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I stepped out of the bathroom, my hands damp despite having used at least a dozen razor-thin towels.  I wiped them on my pants.  Dad pulled out a bottle of Mountain Dew from the coolers, the glass doors nearly translucent from the thick layer of condensation.

“Can I have one too?” I asked.

He grabbed a Diet Dew, then said, “Go pick out a little snack too.  But nothing with too many carbs.  It’s close to supper, and I’m making burgers and onion rings tonight.”

Excited with the prospect of a snack and my favorite meal, I ran off to the snack aisle, but stopped when I saw an older man hovering near the cookies.

I inched down towards him, seeing nothing else I wanted except Oreo cookies.  No chips.  No crackers.  Not even a candy bar.  Nope, it had to be Oreos.  And this man was standing right in front of them.  Then, I remembered what Dad said about the carbs.

He’ll probably say there’s too many in them.

“Am I blocking your way, miss?” the man asked, backing up a little.  He wore a tattered plaid coat and two different kinds of boots, one without laces.

“Not really,” I said.  “I’d like Oreos but Dad will say it’s too much before supper.”

He picked up the Oreos, turning the package over in his hands.  “There’s only six in here.  Doesn’t seem like very much to me.  But, if your Dad says it’s too much, who am I to argue?”

“Maggie?” Dad asked, coming around the corner.  He looked up at the stranger, then down at me.  “Got a snack picked out?”

I grabbed a small bag of plain potato chips, and followed him to the register.

The older man stood before us in line.  He paid for a bottle of water and a package of Oreos by dropping a handful of coins onto the counter.

Seeing this made me think of the stash of cash I had hidden back in my room—seventy-two dollars at last count.  I needed a bit more to get an iPod.  Then I wouldn’t have to listen on my cheap no-brand MP3 player that had to be recharged every few hours.  It was mildly annoying at home, but even more so when we were in the car.  Mom or Dad’s cell phone always had to be plugged in.

And that’s why, for the last hour and a half, I’ve had nothing to do except stare out the window.

When we were halfway across the parking lot, Dad stopped and said, “Shoot, I forgot to pay for gas.  Here, take these.”  He handed me the bottles of pop.  “I’ll be right back.”

As he went back inside, I headed out to the car.  And that’s when I saw the older man standing out by the road with his thumb out.  Mom was busy yakking on the phone, so I walked out to him.

“Where you headed?” I asked.

He turned.  He smiled.  “Hi, miss.  I’m going this way.”  He pointed west, along the interstate, in the direction of our house.  “I’m on my way to California.”

“Wow,” I said, trying to think of how many states there were between here in Detroit Lakes, Minnesota, and his destination.  “That’s a long ways.”

“It is.  But I’ve been very lucky to have run into some very nice people along the way.  You from around here?”

I nodded.  “We were visiting my aunt and uncle down in the Cities.  Dad promised if I was good with my blood sugars that he’d make burgers and onion rings when we got home.”

“Blood sugars?  You a diabetic?”

I lifted my shirt a little and showed him my purple insulin pump hooked onto my pants.  “My doctor said they’re working on a cure.  Hope they find one soon.  I’ve had this thing here for a few years.  I used to take shots.  I hated them.”

“Poor thing, to be so young and to have to worry about something like that,” he said.

“It could be worse,” I said, shrugging.  “My friend Kelsey’s Mom had cancer and has to go down to Rochester every few months for appointments.  She stays with us when her parents are there.”

I then heard a faint moan.

“Oh, sorry about that,” he said, holding his tummy.  “Just started to get hungry when you mentioned burgers.”

“Let’s go, Maggie,” Dad said, coming up behind me.

“He’s heading out to California,” I said, pointing at the man.  I handed Dad his pop.  “Couldn’t we help feed him?  He’s pretty hungry.  You could make one more burger.  You can even make mine smaller, if it’ll help.”

Dad stared down at me, his mouth straight.  I couldn’t tell if he was angry or just deep in thought.  “Heading to California, huh?” he soon asked the man.

“Going out to see my brother,” the man said, nodding.  “I’ll be staying with him while I look for work.”

A pair of semis drove by, each with a Wal-Mart advertisement painted along the side.  A Target semi followed soon afterwards.

“Care to . . . join us for supper then?” Dad asked.  “It’d at least get you a full stomach before heading on your way.”  He gestured out west, where a line of dark clouds were rolling in.  “Then again, you could just spend the night with us.  I’d offer to pay for a hotel room near here, but they’re not the most reputable, if you know what I mean.  We don’t have a spare bedroom, sorry to say, but the couch is comfortable.  At least it should be for what I paid for it.”

“I would be most grateful,” the man said, a tear running down his cheek.  He extended a hand.  “Clifton Baggs.”

Once in the car, me in the back seat with our guest, Mom stopped yakking when she saw there were four in the car now instead of three.  “I gotta go, Wilma.”  She slapped the phone shut.  “What’s up, Marty?”

As Dad explained who the man was and what our evening plans were, Clifton took out the package of Oreos.  He opened the end, and held it out to me.

“Dad, can I have one?”

He looked back.  “Sure.  Just punch in the carbs for it.”

“Thanks,” I said to them both.

That’s when I noticed something odd.  I’ve been around people like Mr. Baggs before, typically at the homeless shelter when our church youth group had volunteered to help with meals.  There was always an odor about them.  Not really their fault when they’re not able to take daily showers and have their clothes washed.

Mr. Baggs, on the other hand, didn’t have such an odor.  He smelled . . . well, clean.
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After supper, I asked him, “What’s in California?”

“My brother and his family,” he said.  “The company I worked for had to let go about three hundred people.  I was one of them.  Since I didn’t have much money, and no wife and kids to support, my brother out in Long Beach said I could stay with him.”

“Did they do something wrong?  The company, I mean?”

He leaned forward and shook his head.  “The owners of the company just couldn’t pay for all of their bills, and were faced with the tough decision to either close the company or cut the number of workers to save money.  Despite what the media says, many of the owners are just as hard working as the people who work for them.  It was just bad circumstances.”

He then told me about how he rode across Pennsylvania in the back of a semi hauling chickens, about a nice family in Ohio who spent most weekends on the road, singing in churches and other religious venues, and about being chased by a moose in Wisconsin.

“She told me before that got diabetes when she was very young,” he said to Mom and Dad.  “Does it run in the family?”

“The doctors have told us that it just happens,” Dad said.  “Not really sure why.  If we had other kids, they’d be at a higher risk for diabetes, but we don’t have it.  We have no other relatives who have it either, unless there’s someone from way back.”

“Is it expensive?”

“I have decent insurance, working for the city, but there are still a lot of out-of-pocket expenses.  Her insulin pump itself was close to ten grand.  Insurance paid for half of it and we’re still making loan payments on the rest.  We have two years left, give or take.”

I yawned, my eyes growing weak.

“Maggie, let’s get you to bed,” Mom said.

“Good night, miss,” Mr. Baggs said.  “I’ll be gone by the time
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