line. Tobar focused on the driver’s side of the windshield, searching for movement, or even a shape. After a moment, he shrugged, remembering the times he found the darkest, most remote parking spots, stealing shuteye before getting back on the road, and shrugged again. As the door opened, the smell of bacon, eggs, and pancakes lifted each of his senses. To the right of the door, a lone man in soiled overalls and a cap the same gray color hovered over a plate of... yes, you guessed it: Bacon, eggs, and pancakes. The only thing he forgot was a steaming cup of black coffee, which the man had.

3

Tobar walked through the parking lot peaking at the quarter moon with a smile and a full belly. Breakfast made the perfect meal... any time. He relived the crisped bacon crunching in his mouth as it dissolved to a mush of sweetness. Of course, dipping the bacon in eggs over-easy had to come first - everyone knows that. And to the side, blueberry maple syrup covered three fluffy pecan flapjacks as a square of butter drooled down two sides of the stack. He had half a notion to turn around for seconds, except... Tobar glanced at his watch. “1 a.m.,” he whispered. “No time.” 

Even after taking time to cherish each bite, he had plenty to spare. Before, his reptile brain colored him into a corner saying things such as, you don’t have time, hit a drive-thru later, don’t ruin a marvelous thing. But now, the annoying voices disappeared into his full belly.

Inadvertently, his eyes went to his big orange rig, Wild Card, and slowly drifted to the back corner of the lot. This time Tobar kept his eyes locked on the same black truck to his left and walked a straight line to his rig. Again, he had half a notion to walk in that direction. Make sure everyone is okay for his own peace of mind. However, deep within his untrained gut, he wanted to know why someone parked that far away from everything. 

Stop being paranoid, he thought. “If you were tired and stealing a few Z’s before a long leg, and someone woke you, you’d get pissed,” he said. 

He let out a frustrating huff and looked at his watch. If he spent the next eight hours driving, he’d stop, get a few hours shut eye, and get back to work arriving in Arlington, TX. around 9 PM. Ten hours early with time to sleep overnight; well rested for his next scheduled load at noon. 

Tobar propped open the driver’s door, and without thinking, stepped up, plopping into the captain’s chair. The sudden compression of his stomach and intestines thrusted a burp and a long bellowing fart that vibrated his seat. “Oh, where did you come from?” he said, smiling, and giggled as a child would after such an awesome exchange of bodily noises. 

He pulled the door closed and gave two quick sniffs, immediately disheartened by how little his effort lingered, and said, “Nothing beats home sweet home.” After setting the briefcase on the floor between the seats, he lifted his butt and grabbed for the keys buried deep in his right pocket. “What the hell?” he muttered, not remembering wearing skinny jeans, but felt as if he did all of a sudden. Tobar hesitated for a moment after realizing he hadn’t unlocked the doors. I’d remember trying to get into these jeans. Then, as if a switch turned on in his head, the hairs on his back stood erect. Something about the air inside seemed different; almost disturbed. 

Tobar turned, peeking over his shoulder towards the sleeper. Nothing looked out of place. But something was different. Something he couldn’t put his finger on. 

The truck started without hesitating. Its soothing drone was a sound Tobar slept to since starting his life on the road. Sometimes, when he had the opportunity (and the time) to sleep in a hotel, he’d lay on his back staring at the ceiling losing hours trying to fall asleep in the screaming silence. 

He glanced at the driver’s mirror switching to the passenger’s, habits die hard his brain mused, and saw the black pickup out of the corner of his eye. “Happy travels, my friend,” he said and grabbed the shifter. 

The truck jerked and sputtered as he began the next leg of his journey. He searched feverishly in both directions for pedestrians and other vehicles. Wild Card rolled forward, the doors locked offering a sense of relief and a subconscious reminder work had begun. 

Outside the parking lot, rigs lined up four-deep at the red light waiting to make the left turn towards The S & E. He drove through the parking lot searching for his exit, readying himself for the interminable journey. 

As with every trip, he mentally played out each hour and pressed his head into the cushion, letting his mind drift towards those distracting ruminations. Just as his body relaxed and his mind drifted from the right back corner of his head, a cold metal tube pressed hard against the back of his ear. Immediately, and as calm and deep as a nighttime DJ, a voice said, “Drive. South.”
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The cold metal sunk into the back of his earlobe, sinking into his skull. Tobar’s heart dropped to his asshole as a thousand thoughts spun an endless web much the same as a spider spooling a fresh prey. 

Who are you? 

How did you get in? 

What do you want? 

Did I lock the door? 

Each question danced on his tongue, bouncing around the inside of his mouth searching for a way out. The last question, however, came as if he read his mind. 

“You should’ve locked your doors,” the deep voice said with eerie pondering patience. “I’m taking your load.” 

