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Toto too.


US 10-YEAR ANNUAL AVERAGES

(NOAA, US Storm Prediction Center)

 


Number of tornadoes per year: 1,157

Number of killer tornadoes per year: 18

Number of tornado deaths per year: 89

Deaths in declared watch and warning zones: 98%

Number of high precision tornado forecasts issued:
0

 


Number of lives spared by precise forecasting: 0


Chapter 1

Running to something wasn’t the same thing as
running away from something else, not by far. At least
that’s what I muttered to myself as my car’s tires squealed, first
backing out of the driveway and again with a more satisfying
elongated note in the street.

The engine roared. The car surged. I was
Austin-bound, a three-and-a-half-hour road trip south via
interstate highway to a place where my future beckoned.

So I hoped.

Behind me (a place I wasn’t simply running
away from, mind you), peace should’ve settled again around my cozy
neighborhood and my now vacant driveway. Unless she had
stormed out—in fury, acute shock, or some other psycho parental
state—to rage beside the oil-stained spot my car usually
occupied.

Had she tailed me out of the house?

She would. If only to get in the absolute
last word.

“Don’t look,” I murmured. “You know she’s
there, screaming at your taillights.”

I could picture her perfectly: fists
flailing, steam venting, blood pressure boiling.

But you know how thinking about something
makes you crave the actual experience? Trying not to think about it
makes it worse, and eventually the feeling overwhelms you.

So I looked. Twice.

Nothing.

How fitting.

“Story of my life.” I shook my head, gripped
the wheel, and sat up straight. “Until now. Time for a new story,
Mother.” An infinitely better one than the disaster I’d suffered so
far in that receding homestead wasteland.

Which was why I was heading south. To Austin.
To Roy. So we could begin in earnest mapping out my glorious
future. A whole new story, one that had zero to do with my mother.
Zip. Nada. Sorry, not sorry.

As expected, Mother had been less than
thrilled when I broke the news of my departure that morning. She
glared out the kitchen window, breakfast dishes and silverware
clanging in the sink as I loaded two travel bags plus a small
cooler for the trip. I didn’t hear her say goodbye. No blown kisses
or be careful, stay safe expressions. Instead, a soggy
dishtowel smacked the wall beside my head, jarring loose a framed
finger painting I’d made in fourth grade. Hearts, smiley faces, and
a rainbow-colored LOVE crashed to the floor in an explosion of wood
and glass shards. Growing up, this woman had never once gotten
physical with me, though I’d certainly presented her with numerous
opportunities. Sure was a damn fine time to start.

I bailed before she could lob any encore rude
surprises at me.

Speaking of rude surprises, I rolled my hips
forward and tugged my phone out of my back pocket. Any second now,
it should light up with the first of a stream of calls, messages,
and voice mails, each more vicious and caustic than the last. I
figured I’d wait out the initial barrage and shut the thing off for
the rest of the drive, maybe even the whole day. That’d show
her.

The black screen remained empty. Strange.

It stayed that way as I stopped to get gas,
Diet Cokes, and a handful of energy bars with strangely exotic
flavors and peculiar textures best described as squirrel bait. This
five-minute detour scored me a full tank and cooler. Still one
oddly empty phone screen, though. I didn’t know whether to be
pleased, bothered, or offended. This was not like my mother. This
was something else. This was downright—

“Rude.” I smirked. Yeah, rude pretty
much summed it up—apparently the theme du jour for me. If that’s
how it was going to be, I was up for the challenge.

Bring it, Mother. Take your best shot, then
brace yourself for the badass blowback.

One of my dad’s pet sayings. Everything a
person did caused repercussions somehow, some way, to somebody.
Between me and my mother, breathing the same air was enough.

After three Diet Cokes, two pee stops, and a
few gag-worthy energy bar bites, I parked by the office of a shiny
new apartment complex. A banner out front happily welcomed
University of Texas students starting their summer semester.
Beaming, glistening faces rippled in the toasty breeze and declared
here, mere minutes from campus, all the comforts of home awaited me
without any of the restrictions thereof. That inspired another
smirk. What more could an eager no-looking-back, future-questing
girl want? Might as well label the place paradise.

