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Trust, like a tightrope, is thin and precarious. It is walked with careful deliberation at one’s personal pace, one foot in front of the other. Once on the other side, you might be rewarded with new friends or maybe a relationship you can count on in time of need. If there is a fall, or the rope breaks, the traveler can be left with deep wounds that last a lifetime. Kate never trusted Nick, not for a moment, even though she had lived with him. She couldn’t recall trusting anyone since she was twelve. Once the thin cord under her feet broke and she plummeted to the ground, she’d never traversed it again. Not until she met Ozzie Byrd. They hadn’t known each other long, but something in her gut told her he could be trusted. Now Ozzie was dead and once again she had no one to trust. Ozzie had told her to trust Bill. She wasn’t sure she was ready to take those steps again.

It took Kate five days to get to the small town in Missouri where the mysterious Bill had directed her to wait for him. She’d taken the northern route rather than the quicker southern route that would have taken her through Arizona and New Mexico. She wanted to stay the hell out of both of those states, at least for now. She didn’t know if Stake’s men were still looking for her now that their leader was dead, but she wasn’t taking any chances. Along the way, she stayed in parking lots or in pull outs in rural areas. Checking Ozzie’s phone, she noticed the RV apps and used a couple to find parking a few nights. Other than that, she kept it off in case someone was tracking it. She ate in the van, or in fast food places. She kept her cap on and pulled down over her face whenever outside the van. The first few nights she was nervous and barely slept, then she and Punch settled into a routine. She was thankful for both the dog’s company and protection. Punch was small and friendly, but he was alert and an excellent alarm system. 

When she got to her destination, she called Bill as he had instructed, using the special phone Ozzie has used for contact with Bill. Twenty minutes later a man and woman in their early seventies driving a shiny black pickup truck pulled up to her RV and got out. She left the RV to greet them, her legs taut and electric, ready to bolt at the first sign of danger. She had the gun Ozzie had given her tucked into the back waist of her jeans, her t-shirt pulled down over it. The presence of the woman made her feel a little better, as did their ages, but she didn’t know these people. They could be anyone. She thought about Ozzie. Behind his age and weatherbeaten face was a former criminal. One who had been equipped and willing to kill, if need be. When Punch hopped out of the RV, he made a beeline for the couple, greeting them with joy and a vigorous tail wagging. Kate took it as a good sign and took a few more steps forward.

“You Hope?” the man asked. He held out his right hand to her.

“Not any longer,” she replied, not taking his hand. “Name’s Katherine Hastings. Call me Kate.”

A small wry smile appeared under a thin trimmed mustache. “I’m Bill Hopkins and this is my wife Sharon.” Bill was small and wiry, not unlike Ozzie, with salt and pepper hair and mustache. His wife was taller and slim with short silver blond hair. 

“Follow us,” Bill said, “and we’ll take you home.”

Home? Kate wondered as she drove the RV behind the pickup. Their home? Or did they mean her new home?

Bill and Sharon Hopkins lived on the outskirts of the small rural town on an expansive piece of property they called the compound. And a compound it was, but without a high fence and locked gate. It was tucked away on a hard-packed dirt road surrounded by a white rail fence. On the right side of the long driveway was a large pond and pasture. The other side was also pasture. 

Bill pulled into the driveway of a large house. He got out and directed Kate to park in a large paved area on the other side of a garage. She parked the RV where he indicated. After exiting out of the driver’s side, she motioned to Punch and the little dog hopped into her arms. As soon as she put him on the ground, he ran to the Hopkinses, then to their front door. He clearly knew and trusted them.

“He’s looking for our two dogs, Diesel and Scooby,” Sharon said with a laugh. “Whenever Ozzie came to visit, the three of them hung out together.” She looked to Punch, “Don’t worry, they’ll be out in a minute.”

Sharon reached out and gently put a hand on Kate’s arm. Kate shifted away. Sharon put her hand down. “I’ll just bet you’re dying for a real long hot shower.”

“I took one this morning,” Kate answered, “at a truck stop.” She paused. “But thanks.” 

Showering at a truck stop had been a first for her. She didn’t even know there was such a thing. She’d been in the truck stop getting gas and coffee when over the loudspeaker came an announcement, “Number 6, your shower is ready.”

Kate had showered once in the RV, but it was snug and she worried about using up her water. Although she’d been in an RV before, she didn’t know how to dump and fill the tanks outside of filling the gas tank. She’d checked the gauges on the wall and figured out on her own how to read them, but that was the extent of her self-taught RV experience. When she got to the checkout at the truck stop, she’d asked about getting a shower. The clerk told her how much and how to tell when it was her turn. The shower room turned out to be a complete small bathroom with sink, toilet, and counter. Kate had been pleasantly surprised to find that they also furnished clean towels, soap and shampoo. She quickly showered. Was this her new life? Truck stop coffee and showers? Sleeping in parking lots? She’d had worse, she reminded herself.