The gun’s barrel sunk into the soft spot between the back of his ear and the base of his skull. Tobar’s biggest fear arose, not much unlike ash lifting from a campfire. In an instant, his breakfast ran through his digestive tract, leaving an expanding gas bubble lodged in his gut. It created an instant cramp, making him double forward until he hit the steering wheel. 

“Take whatever you want,” Tobar pleaded. He paused, his voice jittery, which in his mind sounded weak and incompetent. “Take the trailer. Just let me keep my truck,” he continued, more assertive this time. 

“Your truck is the least of your worries, Tobar.” 

“How do you... my name?” 

“Riddle me this Mr. Truck Driver, how did I know what you’re carrying? Or more importantly, how did I know where you’d be?” 

Tobar thought for a long three seconds, debating on why anyone tracked his moves: Was I too predictable? Just as many in his profession, he didn’t worry about the loads, only glancing at the bill of lading after hitching the trailer. But he guessed the load from South Bend had high-dollar electronics. 

“Please, let me go. You can take whatever’s in the back.” 

“Why thank you. That is very nice of you Mr. Truck Driver, but I already have that, so shut up and drive. No more small talk,” the man said. 

Tobar noticed an accent in his voice, but unsure of the type. It had a Hispanic flair, but with something else he couldn’t place. 

“Stay on 94 to 57. Is your IPASS loaded?”

Tobar glanced at the small white plastic box, understanding this wouldn’t end soon. 

“Is it loaded?” he asked, calm and collected. 

“Ye...yes,” Tobar said, stuttering, interrupting his train of thought. 

“Good. Use it. And don’t try anything,” the man said, pressing the gun barrel deeper into the back of Tobar’s head. “Get onto 94 to 57 and stay. You know the route.”

The gun pulled away from his head as the man from behind disappeared into Wild Card’s sleeper.
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Tobar listened; waiting for something to happen. When nothing did, his tense shoulders slumped, and a numbness inched its way to his fingers. He didn’t handle stress well and wiggled his fingers, trying to get the feeling back. His mind raced, playing through every scenario ending him here. 

At first, he shot quick glances towards the center of the windshield. Under cloudless nights with a quarter (or more) lit moon, he could see into the shadows of his sleeper. One tired night, when he hadn’t slept enough, he swore he saw a shadow sitting on the center of his bed. It frightened him enough to pull to the side of the road and search every part of the rig - including the trailer. In the end, a﻿ coat hanging on a hook he installed two days prior played with his tired eyes. This time, no coat, but the chilled barrel of a gun behind his ear.

He didn’t consider looking back when the raw steel ripped him from the tranquility of a lengthy drive and a full belly. In that split second, he understood what was happening, his wide eyes fixed on the roadway. It’s amazing how the sudden fear of death plays with you. 

For the next several quiet minutes, Tobar walked through each string of events leading him to this point; searching for signs he’d miss of someone watching or even following him. Instantly, his mind drifted back to the last pair of headlights before he blacked out.   

When nothing came to mind, he wished he’d been more diligent in keeping his equipment working. Technology made his life both miserable and convenient. Originally, he resisted (as with every other trucker on the road) using the Qualcomm system installed on his truck. Something regarding big brother watching via on-board logs and GPS made drivers nervous. 

But they had an upside. Communication   

Tobar shifted his gaze towards the glove box. Any other time, the small device sat on his steering wheel desk barking route directions or chiming messages from dispatch. Yesterday it met an uncommon fate. After finally winning at hearts, one of his two favorite games on the handheld device, he raised his fist in the air and knocked the device off the desk. 

Lazily, it tumbled through the opened door, bouncing off the padded armrest until it came to a bouncing stop on the ground. That is after the fragile plastic case landed on the top right corner, cracking the screen, and pissing off the electronic components inside. Tobar sat in his truck, his mouth open as the screen blipped and went blank, never to bark route directions or chime messages from dispatch again. More importantly, dispatch wouldn’t know if he deviated from his route.

Over the years, he’d listened to plenty of fellow truckers yacking about hijacking tales. Most sounded too far-fetched to be true, while others made him consider the possibilities. But he never expected it to happen to him. 

No matter how many times Jefferey Tobar replayed how he got here in his head, he realized no single choice started this string of events. Call it fate, karma, or whatever. What he faced fell into place, nothing short of a line of dominos waiting for the first to fall.

Technology made life convenient and safer for truck drivers. Those who didn’t keep up eventually paid the price - one way or another. If I wasn’t so hard-headed.

If... if... if! 

The Qualcomm wasn’t working and unless something tipped in his favor, the end of his life ran on a ticking clock. 

Then a notion came to him, which made everything more unsettling. He didn’t know how many were in the sleeper. Did he have help?

He glanced in the left side mirror and noticed a lone pair of headlights. They were far enough back to be small amber dots hovering over the road. Get the guy talking, he hoped. Find out who he is and why he’s taking my stuff. He knew the tollbooth was over three miles ahead. 