The assistant manager, a bean pole, bearded
fifth-year student looking right at home in his Keep Austin Weird
T-shirt, guided me through the necessary paperwork. When I pulled
out my checkbook, he waved it off.

“You’re paid. Automatic billing to the UT
Meteorology Department through … hmm, looks like … wow. Spring next
year. Twelve months.” He gave me a cheesy how-did-you-manage-that
smile.

Little did he know. “Great. What about the
security deposit?”

“Paid.”

“Utilities?”

His smile piled on extra cheese. “Paid.”

“Yoga class with twice-a-day massages and hot
stone treatments?”

“Actually, I recommend herb-infused volcanic
mud baths. Imported from Iceland. There’s a new place off
Mopac—”

“Paid?”

Curiosity drifted across his face, and he
hunched over the terminal. “You know, maybe it is. Something in
there about incidentals covered. Where was that? Let me just
see…”

“Kidding. It’s totally okay. I’m more than
happy with what I’ve already got.”

He looked up quizzically.

“How about you show me my unit?”

His eyes lit up. “Sure! I’ll take you in the
golf cart.”

They had a golf cart? Of course they did.
Silly me. The bean pole drove like an impassioned tour guide,
ushering me past the laundry room, sauna, exercise room, steam
room, two pools, barbecue pit, horseshoe pit, social pit (namely, a
ring of plush lounge chairs clustered around a combo fire pit plus
Wi-Fi-enabled mini bar) … I mean, the damn banner out front was
dead wrong. My ex-home had precious few of these comforts.

And these were all paid. It was
freaking paradise. Barely arrived in town and my future was looking
mighty bright. Dazzling, even.

Before the first hour in my new apartment had
expired, my benefactor himself rapped on the door. “So what do you
think of the place? Like it?”

I stepped back and gestured him inside. “Hey,
Roy. I suppose it’ll do.”

He strolled into my one-room efficiency,
admiring the decor. His fingers traced the back of a leather
recliner, pausing to adjust the carved figurines perched on a glass
end table. He sucked in the aroma of unblemished eggshell-white
paint blended with virgin carpet and lemony-fresh cleanser.

“I like new things. New places. New
discoveries. New”—he spun to grin at me—“people. What about you,
Roberta?”

I shrugged. “I’m a same ole, same ole girl,
content in my little ole rut. Don’t know why I’m even here.”

He reached into his pocket and extracted a
folded envelope. “This should explain it.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“Your free ride. Courtesy of an acquaintance
of mine, someone who enjoys seeing students with potential be
successful. As do I. It covers four years starting—well, today, in
fact.”

It was too much. I couldn’t keep up the phony
indifference ploy. Tears dribbled down my cheeks—stupid eyes!—as I
snatched the envelope.

“I suppose I don’t need to ask again if you
like all this,” he said.

I shook my head and went running for the
nearest tissue box. My own tissues! In my own furnished apartment.
With four years of study at UT. All of it, paid for.

Did I like it?

“Thanks for everything, Roy.” I filled the
tissue with a protracted honk. “I just don’t know what to say.”

I got my first live dose of the enticing
cocky surety that had permeated each of Roy’s private
communications with me to date. He sauntered over with a confident
swagger, wrapped his hands around mine, and squeezed.

“Say you’re ready for this expedition. It’s a
huge step for you and part of something tremendously vital for me,
not to mention the university. We’ll talk more about that in
Oklahoma tomorrow—how you, very specifically, can help me.” He
released his grip and knuckled my chin. “I warn you, though, the
next few weeks won’t be easy. It’s essential that the other
students see you and me as an item, the kind with full benefits
plus. I trust you’re still prepared to do that?”

As it turned out, I was—on multiple levels,
not the least of which I was getting a taste of right here, right
now. Right before leaving town again.

“I’m ready.”

