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To my late husband, gone but never forgotten. We had one hell of a ride.

DRAKE’S ANGEL
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He wheeled into town on his Harley low rider, as dark and dangerous as an approaching tornado. Drake Montclair handled the bike with the cocksure confidence of the devil himself ascending from the sulfur pits of hell. A heavy leather jacket kept him warm, despite the January temps that fluctuated as he crossed the country. He’d rather be anywhere else than here. Small towns weren’t his jam and he wouldn’t be in this one if he didn’t want to find out what had happened to Michael.  

He was dumb to come here in the first place. I tried to tell him but no, he wanted to be a teacher and change lives. Mike thought he could make a difference and ended up with his face on a missing person poster. I’m gonna find him and get the hell out of Dodge.

Drake slowed his speed to travel the main drag of the small town, noting the high school and football field, chain fast food restaurants, several locally-owned automotive shops, a car dealerships, convenience stores, a furniture store, a diner, a pizza place, a grocery store, barber, beauty shop, and a Mexican restaurant. At the far end, a national branded discount store marked the end of the commercial district, an area sprouted like weeds. Around two miles, and I’m heading out of town already, Drake reflected. This area on the south edge of the small town centered around a four-way stop where two major highways intersected.

He sauntered into the largest convenience store and grabbed a soda from the cold case. A missing persons flyer hung from a billboard covered with business cards and auction notices near the door. Michael’s face appeared in the center. Drake took it down, folded it into thirds, and placed it in his back pocket.

“So, what else is there in this one horse town?” he asked the clerk as he paid for his drink. “Or is this it?”

The slender kid pushed black plastic frame glasses up on his nose. “Downtown is happening these days. Got the courthouse in the center of the square, three banks, couple of cafes, and some bars. Bars are new in the last few years, really changed this town. A few stores are scattered around too. It’s a happening scene, you know.”

Doubtful. Drake winked, grabbed his change, and returned to his bike. He guzzled down the soda and tossed the empty bottle into an adjacent trashcan. He secured his helmet to the passenger seat. Since he was well past twenty-six, he could ride without one. Drake mounted the bike and roared down the main drag past the high school again. Michael, his nephew, had been teaching science there when he disappeared. A month had passed with no clues and no Michael. Drake made the cross-country trip to this burg to see if he might find the kid.

He circled the school and noted the structure had been added to more than once. Drake coasted down the front of the building then around back, which earned him a shout and raised fist from a custodian emptying trash into a dumpster. No school on Saturday, so the campus loomed empty. Drake traveled the narrow streets and found the downtown. He traveled around the square three times, cataloging the scene. No hotels were visible and if there was a B&B of any kind, he didn’t spot one. After riding more than 1260 miles from Queens to Neosho in two days, Drake needed a place to lay his head.

The only lodgings he had seen were on the edge of town so he returned to that area. Drake was picky about where he would stay. He didn’t want five star-rated hotels or the worst dive, but something in between. After passing each motel more than once, he settled on the oldest motel. The place sat back from the main road a little, a white two-story building, and a gravel parking area. As long as the room had no bedbugs or roaches and clean bedding, Drake would tolerate the place. He paid cash for three nights, located his room at the far end of the lower floor, and carried his duffel inside.

Although the standard room was small, Drake had the basic amenities he needed. A king-sized bed claimed most of the space to his left as he entered. Across from it, a multi-level desk held a television, a coffee pot, take-out menus, and a small microwave. A single armchair filled a corner beside a bedside table with an LED alarm clock and phone. Like most motels, a counter with sink was located at the end of the space and a single door led into a bathroom with commode and shower/tub combination.

Drake tossed his duffel into the chair, pulled off his leather boots, and shed his black leather jacket. He glared at his reflection in the mirror above the desk and grimaced. His brown hair with reddish highlights hadn’t fared well in the wind. Since he hadn’t shaved since leaving his studio apartment in Queens, he sported scruff, enough to become the beginning of a beard. His body ached from hunching on the bike all the way. Drake’s one overnight stop had been in Indianapolis, a little more than halfway, at a no-frills bargain motel. He hadn’t eaten much on the journey and what he did had been fast food acquired at drive-throughs. Although hungry now, he needed sleep more than food. He shaved, stripped, took a hot shower, and crawled between the sheets, which smelled like laundry detergent.

Dark had fallen by the time he woke. Drake put on clean clothing, just a pair of worn jeans faded to a light blue, black t-shirt, and his jacket. During his first explorations, he’d spotted a diner or old-fashioned restaurant. The sign displayed a young man on a motorcycle so there had to be a story. He located the place, parked the bike, and headed inside.

Delicious aromas wafted from the kitchen as he slid into a booth overlooking the parking lot. He squinted to read a handwritten menu board and decided on the catfish special. Raised in Queens, the New York City borough, he hadn’t tasted catfish until he traveled through the South. Most of the time, he preferred a thick burger or a rare steak but if he wanted fish, he’d take catfish any day of the week. He ordered his with a baked potato, tortilla chicken soup, and unsweet tea. Everything tasted awesome but the catfish proved to be the best. Full catfish fillets with the perfect light cornmeal coating were crisp and delicious.