Indiana hadn’t caught up with the rest of the country and the concept of the speed pass. If he used his IPASS, he’d slowed the rig enough allowing the gate to raise. Most times he had to stop.

The transparent sky let the three-quarter moon shine bright. Tobar peeked upward and counted the stars as a way of distracting his head from what wait for him ahead. Once he reached ten, he switched to the road and listened for shifting weight from behind. His forearms, now pumped with blood, ached holding the steering wheel as if he choked Alyssa - as he sometimes wanted to. 

Alyssa. No. He pushed back the idea. The cab droned its quietness as the engine purred at sixty-seven miles an hour.    

He shifted his eyes to the left side mirror and saw a lone pair of headlights a mile or so back. If he let off the gas – at least somewhat, he’d let the car catch up and swerve in its lane as the car tried passing. Then jerk back with the hopes they’d call Highway Patrol. A swerving truck gets everyone’s attention. Except that didn’t happen. The car’s flashers came on three seconds later as the car drifted further back and then pulled off onto the shoulder.    

Shit, he thought, knowing the next toll booth will be his first legitimate shot, and watched for the next mile marker. “Three miles ahead,” he mouthed when it flew past in a blur. Two choices came to mind. 

First, race through the gate, blasting through the cheap barrier arm and wait for the police to come out of the cracks – which they always had – and chase him. But how much time would that take? It’ll work if one of the boys in blue were at the booth waiting... or sleeping. (He wished for a cop and didn’t want to believe it.) 

Second, use the IPASS and stop in direct line of the camera, then run. If anything happened to him, they’d use the video. However, that too was a long shot. The missing variable revolved around at least one booth attendant working. 

No chance of that. A week ago, he remembered hearing someone blabbing about budget cuts in Indiana. The toll booths were ghost towns during the hours of midnight and four. If anyone had been there, they’d sit in the building in case of an emergency. But wouldn’t this be an emergency? His only legitimate chance meant triggering the camera and hope it records his license plate. It sounded like an excellent idea in his head, except...

Except he wasn’t sure when the cameras recorded. What if Indiana didn’t have the budget to fix broke... or the manpower to look at it? 

Running the gate bordered between out of control and in control, which had to get someone’s attention. 

Some time ago, when he first made this run, another driver told a story of a friend, who while protecting his cargo, fought with a hijacker. It ended with the friend in a body bag. “No amount of merchandise or money was worth his own life,” the driver said. 

“Nothing stupid,” Tobar mouthed. 

Lost in his thoughts, Tobar wanted sleep. Let me wake from this nightmare; safe and cuddled up in my- 

The all too familiar sensation of cold steel pressed against the back of his head.

“You know what’s funny, Mr. Truck Driver?”

“Yeah, I want you out of my truck,” Tobar considered saying. Instead, he shook his head. 

“Silence allows a man to appreciate, more like consider everything he should’ve done, or plans to do. I understand that more than you know. I’m sure that pea brain of yours is searching for a way out of this... this predicament.”

Tobar sensed the pressure of the gun barrel ease with his last statement. 

“Just take the trailer. You can even take my rig. I’ll pull off the road here and you can take it wherever. I haven’t seen your face. I can’t even identify you if I wanted to.”

“Well, that’s mighty noble of you, Mr. Truck Driver. But that’s how this will end. I’ll get what I want, and get it the way I want it, when I want it.”

“Please, please let me go. I have a family,” Tobar said with a hint of restraint in his cracking voice.

“Nice try, Mr. Truck Driver. Do you think I randomly picked a truck? No. I do my homework. I’m well aware of you and your family life.”

Tobar’s stomach fell comparative to the demon drop ride at Cedar Point. “I don’t know what you mean. How... how do you know-“

“Stop talking. Your voice annoys me,” the man said, jamming the gun barrel hard enough to push his head forward. Tobar swore the metal slapped the back of his teeth. “You have no family, and this is your home. And should I repeat your PO Box number in Chicago?”

At this, Tobar sensed his chances of getting out of this unscathed dwindle into not a chance. 

“But. How?” Tobar asked.

“We both realize the next tollbooth is up the road,” the man said ignoring his questions. “Where is your cell phone Mr. Truck Driver?”

My cell. How did I forget that? I coulda dialed...

“Where is your cell phone? I’m not asking you again.”

Tobar’s head rushed forward as the barrel jammed the back of his head enough to bring about a stabbing pain behind his right ear. “Okay. Okay. It’s in my pocket.”

“Which pocket?”

“My right front pocket.”

The man reached around, fumbling through his pocket. After several seconds of having no success, the man with the gun pulled his hand back. “Get it out yourself and give it to me. Try something stupid and I’ll count your brain pieces splattered on the windshield.”

For a moment, Tobar lost his mind. He couldn’t believe he forgot, not his phone, but the 1911 strapped to the underside of his seat. 