Exactly what he’d expected me to say, but it
still wasn’t enough. “No turning back once we start. Things could
become, shall we say, quite vicious before it’s over. So I’ll ask
you once more: are you positively certain about this?”

Vicious? Nineteen years of training with a
master of the art of vicious mothering had more than prepared me.
“Bring it. I want a future of my own making, the kind that’s worth
cage fighting for, mean and dirty. Nothing less. You promised you’d
help me figure it out. What are we waiting for?”


Chapter 2

Sunlight backhanded my cheek. I groaned and rolled to
the other end of the pillow. That put Roy’s nose about six inches
from my ear, giving me the full extent of his chainsaw
impersonation. Bad as that was, his engine exhaust was morning
breath laced with cheap tequila. It smelled as evil as my mouth
tasted.

Time to get up.

Next to Roy, a wobbly nightstand held an
empty Mucho Gusto bottle, a broken lamp with a torn shade, and a
digital clock that might have been new back when my parents went to
college. Parts of each number flickered, making the time somewhere
around 8:88. I scooped my panties and jeans off the floor, fished
out my cell phone, and read 6:23.

Day 2 in Okla-hell-ma started off right where
Day 1 had shuddered to a halt. With twenty-nine more days of
paradise remaining in Roy’s freshman summer study program, it was
going to be one long-ass month.

I needed my toothbrush something fierce and
stumbled to the cubbyhole this fleabag hotel provided as a
bathroom. The toilet worked, though the seat was missing one hinge.
The fixtures weren’t caulked; they shook when the water ran. The
mirror was cocked to the right due to a broken mount. The whole
joint wobbled—every square inch of it. I scrubbed my fuzzy teeth
and stared at the reflection in the tilted mirror. Was this place
hopelessly infected with a malicious contagion that distorted
reality?

Even I looked wobbly. It wasn’t just the
bedhead, bloodshot eyes, and funky pillow creases gouged across
half my face. This person in the mirror wasn’t Raven. This… This
was—

This was my mother, her parting glare still
screwed onto her face.

Yeah. Hang thirty more years on me and that’d
be about right. There she stood, appalled and astonished, mocking
me the way she did as I stuffed and zipped my bags, moments before
the towel missile attack that sent me scurrying for my car.

“Looking positively divine on this delightful
morning, aren’t we?” I asked my image. If this was the outcome of a
single night in Okla-hell-ma, I shuddered to think what a full
month might bring. Who knew my own impersonations could be so
scary? Sorry, Roy, but those alcohol-infused chainsaws weren’t good
enough. I bagged the gold star in today’s improv act.

I reminded myself my mother was a whole state
away and took a fresh look. The bedhead thing had to go. Pillow
creases, too. Not to mention the dribble of toothpaste stuck to my
chin. But who was I kidding? This was Caldwin, Oklahoma—a pimple
masquerading as a town. An overgrown truck stop on the interstate
surrounded by miles of farms and fields. For folks here,
purdy was something reserved for eggs or newborn calves or
the brand-spankin’-new pickup truck. I didn’t need to be
purdy.

But I did need breakfast.

My new Longhorns T-shirt waited with my
flip-flops beside Roy’s Dockers. His wallet produced the University
of Texas credit card that was funding this whole effort. His front
pocket held a bent room key, the latest addition to his UT fob. I
palmed both, and the key jingled.

Roy rolled over, killing the chainsaw. “Be a
sweetie. Bagel and coffee.”

He gave a couple of smacks and wheezed back
to snooze mode. Peace settled over the stuffy little room. Without
his racket, deep growls emerged from next door, rumbling through
the paper-thin wall. They grew louder as I left the room. The
stupid door wouldn’t latch right. I didn’t want to leave Roy at the
mercy of any Caldwin serial slasher, so I messed with the key and
knob until it finally consented to lock. While this was going on,
the adjacent door opened and those growls boomed into the hallway.
They muted again as the door slammed shut.

Christi thumped her head against the wood
frame.

“Morning,” I said.

She peeked at me from the corner of her eye.
“Yes, it is, Raven.”

“He seems pretty pissed in there.”