Sharon showed her into their home. Punch dashed in and rolled around on the floor with the Hopkinses’ two Yorkies. The dogs were clearly happy to see each other. She was led to a table in a corner of the large cheery kitchen. Something was cooking and filled the room with a hearty meaty smell. Kate’s mouth watered. The table was round and set into an alcove surrounded by windows. Just past the porch, she could see the beautiful grounds and spotted another pond.

“It’s pretty here,” she said softly, still unsure who they were and how and if they would fit into her new life.

“We love it,” Sharon said, indicating for Kate to take a seat. She took one on the other side of the table. 

“What would you like to drink, Kate?” Bill asked. “We have water, iced tea, coffee, and Diet Coke.”

“Just water would be fine,” she responded. She was going to turn down the offer, but nerves had turned her tongue into a strip of sandpaper.

Bill brought a glass of water for her and iced tea for both Sharon and himself. He sat down at the table. “I’m sure you have a few questions.”

“A few is an understatement,” Kate said after taking a long drink of water.

Bill and Sharon exchanged a small smile. “Well, for starters,” Bill began, “we’ll take a photo of you for your new driver’s license and passport. It will take several days to get them. They’re quality. Ozzie asked us to build you an entire new identity. We’ve already started working on it.”

“I just need a new driver’s license,” Kate told him. “I can use cash for whatever I need.”

“No, dear,” Sharon said, “you’ll need much more to move forward without raising suspicion. We’ll set you up with a history with a fabricated but tight background.”

“People who live totally off the grid are eyed with suspicion,” added Bill. “If anyone looks into Kate Hastings, they will find all the usual information for a woman your age. Boring information. You’ll have a footprint, but a very small one.”

They quietly sipped their drinks while Kate digested what they were saying. She would like boring for a change. 

“Next,” Bill said, breaking the silence, “we need to decide what to do with that RV out there.”

“Ozzie said it was mine.” Kate straightened in her chair, going on the defense. On the way to Missouri, she had come to think of it as her home and believed a life on the road might be good, at least for a while. She could hide in plain sight, as Ozzie had done.

“And it is,” Sharon assured her. “Ozzie made it clear to us in his last call that you got everything he had, but you can’t keep that RV. Too many people know it as Ozzie’s and will ask questions.”

“Also, it’s older and you’re a young woman. Young people don’t usually go around in rigs like that,” Bill explained. “You’d be less conspicuous and more comfortable in something newer and more flexible.”

“Like one of those cute travel trailers or vans,” Sharon added. “Bill will help you find something suitable while you rest up from your injuries. Ozzie told us that you were beaten pretty badly.”

“I’m fine now, just some leftover aches and pains.” Kate leaned back in her chair so she could watch the two of them. “Who are you and who was Ozzie to you? Family?”

“Ozzie wasn’t blood family,” Sharon said, “but family just the same. As you could be, if you want.” She smiled at Kate.

“Is this some sort of cult?” Kate asked, beginning to wish she’d just taken off and not come to them. She was backing up on the tightrope.

Bill laughed. “No, nothing like that. Ozzie worked for us, as do others like the two of you. You know, enterprising people on the road for one reason or another with little to no family. Ozzie told me when he first met you that he thought you might be a good fit for our little organization. He had an eye for smart people. The last time he called, he asked us to look after you in the event he didn’t make it. You can work for us too, or not. It’s your decision. Ozzie said he thought we could trust you to keep quiet, even if you chose not to join us.”

Ozzie told me to trust these people too, she thought. “So you knew about Ozzie’s past?” Kate asked.

“Yes,” Bill answered, “and that he was going after that Stake fellow. He told me that in the last call. I hope that bastard died too.”

Kate nodded. “He did. They shot each other.”

The conversation died down again. Kate sensed they were waiting for more questions. Scooby, a miniature Yorkie, hopped around Bill’s feet and he scooped the tiny dog up onto his lap. Diesel, who was a little bigger, whined but Sharon told him to lie down with Punch. “You’re in his seat,” she explained to Kate, “but he’ll live.” 

“So



























[image: ]






















[image: ]



































[image: ]

































































[image: ]


















d2d_images/cover.jpg
DEAD JUORAN

SUE ANN
JAFFARIAN

Author of the Odelia Grey Mysteries.





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