After hearing the stories of hijacking and robbing truck drivers, he bought the .45 after holding one in a gun shop. “The old military styled 1911 had stood the test of time,” the gun shop owner said. “They’ve come a long way. Every owner loves how it feels.” 

It took fifteen minutes of smooth talking and using his parent’s address, (something regarding a background check and a house address), in the end, he walked out as a new, legal gun owner. 

Each of his thoughts steered towards the how and when to use it. He stole a quick glance in the windshield, looking for the least bit of a reflection. He could reach for it, and have it in his hand, he thought. Then what? He lodged in its holster, ready for a right-handed grab. Switching hands meant taking too much time. His best options required him to reach across his body, left-handed, or holding the gun upside down right-handed. Either way, he’d blast bullets towards the opposite side of the sleeper with everything behind him unscathed.

One by one, each option dwindled. Whatever choice he played through meant the truck turned into an 80,000-pound uncontrolled projectile. Even under these circumstances, Tobar didn’t want to put anyone on the road at risk. Ahead, the signs told him he’d better decide soon.
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Tobar stared at the road as the asphalt blurred by until he passed the sign that shook him back to consciousness. Under different circumstances, he’d let the warning go by, except this time the large black letters all but jumped off the contrasting yellow background. Even under the darkened sky, it screamed: Toll Booth 1.5 miles ahead. 

His eyes followed the sign until it passed overhead, offering the man behind the wheel a reminder he’d better decide soon. 

The speed limit dropped from 70 for cars and 65 for big trucks to 55 to 40 miles an hour - respectively a half mile out of the booth. The State Patrol pulled him over enough times to know how the cops lurked around here. Nothing helps the monthly quota better than running speed traps on the backside of a curve. On other occasions, an unmarked car lurked in the shadows underneath the overpass, sitting tucked behind the pillars - blacked-out and ready to pounce.

For a moment, Tobar hoped, no, he prayed a police car hid somewhere in their normal hiding places. Any sign of a trooper meant a glimmer of hope.

He steadied his speed over the speed limit as long as he could. If fate went his way, he’d head straight for the car, slam on the brakes and jump out hands waving as if he were crazy. 

“Watch your speed, Mr. Truck Driver,” the man said, coming from miles away – so he sounded. 

The words came from deep within the sleeper as Tobar eased off the gas, and downshifted to help slow the rig as if his body acted on instinct. He peered into the windshield, searching for the man’s reflection, but seeing nothing more than the stars floating in the sky. 

“When you get to the booth, keep to the third lane from the center. That one straight ahead will work fine... and keep your speed in check. Just in case you get any funny ideas, no one alive is working this fine night,” the man said with a slight laugh. After a momentary pause, he continued. “Slow, until the IPASS triggers the gate. I’m watching you. Anything more and I won’t hesitate in making you a speed bump.”

“Even if you did, the police are up-and-down this section of the road in pairs,” Tobar said, as authoritative of a voice he could muster.

“Don’t get stupid, Mr. Truck Driver. Do what you’re supposed to, and you’ll be a free man.”

Tobar slowed, picking his lane, aiming the front of the rig between two yellow pillars leading to his assigned booth. The ragged gate draped across the lane, blocking the next fifty-mile stretch of open road. 

The closer he drove towards the booth, the faster his heart plummeted to the seat of his truck. A single white four-door sedan sat lined up with the front door of the administration building. Tobar studied both the building and the car, looking for moving shadows. No lights shone through the windows as he scanned each of the booths looking for a person. Then he remembered the voice saying from behind: no one alive this fine night.

He searched the line of the small outhouse styled booths. Nothing! Not a single living soul working tonight. His numbing body tensed as his heart rate increased. Beads of sweat slithered past his hairline as his mind drifted towards the gun under his seat. 

The gate ahead looked as beat up as he seemed. White tape wrapped around the base, affixing it to the mechanical arm. Tobar mentally chuckled as he imagined each of the times someone replaced the arms because of impatient drivers, or because the gate stopped working.

Tobar slowed the big rig to 10 miles an hour, pushing the clutch to the floor feathering the brake pedal as the truck entered between the two cement pillars. 

He regarded the booth as the truck slowed, holding onto that hope that a living person would surface before it’s too late. But the gate shot up after his IPASS paid the toll. Without thinking, Tobar rotated his foot over the gas pedal and saw the video camera pass to the right. For a moment, he considered making a hand gesture offering a duress signal. 

Then what? he mused. 

“I’m watching,” the man said.

Tobar took a deep breath and exhaled as the rig rolled through, still eyeing the camera to the right. It passed, leaving him feeling deflated. His hope drifted away in the side view mirrors. The site reminded him of a saying his dad told him growing up. “Never accept the bitter taste of remorse after a lost opportunity.” 

The taste burned in his mouth. 

He stared blankly ahead as each of the toll booth lanes narrowed from eight lanes to two and then opened to three wide lanes taking them southwest. Tobar guided his rig into the far-right truck lane.