“Yes, he does.”

“I’m going for breakfast. Want some?”

She ground her head side to side on the door
frame.

Every crewmate I met yesterday was a little
off, but Christi (spelled with an i, I learned when she made
it clear never, ever to call her Christina) took top spot on the
oddball list. Here in my Oklahoma purgatory, she was the one I
least wanted to spend the month with.

I headed to the lobby.

“You got a cigarette?” she asked.

“I don’t smoke.”

“I know. But Roy keeps mine. I thought he
might’ve asked you to dole them out to me.”

I stopped and looked back at her. “Why would
he do that?”

“No reason. How about a few bucks so I can
buy my own? You got that?”

I held up the UT Visa card. “I got this, and
it’s buying breakfast.”

About that time, the growls from her room
escalated. They became shouts with several classic profanities
sprinkled in.

Her face scrunched as if she’d swallowed a
pill way too big for her throat. “Maybe some breakfast would be
good.”

We headed through the lobby to the front
entrance glass doors. On one side, a hand-drawn sign that said DO
NOT USE was taped partially over a set of small craters that
bottomed into BB-sized holes. Apparently at least one customer had
been dissatisfied enough with the service to complain in their own
special way.

“You girls want some breakfast?” called
Eddie, the manager, from behind the reception desk.

“Or some candy?” Christi muttered under her
breath.

“No, thanks,” I called as we pushed out the
door into the sticky Oklahoma morning. To Christi, I said, “You got
something personal against Eddie, or do you just not like the way
he prefers talking to your ass?”

“Not just mine—everybody’s. Girl, boy, or
other. He’s an equal opportunity pervert who dreams in
Vaseline.”

I shuddered. She pegged the guy perfectly.
Eddie wasn’t too particular with his lecherous looks. It didn’t
matter that Christi, who might have weighed a hundred pounds
drenched, was built like a stop sign on a pole, with an explosion
of fiery, natural curls where the letters would be. Or me with
thighs and hips that, thanks to my mother’s genetic stock, made my
rear view resemble a Bartlett pear. Or, for that matter, the
livestock bleating across the barbed wire behind the hotel.
Especially the one with the purdy tail.

Semis rumbled underneath the interstate
overpass in front of us, their workday already long since begun. We
strolled to the Petro truck stop on the far side through syrupy air
laced with bacon frying in diesel fuel.

“Roy really didn’t give you cigarettes
intended for me?” Christi asked.

“Should he have?”

“I just figured you were fully in this thing
with him, considering how much you both got into each other last
night.”

Even though it had been Roy’s intention, I
couldn’t help feeling mortified. “Sorry. Were we that loud?”

“More like the walls are that thin.”

Great. Probably every resident in the
surrounding counties was now intimately aware of the “full
benefits” arrangement Roy had insisted on.

“Who came up with ‘Mr. Happy Dude’?” she
asked.

My face sizzled as if I’d spent a day on the
beach without sunscreen. “Roy. It’s what he’s always called
it.”

“Figures.”

From our limited time together in Day 1, I’d
already pegged Christi as not being a card-carrying member of the
Roy Fan Club. But from this morning’s scowls and occasional
lip-curling look of disgust, I sensed it went beyond that. Way
beyond.

Road noise blasted our ears as we reached the
midway point above the interstate lanes, and I had to shout. “You
said ‘this thing’ like Roy was doing something bad. What’s up with
that?”

A stream of trucks zoomed beneath us. I
couldn’t hear her answer, but threaded into her rant I caught the
words lie and blackmail.

I also distinctly heard her say she intended
to slit his throat.


Chapter 3

I sprawled behind a scuffed Formica table across from
Christi. “Tell me again what you said out there about Roy.”

“First, tell her what you want to eat.”

“Her” turned out to be Maggie. At least
that’s what was stenciled on the bright amber name tag dangling
from the breast pocket of her faded red-and-white checked apron.
The Petro had an all-night diner, and we were sitting in a booth at
a tall window that probably hadn’t been cleaned in my lifetime.
Real country radio droned over the loudspeakers, enjoyed by the
real cowboys and truckers that half filled the place. Grease was in
the air; it bubbled in the heart of every concoction whipped up by
the kitchen and nourished the souls of the patrons.