Belly full, body rested, Drake considered hitting the bar scene but didn’t. He stopped at a liquor store and bought a bottle. At his room, he fiddled with the television, found nothing he wanted to watch, and listened to the traffic noise from the adjacent highway. Tomorrow he’d begin his search for his nephew, who wasn’t much younger than Drake. His older sister, Sparrow, had been fifteen when Drake was born and twenty-five when she had her son, Michael. Twenty years later, Drake had celebrated his thirty-fifth birthday last month and Michael would turn twenty-six in late March.

Unlike Drake and Sparrow, Mike grew up in Fairfax, Virginia just outside Washington DC. Sparrow had married a professor from George Mason University so the kid’s childhood was very different than theirs in Queens. Reflecting now, Drake thought Michael wouldn’t have become such a starry-eyed do-gooder if he’d been raised in Queens. Dr. Whitney wasn’t Mike’s father but he’d adopted the boy and given him his name. 

I remember his real dad, Sparrow’s one time boyfriend, who got sent up for five years for aggravated assault. Good thing Mark was out of the picture or Michael might have been messed up.

Despite his earlier nap, Drake slept but woke early on Sunday. Michael had. Drake put on his best blue jeans and a long-sleeved button-down shirt. The simple clothing didn’t disguise his size. Drake was more than six feet tall, with wide shoulders and a broad chest. The paisley-patterned shirt concealed his tattoos, however. After he looked up location and service time on his phone, Drake headed to the same café for breakfast. He enjoyed eggs over easy, bacon, hash browns, and wheat toast with several cups of decent coffee, strong the way he preferred. He drove by the house Mike had rented on the far east side of Neosho, across from an elementary school playground and parking lot. The mailbox brimmed with mail so Drake paused and gathered it to toss into one of his saddlebags. He tried the front door but found it locked. He rode around the tiny town and past the junior high where Mike had been teaching

After a long and boring day, he sought out local bars and found the solitary one open on Sundays. He entered the small but surprisingly trendy space and heisted onto a tall stool at the bar. The place wasn’t crowded but took immediate notice of one of the servers.

She was pretty or he wouldn’t have looked twice. Her deep brown hair, the color of a mink coat, was piled on top of her head in a bun and her hazel eyes sparkled above a pert nose. Drake noted her lips were full and well-shaped. She might have a light glaze of lipstick on them.

“What can I get for you?” she asked in a voice as melodious as chimes.

“Whiskey on the rocks,” he replied. “How’s the food here?”

“Excellent. Our best would be the burgers or the wood-fired pizza. Would you like a menu?”

“Please.”

After perusing the options, Drake chose a medium rare burger topped with barbecue sauce, candied bacon, red onion, and cheese with a side of fries. From his perch at the bar, he could see the pizza oven and smell the enticing aroma of the pies as they baked. If the burger proved to be good, he’d return for a pizza soon.

When the woman brought his food, he introduced himself. “I’m Drake Montclair, visiting this backwater town looking for my nephew. He’s gone missing and I need to track him down.”

“Evangeline Ballard. People call me Vangie. What’s your nephew’s name?”

Neither the name nor nickname suited her. He decided he’d call her Angel. “Michael Whitney. I don’t suppose you know Mike.”

Angel shrugged. “I might. I think he’s been here a few times. Young man, early twenties, teacher?”

Drake pumped one fist into the air. “Yeah! That’s him. I rode all the way from Queens, New York City, to search for Mike. Anyone else around here who might know him?”

“Maybe. Let me ask Bert. He’s the assistant manager and head cook. Give me a few minutes.”

She sashayed away with a wiggle in her walk he liked and his dick hardened in his jeans. Drake wasn’t looking for a woman but this one attracted him. She intrigued him with her difference. The women he knew at Urban Savages, the motorcycle club he belonged to in Queens, all wore thick cosmetics and tight, provocative clothing. From the Mamas to the Lays to the Ol’ Ladies, even the younger House Mouse girls, those gals all flaunted sex. From what he’d seen of Evangeline, she dressed anything but sexy, had nothing but lipstick on her face. Her hair was neither teased nor dyed nor forced into curls with a permanent. Drake had never felt the slightest pull to someone like her, a lady, but he did now and it bothered him. Someone like her will never be interested in a hard case like me. Besides, I’m only here in this podunk place till I find Mike. I’m going back to civilization and my life after that. Besides, she’s too young and probably has a dude somewhere.

Hunger triumphed over his lust for the immediate moment. Drake tasted the burger and found it delicious. The meat was seared just enough to please him and the toppings combined for a great taste. He sampled a fry and grinned. The place did have good eats.

Angel returned. “Bert said he’ll be out to talk to you in a few. How’s your food?”

Drake gave her a double thumbs up. “Awesome.”

He finished moments before Bert, a middle-aged dude with combed back hair and old-fashioned glasses, appeared.

“I’m Bert Cooper. Vangie told me you’re Mike’s uncle and here to look for him.”

“That’s right. She thought you might know him, at least some.”

Bert leaned on the bar. “I do, although not well. From what I understand, he teaches science at the junior high, a first-year teacher and new hire this year. I heard he was reported missing after he didn’t show up at school a week or so ago. When the school officials couldn’t get ahold of him, they reported him to the local authorities. Have there been any leads?”

“None. That’s why I’m here.” Ma had taught him to show respect so he summoned some now. “I want to find Mike. I talked to him a few times after he moved to the area and began
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