“Good man, Mr. Truck Driver.”

As if hypnotized, Tobar’s eyes panned right to the center of the windshield, searching for a reflection. Why? he mulled. He hadn’t seen his face yet, nor the gun. 

Thoughts of his own gun resurfaced. The idea of grabbing the 1911 under his seat sat on the tip of his next move. The .45 cal was a forgiving piece. I can yank it from under my seat, he thought, turn, shoot, and turn back, pulling off the road. The road’s straight. I can fire a couple rounds in that direction and hope for the best. 

But Jefferey Tobar did none of these things. Instead, he drove and squeezed the wheel until his knuckles turned white, inhaling the bitter air of remorse like a mouthful of rusty razor blades.
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“Why aren’t you saying anything?” Tobar said. Each unwavering syllable made him sound hypnotized. 

The unanswered question reverberated in the truck’s cabin as if on a constant loop. He asked the invisible man at least two dozen variations of the question over the last 45 minutes. Not as much as an utterance from the sleeper. Why couldn’t this be a dream? Tobar caught himself rocking his knees. This habit started when he was a child. On lengthy trips he’d have to – “Hold it in, boy,” as his father so eloquently ordered. Now, as an adult, he held it in as a stressed grown man. He breathed, allowing the inaudible hum of the tires to take him to another place mentally as they rolled along the highway. 

On a rare occasion, a voice chirped through the CB speaker. The road was a lonely place; holed up alone in this cabin with no contact to the outside world wore on a man’s psyche during long runs. His hurried counterparts raced their sedans and SUVS through traffic with places to go and people to see. He and his enormous truck were nothing less than a pain in the ass who got in their way. To help him get through the long stretches of isolation, Tobar used a two-hundred-meter kicker to boost his radio’s range. (Two hundred miles under transparent skies, to be exact.) Tonight, however, his pals on the road were quiet except for a couple gargled comments. Some nights were like that, but never this quiet. 

Tobar peeked at the receiver, noticing the tuner set on Channel 8 instead of the usual channel 19. Channel 8, which he called the chatter channel. was their go to for the best gossip and info on the road. Anything to break up the mundaneness of driving. He didn’t remember switching to Channel 8. He never used it. A bunch of gossiping women with a pair of balls. No one did – that he knew of. For as long as he traveled these roads, channels one, six, ten, and nineteen were it. 

But why eight? 

I can grab the mic, he thought. Although his mind worked too hard to string two thoughts together, his body wanted to keep fighting. Though that too dwindled. Each time the thud... thud... thud... thud of the tires passed over lines in the road, hope dwindled.

The man behind the wheel recalculated his options. What if he rode this to the end? Or pulled off the side of the road and ran before the truck stopped? Or... Or, for some sick reason, he recalled an email outlining a new company standard operating procedure. In a nutshell – though they didn’t mandate the SOP – they HIGHLY ENCOURAGED it (in capital letters), that all drivers, in the event of a hijacking, should sacrifice themselves along with their load. The reasoning - no matter how asinine it appeared to an outsider - prevented injuring other innocent bystanders on the roadway. 

Extreme, yes.

Am I willing to do that? he reasoned. Is this extreme enough? I’m not jeopardizing national security or transporting hazardous-waste or weapons. Whatever electronic gadgets packed in boxes back there were replaceable. They’d treat it as a simple write-off by a big corporation. 

Nothing they haven’t done a thousand times before. 

Tobar sifted through the thousands of thoughts and focused on the quiet cabin. Something resettled in the sleeper; large enough to make the cockpit sway as if riding through a strong crosswind on an open highway. But he knew that couldn’t be. The truck was too big for a man to jostle it by moving in the sleeper. My mind is messing with me, he feared. “Who are you?” he wanted to ask. Instead, the question sat in the back of his throat. 

“You realize, it’s not too late.” Tobar said. His trembling words made him regret the statement. He cleared his throat and paused. “Whatever you’ve done,” he said, more assertive.  “It’s not too late. You can turn back. I never saw you; I’d never know who you are.” 

Tobar paused and waited, listening for a response. He glanced at the dashboard clock and read 2:21 AM. Fifty-three minutes since he last heard a sound from the voice in the sleeper.  

The 1911 beckoned him from under his seat and imagined how good the gun would feel in his hands. He hadn’t had time to shoot, not in the last several weeks, but still confident he’d cause enough of a distraction to make a next move.   

“So, what are your plans?” Tobar asked assertively. In the distance, he recognized a sign stretching over top of the roadway. This time his heart raced with excitement. Another Pay Toll Ahead sign hung as a beacon of hope. His breath hitched in his chest as he vowed to not drive through this toll station without doing something. With or without toll workers present.  

He peered at the center of the windshield, searching for a reflection. The guy was like a shadow... or a ghost. Then he thought something moved, but wasn’t positive. His eyes playing tricks.  