Like everything else about the joint,
dog-tired characterized Maggie perfectly.

“Working much?” I asked her.

“Uh-huh. What’ll it be for you two?”

I looked at Christi, raised my eyebrows.

“Nothing,” she said.

“I thought you wanted breakfast.”

“Oh, all right. Get yourself pancakes with
some fruit topping. I’ll eat the fruit.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah. Whatever.”

“Blackberry. Blueberry. Boysenberry. Apple,
peach, plum, pear…” Maggie built up steam as if her list was going
to run a couple of pages and she was getting paid by the word.

“Apple,” Christi said, interrupting the
recital. “And coffee. Lots of it. Black. No frills. And toast with
jam.”

“Jam’s on the table.”

“Just like she said,” I added. “With an extra
plate, please.”

Maggie huffed, scribbled on her pad, and
wandered off.

“Maggie’s not a cheerful tip-earner,” I
said.

“Maggie thinks we’re a couple of know-it-all,
have-it-all bitches who need to gallop back to our tall castles and
leave be these real, honest folk.”

Christi fished through the plastic bowl of
condiments. She considered each choice as carefully as she might a
new set of earrings.

“Not hungry, or not much into breakfast?” I
asked.

“It reeks here like I’m sitting in a deep
fryer. Cooked flesh doesn’t agree with me. Makes me want to hurl.”
She extracted a strawberry Smucker’s packet and peeled back the
top. “Why ‘Raven’?”

“What?”

She stabbed in a pinky tip and scooped up a
glob. “Roy calls you Roberta. You call yourself Raven. Which one is
it?”

“Raven.” Her finger extended and wiggled the
red glob, making it shimmy and jerk. My eyes fixated on it. “It’s a
nickname my mother always hated.”

“And that’s important?”

I couldn’t look away. It was as if she dared
the glob to release its grip and sail off on a quest for
freedom.

“More than you’d know,” I said, biting back
the urge to add Christi with an “i.”

“Uh-huh. Might surprise you what all I know.
How about we get a couple of things straight?” Satisfied with the
jam’s superior adhesion, she sucked it off her finger and went for
another swipe. “First, I realize you don’t like me. That’s okay. I
piss off everyone I meet. Except for Jerdy. Well, actually him too,
but that’s different. He’s, ah, unique.”

Jerdaine—Jerdy, apparently, to those in the
inner circle—was the source of the profane growls erupting from her
room that morning. He was the third of us four students
participating in Roy’s Okla-hell-ma summer program.

“Point is, nothing personal. You don’t need
to feel special or singled out.” Stab. Swipe. Suck. Her pinky had
nearly obliterated the tray of strawberry jam. “Second, I know why
you’re on this trip. It’s totally cool—in fact, it’s a slick deal.
If you can keep Mr. Happy Dude entertained and Roy off our backs,
we’ll get this whole thing over with as soon as possible and suffer
the least amount of agony in the process. I’d prefer life be
agony-free. You might disagree. Call me weird.”

Maggie interrupted with two mugs of coffee, a
steaming urn, and a wire rack of toast triangles. She snatched a
plate off a nearby table and slid it in front of Christi, who was
already using her pinky to smear grape Smucker’s over a toast
slice. A bell somewhere pinged, and Maggie sighed and shuffled back
to the counter.

“Which brings us to the last thing: you don’t
have to pretend. Seriously. Let’s just get through these weeks
without being fake about it all. You stick with your affairs, and
we’ll manage ours. We’ll part ways, go on with our lives, skip
right past the steps where we friend each other on Facebook,
Snapchat our unforgettable moments, and jointly plan our future
class reunion. Okay?”

She bit off half the toast slice and crammed
the other half into her mouth, then chomped on the mass and stared
at me hard.

I sipped my coffee and grimaced. Shockingly
enough, it tasted like old grease.