“Toll booth ahead. What do you want me to do?” asked Tobar.

The man in the sleeper remained quiet as if he never existed. Tobar took advantage of the quiet and started working a plan in his head.
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The path through the booth narrowed. Early in his career as a novice driver, Tobar approached toll booths with a frustrating apprehension that stirred several car horns. Now with thousands of hours logged, he’d split the opening at fifty-five with his eyes closed – if they let him, of course. 

He slowed to five miles an hour, waiting for the IPASS to register its tender. When it did, the arm lifted as slow as a snail climbed a pole. For a second, he considered running the gate, sending the wooden arm twenty feet into the road - a common act by irritated and people short on cash. Except that wasn’t his plan. 

The arm shot up as Wild Card scooted forward. Tobar pressed on the gas pedal, making sure he stayed in the faster left lane. He had time. The next toll stop was twenty-two miles ahead. The next rest stop was seven miles away. If things went as planned, he’d stop there and wait for Police. 

He reached, turned on the satellite radio – if nothing else, he did it out of pure rebellion – checking to see if the man had a threshold before ordering him to turn it off. NPR popped through the silence. A raspy-voiced older woman asked questions to a much younger sounding woman who suffered from a condition called mirror neuron synesthesia.

As the two muddled through their question-and-answer session, Tobar let his hand hover near the knob, listening and anticipating another steel jab behind his ear. After several sweat-laden seconds, and no such act happened, he turned up the volume. First, a decibel or two. When he didn’t respond, Tobar turned the radio up to the point where the women yelled through the speakers.    

“You ever listen to this stuff?” Tobar asked, turning his head towards the sleeper. He kept his eyes on the road and waited for an answer. Nothing but the lone hum (outside of the two chatterboxes on the radio) from the tires on the road.

The two women continued their you-go-I-go conversation. Tobar swallowed hard as he understood that with each passing second, the seconds turned to feet, which turned to quarter miles, which turned to miles. Tobar shifted one last time and set the cruise control. The only way his plan worked is if he kept one hand free.  

He felt a thud in his chest. If he wasn’t having a heart attack, it sure seemed like he did. He took in a long-labored breath sneaking another quick glance towards the middle of the windshield. Still no reflection. Tobar nodded, ready to set his plan in motion.
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Tobar rested his right hand on the gearshift, tapping his fingers on the ball of the shifter, nervously. “Well, I don’t know what you want with what’s in the trailer, but...” 

Tobar, who already shifted his body weight to his right butt cheek passing through the booth, shoved his right hand under the seat. The holster was a breath of fresh air as his hand clutched the leather as he’d done a hundred times. Then, that same refreshing breath expelled from his body as if someone kicked him in the solar plexus. The holster, clipped under his seat, was empty.  

“You looking for this?” the man asked, digging the barrel behind his right ear. “Do you know how predictable you Road-Riggers are? I mean, come up with some originality.”  

Tobar didn’t answer. Instead, two things happened without a single pause between each: First a loud click sounded off in the cabin as his seatbelt retract across his body. Second, a sharp pain originated from the right side of his neck, turned everything black as white stars danced behind his eyes. It seemed as if he floated somewhere between consciousness and unconsciousness. From somewhere in a faraway place, the truck swayed.   

To his left, a wind gust slapped the left side of Tobar’s face, pushing his body towards the center of the cockpit. The door, he thought, unsure of how it opened. In the distance, a man’s voice spoke over the bustling wind. 

“Too bad, Mr. Truck Driver. It’s time for you to fly,” the man said. “See you on the other side.” 

Tobar couldn’t respond. The air whisked by, making him feel as if he was flying - which he had been. 

The man from the sleeper jumped into the driver’s seat, reached for the door while holding onto the wheel. Wild Card swayed. The man grabbed the door, turning the wheel left the slightest amount as the rig veered left. He slammed the door closed and grabbed the wheel with both hands. After a slight turn to the right, the rig stabilized and then shot a quick glance in both side mirrors, he realized he still had the 1911 in his right hand and stuffed the gun between his legs, searching the mirrors again. The man named Jefferey Tobar tumbled in the median’s grass and disappeared. Though the man from the sleeper didn’t see him, he had a pretty good guess how it ended for Mr. Truck Driver.  

After several seconds, the man found a mile-marker sign to the right and pulled a cell phone from his pocket. The number he needed came up - in the cue for the right time - when he hit the dial button. After a moment, a voice on the other end said, “Yes.” 

The man from the sleeper said, “It’s done. He’s a half mile before mile marker 69. Get him and meet me at the stop. We’ll make the switch there.” 