“Let’s take each of those bottoms-up, okay?”
She chewed like a cow enjoying a gargantuan cud, and I struggled
not to snicker, this being a serious moment and all. “I’m not big
on pretending. My parents were, though, and they did it with each
other for years because their worlds no longer intersected. It
sucked watching them act like there wasn’t a deep blue ocean
separating their two little islands, especially since I knew it was
strictly for my benefit. That last part sucked the worst. Where I’m
from, pretending was all the rage. But I’ve never been good at that
sort of thing, and I hate looking stupid. So better I don’t even
try.”

She chomped and stared, analyzing every word
I said.

“Second, you might be partially right about
me and Roy. He’s my mentor. He arranged this whole thing for me so
I could figure out what the hell to do with my life, which is a
burning question, believe me, something I clearly need help
determining. This trip is the first time I’ve actually been with
him. We talked and emailed a lot. He helped with my application, my
course selection, my degree plan, my scholarship. Even lined up a
student apartment for me, fully furnished, just off campus. So
yeah, I guess I owe him in a great big way—and why not have some
crazy fun with that, right? But he’s still a mystery I don’t know
much about. Not yet.”

At the mention of Roy’s name, her mouth had
frozen. Her eyes were deep-boring drill bits seeking … what?

“Lastly, and though we just met yesterday, I
wouldn’t say I don’t like you. Other than the particularly gauche
way you eat your toast, what’s not to like? You seem to be very
direct, down to earth, brutally honest. It’s refreshing.”

It surprised me because it was actually true.
Maybe Purgatory, aka Caldwin, had a smattering of redeeming
qualities after all. If one was willing to look hard enough to find
them.

The pancakes arrived, and Christi scraped all
the apple glop onto her plate. I promptly replaced it with a mound
of butter doused by a flood of maple syrup. I braced myself and
took a bite, anticipating the unforgettable taste experience of my
first-ever greasy sponge. Instead, I got buttery maple with apple
overtones. Not bad.

“So about you and Jerdaine. He’s not just a
play toy, is he? You two are an item, right?”

“You got a problem with that?”

I stopped in midbite. “Why would I?”

“Because he’s black and I’m not.”

“Ah.” Tendrils of syrup escaped from my fork
and tried to rejoin the mother mass on my plate. “Now that you
mention it, hmm. Black, huh? Well, I guess as long as he’s not
lavender or fuchsia, no. Not a problem. Or maroon. That whole
rivalry thing between Texas and Texas A&M—you know, it just
wouldn’t be proper if he was maroon.”

“A&M has two school colors: maroon and
white.”

“Now that’s interesting.”

“Isn’t it?” She fluttered her lily-white hand
for emphasis.

I shrugged. “White is mundane, though. That
mismatched color hang-up is so last century. People have moved
on.”

“You keep thinking that. Share it. Spread it
around. Make it real. Just beware all the dumbwads who never
arrived in this century. It’s anything but mundane to them.”

Her plate half-empty, she slowed down. Chunks
of apple got shoved around for the most part, vanishing less often
into her mouth. The way her nose kept wrinkling up, she might have
been dining inside a construction site port-a-potty.

“When we left this morning,” I asked, “was
Jerdaine yelling at you?”

“Not really, except…” She flicked an apple
piece onto the table. “Well, yes. Sort of.” More pieces joined the
stray one. “How’s that for a conundrum?”

“Sounds pretty thorny.”

“The thorniest.”

She speared the wayward apples and spread
them back on her plate. They became different geometric shapes: a
circle, a triangle, a Nike swoosh. She was done, anxious to leave,
but stuck here having to finish with me. Might as well oblige
her.

“Are you ready to discuss what you said
outside?” I leaned over the table. “Tell me again where I can
actually hear and understand what you’re saying.”

The swoosh became a question mark before she
responded. “I’m an excellent judge of character. A gold medalist,
practically since birth. On first impressions alone, I’m something
like ninety-nine percent accurate. But now … now, I really just
don’t know.”

“About Roy?”

“About you.”

Me? What the hell did that mean? She was
about to describe why she felt compelled to slice and dice a
certain professor we both knew. How had I suddenly hit her
radar?

“I told—”

“Yeah, you did,” she said. “And I heard. Time
will tell, won’t it?”

Before I could stop it, my hand crept to my
unslit throat. “Look, Christi, what can I do here? Give me
something. We’ve got a whole month to go. I mean, you can’t just
leave it like this.”

“The hell I can’t.” Her fork shot up and
jabbed at my face. I couldn’t decide if she was using it to make a
point or a threat. “You’re sleeping with the enemy, girl. You get
that, don’t you? Imagine if I was a known associate of your worst
nightmare—let’s say Satan himself—and you were sitting right across
from me now. Would you feel like having a cozy little breakfast and
a revealing chat about your private life, dark mysteries, and worst
secrets?” The fork clattered back onto her plate. “Whatever it’s
worth, I will tell you one thing about Mr. Happy Dude’s owner. He’s
a cold-blooded killer who thinks he got away with it. I’m going to
do everything I can to take him down before he decides to try
again. So if you’re really in this thing with him, better get
yourself ready. I don’t play nice or fair. And if you’re just
another poor sucker Roy’s using, like I suspect you are, watch your
back.”

Her voice pitched down, all the way to a
breathy growl. “Better yet, go home, Raven. You’re in over your
head. The surface is so far above you, it might as well be on
another planet. So leave. Walk away. Forget about all this while
you still can.”

We finished eating in silence.


Chapter 4

Christi didn’t say another word as we trudged back to
the hotel. Cars now accompanied the trucks on the interstate, most
of them headed south to party in the Oklahoma City rush hour. Our
little county road sat deserted, except for a monster tractor thing
lumbering to the half dozen buildings that formed Caldwin proper.
The beast had eight wheels and towed a trailer bristling with shiny
wicked disks. John Deere green was unmistakable at any
distance.

As we finished crossing the highway bridge,
Christi’s head tilted. “Somebody’s working already. I can hear the
CP running.”

The CP was the name we’d bestowed on our
command post, the UT Meteorology Department van we’d driven up from
Austin. The tricked-out Winnebago towed a state-of-the-art radar
unit and bristled with mega-bucks tech gear for weather
research—plenty of toys for our month-long bash here in the heart
of tornado alley.

I tailed Christi past the front of the hotel
to its cracked-asphalt side parking lot. Roy had shamelessly
blocked the hotel’s prime spaces off the lobby with the CP. It
wasn’t likely that the half dozen other guests would gripe,
considering they’d pulled the same stunt with their semi rigs in
the back lot. Unlike the CP, they didn’t need a continuous external
power source. Three orange extension cords, each one finger thick,
snaked from the hotel across the lot to the CP junction box to
deliver the juice of tech life.

I stepped over the power cords and followed
Christi through the CP side door that was plastered with a crisp
Longhorns decal. Right below it, somebody had thoughtfully
stenciled “Got storm?”

“Soup’s on.” Christi headed back to where
Jerdaine sat hunched over a laptop. She handed him two Styrofoam
containers and a paper cup.

He gave her a hopeful look. “Eggs Benedict,
orange marmalade, scones, and a double espresso?”

“Just keep thinking that as you chow down.
The mind can overcome many hardships.” She stole a kiss from him,
then flashed me a look as if I were some kind of romance cop about
to bust her.

I gave her a clown smile with extra teeth.
Hey, no worries.

She squinted at me and turned her attention
back to Jerdaine, who had already wolfed down half a stack of
pancakes.

“Everything going okay?” she asked.

“I just launched the database,” he mumbled
around bites. “If you could start up the model engine and get the
two talking, that’d be great.”

“What about … this morning?”

He glanced sidelong at me. “Don’t even want
to get started on that.”

“Shit.” She threaded her way to the back of
the van and a small rack of computers, mouthing words I couldn’t
understand. She yanked out a rack drawer housing a slim keyboard,
flipped up a flat-panel monitor, and launched a rapid-fire attack
on the keys.