He ended the call before the voice on the other end responded. After one last glance in the mirrors, he smiled, nodding in approval. I love a well-executed plan.
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Detective Stonebridge and Chief Garrison met in the driveway. The house looked quiet, gleaming in the early summer light. The three o’clock afternoon hour kept the residents in this part of Honolulu busy. During the school year, kids were coming home from school, ejecting themselves from busses. During the summer, kids played in front yards, rode their bikes in the street, weaving in and out of parked cars, and sometimes darting into traffic after pantsing their buds.

Today, three boys played outside across the street. When the two unmarked Police cars pulled into the driveway, kids in the neighborhood stopped, and then scattered. Everyone from next door to three streets over knew the house belonged to Mr. & Mrs. Carver. More specifically, Detective Carver. However, seeing two other unmarked police cars with snooping cops wasn’t common. The Carver’s kept a wide line of separation between work and their personal lives. 

“Hey fellas,” Stonebridge yelled. He watched the three boys as they rode away on their bikes. Their short adolescent legs peddled as if school-yard bullies chased them. 

“Wassup,” the boy in the middle yelled looking back. He pedaled and paused with his right foot high and his left foot low as the bike coasted in an impressive straight line. 

A second later, the other two boys coasted blindly.

“Hey guys, come back for a second,” Stonebridge said. “We wanna ask you about...,” Stonebridge didn’t call out Anthony’s name, but thumbed towards the Carver house.

Three boys and three bikes moved as a well-rehearsed trio, each turning a hard left in a tight radius using less than half the road. They pedaled in unison, as if the leader called a silent cadence. These kids spend plenty of time together on two wheels, Stonebridge thought, wishing he were a kid again. 

The three, no more than eleven or twelve, held a hint of menace that could be turned on and off similar to a dimmer switch. Spend enough time in uniform and you develop the feel. Garrison stepped to Stonebridge’s side and watched, waiting.     

The lead boy outweighed the other two by a third. His chubby cheeks screamed of ten-too-many ice cream cones as his baggy gray skater shorts had holes in the pockets. His black and yellow Star Wars shirt faded with half the R in Wars missing. He rolled up pushing hard backwards on the pedals skidding the black and red Schwinn to a stop. The back end kicked out to his right. He never took his eyes off the two strangers now standing on the front lines of his territory. 

The second boy, half the weight of the first boy, wore khaki cargo shorts with a solid black Return of the Jedi tee with white lettering. His long curly blonde hair blew in the wind resembling a model standing in front of a fan doing a commercial for hair conditioner. Stonebridge figured the boy’s hair hadn’t seen a single trip to the barber. His hair resembled permed dreadlocks. He did the same move on his black and yellow Schwinn BMX as the bigger boy. He pushed back on the pedals, skidding his tire to the right. But he didn’t gauge the distance as well and struck the rear tire of the lead boy, who didn’t waver. Stonebridge smiled. The lead boy’s eyebrows furrowed after the soft thump made his bike lurch forward, though his eyes never wavered from the two cops.

The third boy rode a solid yellow bike not unlike the other two. His white baggy shorts draped over the seat. They were too big for him, and when they caught on his seat, he tried skidding to a stop. Instead, he lost his balance and slammed into the second kid. Of the three, he was the oddball. That one outcast the rest of the gang allowed to tag along. Every gang had a token ding-dong; the one so dead set on hangin’ with the cool kids, that he’d volunteer as the trio’s punching bag... the scapegoat. “Sorry,” he said, as if running into one of the others was a common occurrence. 

“What’s your name fellas?” Stonebridge asked.      

The boys kept quiet, searching the two strange men over. The first boy offered a disconcerting nod that lacked all parts of respect, resembling more of a flick of the chin upward as if to say, Whas up?

Stonebridge and Garrison waited patiently for one of them to respond. Though the leader of this little gang was obvious, it’s best to let the leader of the pack self-identify. No matter what the age, people acted the same. The two officers did not differ from the kids in this regard. They had cars and Garrison acted as the Alpha in their relationship; but only because he was Chief. But Stonebridge wanted to look competent to his superior. Not because he tried, but out of instinct... trying to prove his worth. 

“Those are cool Schwinn’s you boys are riding,” Stonebridge said, trying too hard to play it cool. “I didn’t know they still made BMX bikes.”

“They’re bad-ass,” the second kid said.

“No, they’re better than bad-ass,” the third boy said, inching his bike forward.

“You guys cops?” The first boy asked, puffing out his chest. His voice was deep and just short of a growl. He looked past the two men back towards their cars with a level of cocky confidence that made him sound older than he was.

“What do you think?” Chief Garrison asked, with a sideways smile, and took a step forward asserting his position. It said nothing short of I’m here, so give me what you got. Chief spent enough time on the streets, but it’s been a long time since he had to assert himself to anyone. Even if just kids. But he looked forward to the challenge, understanding they could’ve stood there all day muddled in small talk, getting nowhere.

“I think you’re cops,” the first boy said. “You look like cops.” He paused, sniffed two long deep breaths through his nose, and said, “You smell like cops.” 

Each of the three chuckled an obnoxious laugh in distinct tones. The third kid snorted as his leg gave way under his bike. The sudden shift in body weight caused the bottom of his shoes to slide on the road’s loose gravel. He bounced on the same foot, holding onto the handlebars, trying to keep from hitting the pavement. He could’ve been on a pogo stick.  

“Nice job queer-bate,” the second boy said, reaching over and slapping at the third boy on the shoulder. He too practically lost his balance and had to catch himself.      

“You’re the queer-bate,” the third boy said, regaining his balance. 

“Shut up,” the first boy barked, rolling his eyes over his shoulder towards the two other. “Why are you guys messin’ with us? We didn’t do nuttin’. We ridin’ our bikes mindin’ our own business.”

“What do you know about the guy who lives here?” Chief Garrison asked.

“Stuff,” the first boy said, short and snappy.

“You realize he’s a cop too?” Chief Garrison asked. 

“Yeah. I know,” the first boy said. “He was a nice guy. He took me for rides in his Corvette a couple times.”

The two boys behind the leader started front wheel sword fighting, bumping into their leader’s back tire. He inhaled a long frustrating breath and stepped off his bike, letting it fall to the ground. The two duelers froze, sensing the frustration - not to mention the potential beating on its way - and stared with bugged eyes as if caught by their parents looking at daddy’s skin magazines. 

“When did you last see him?” Stonebridge asked.

The leader boy paused and stared into the sky, thinking. “I don’t have a clue,” he said shrugging.

“Was it today; yesterday...a week ago?” Stonebridge asked, holding back his frustration.

Chief Garrison piped in, “We need to talk to him. We have important business to discuss. The more you can tell us, the better it’ll help.”

“Is he in trouble?” the leader asked.

“What’s your name, son?” Chief asked, disregarding the question.

“Todd,” the leader said.

“Okay Todd, when was the last time you saw Mr. Carver.”

“You mean Tony?”

Chief Garrison and Stonebridge exchanged quizzical glimpses. “Is that what you call him?” Chief Garrison asked.

“Yeah. He’s a nice guy. He treated me as if I was his kid. Better than in my house. We sat out on his back porch and drank Cokes, watching the squirrels eat his bird food.” The story lightened the kids mood. He opened up, ready to spill the beans. “Me and Tony would scheme up ways to keep the squirrels out of the bird feeders. I tried to get him to shoot them. I figured that’ll scare them away. But Tony said he wouldn’t shoot inside the city. Too many chances of hitting an innocent person. He was a righteous guy, and a good friend. Kinda like a dad.” 

“When was the last time you talked to him?” Stonebridge asked. 

“About a couple weeks ago, last Saturday. But the last time... I,” the boy paused, staring into the clear sky. “I saw him drive off in his Corvette a day or two after that. Hadn’t seen him or his car since. He looked different. He always waved when he sees me on my bike. But he didn’t even look at me then. I yelled, “Tony,” as loud as I could.”

“Do you remember seeing anything else out of the ordinary?” Chief Garrison asked.

Todd looked at the ground. “No. Not unless you call what happened to his wife out of the ordinary. I think it’s sad, ya know... what happened to her. Don’t get me wrong, girls are still icky, but I can’t imagine never seeing my mom again. That’s what he has to deal with. Except it’s his wife and not his mom. She was always just as nice to me. Sometimes I wished I could trade in my mom and dad for them. They were cool, mister. And he had a bitchin’ car.” 

Chief Garrison stepped towards Todd after a brief hesitation after than last comment, and outstretched his right hand. Todd stared at the large intimidated palm, unsure of what to do. After a temporary pause, he figured it out as the two palms met and shook awkwardly.    

“Thank you, Todd. That helps a lot.”

“Can we go back to playin’ mister?”

“Go ahead, son. And thank you again.”               

Both men turned, looking at the house.

“Give two ten-year-old’s a shovel...,” Chief Garrison said.

“What?” Stonebridge asked. 

“It’s an old parable I use when dealing with kids.”

“I don’t follow.”

The two stopped, facing each other. Chief Garrison said, “If you want a hole dug, you give a ten-year-old a shovel. If you give two (or more) the same shovels and they’ll start throwing dirt at each other... sword fight or whatever other mischief two adolescent boys can conjure. The larger the group, the more important it is to isolate the leader. Then negotiate with him because the others wait for direction. Control the scene without them realizing you are, and things get done faster. If I left it to you, we’d still be out there trying to get them to tell us their names.”

Chief Garrison turned towards the house and slapped Stonebridge on the shoulder. “Let me know when it clicks. When you figure it out, you’ll be a better leader. No matter how big or small.”

Detective Stonebridge listened as his bureau chief turned towards Carver’s house. “Is this what our country’s coming to?” Stonebridge asked under his breath, peering back at the three












































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A ANTHONY
CARVER
THRILLER






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