More computer fans whined to life. The CP
chiller units responded by kicking up an octave. Soon the van would
reach morgue temperatures and human comfort would surrender to
machine necessities. Christi and Jerdaine each shrugged on jackets,
a move they’d obviously had considerable practice performing.

I reached for the door. The latch retreated
before I could grab it.

Roy wore an
I’m-hating-this-morning-more-than-usual frown until he noticed
me.

“Is that mine?” He nodded at the bag I
held.

I offered him the diner goods. “Want me to
reheat the coffee?”

He stepped close and dipped his head at me. I
raised my lips to meet his just as his hand shot up and clenched my
throat. He squeezed hard as his lips smashed into mine, grinding
onto my breathless mouth.

Which utterly confused me.

Hundreds of miles spanned the distance
between Austin, Texas, and Caldwin, Oklahoma. Somewhere among the
sleepy towns, sprawling farms, cattle yards, drilling sites,
universities, and military posts—not to mention the wealth of other
landscape features in numbers rivaling the variety of choices
offered up by Amazon—somewhere in all that crazy assortment, I’d
stupidly lost track of the definition of “with full benefits.” Had
I slept through the wrong class? Missed a memo? In any event, Roy
had apparently redefined our agreement to include pain and
suffering, for which he’d chosen now as the moment to spring on
me.

Seconds crawled by. My confusion shifted to
alarm as the need for air intensified. As it had at breakfast, my
free hand rose, clutching at my throat. Except Roy’s hand already
occupied it, his clench unyielding. My fingertips flicked and
tugged at his flesh. Alarm became desperation as I clawed at him,
gouging my nails deep.

His lips slid away, dropped beside my ear.
His whisper was barely above the whoosh of CP chillers and the dull
thudding of my constricted blood flow. “Even if you liked this,
show them you didn’t.”

He snatched away the cup and bag, and I
staggered back as he released me. “No need, my dear. Though I do
appreciate you not dropping these. It would be a pity for me to
have to make you go fetch more.” He squeezed past and stood with
his back to me.

Wave after wave of coughing erupted as I
doubled over, grasping at his back to keep from collapsing. It was
as if I needed twenty or thirty blasts from my lungs to reshape my
throat. Each eruption struck like a hammer pounding harder than the
previous blow. He sipped his coffee and endured my convulsive jerks
in silence.

“We’ll take this up again later,” he said to
me finally and went to hover over Jerdaine. “How do we look, Mr.
Jerdaine?”

“Uh, fine, Dr. Thurgill.”

“Am I going to see a live model run today? Do
say yes.”

“Uh, well … no. Sorry. Remember I mentioned
possible logic errors in the analytics library? I decided last
night to rewrite the whole thing. It’ll be a day, maybe two.”

Roy tore a hunk off his bagel and chewed it.
His eyes never left Jerdaine’s. “How long?” Even with a mouthful,
the challenge emerged wicked sharp.

“Two. Maybe sooner.”

Ever so slightly, Roy’s head shook. “Try that
again.”

“T—”

Roy’s index finger shot upward and stabbed
the air between their faces.

Jerdy’s nostrils flared. “I’ll have it ready
by morning, Dr. Thurgill.”

“Do so. Tomorrow afternoon, I want to see a
full model run. With real data. Is that possible, Ms. Christina?”
He turned his glare on her.

“If the radar cooperates and delivers good
samples.” She looked up from her monitor and added, “Dr.
Thurgill.”

“What do you need to make that happen?”

“For starters, having Carl help me prep the
radar.”

“Roberta,” Roy said to me. “How thoughtless
of me forgetting to thank you for my food. You’re such a helpful
darling. On your to-do list, note that we need to discuss your
curriculum for this month. You certainly have much to learn. Also,
stop by the front office. I’m expecting an important international
shipment. Bring it to me right away. But first, find Mr. Carleton
and send him here. Immediately.”

“I could just text him,” Christi offered.

Roy remained fixated on me. “I’d rather
Roberta go fetch him. In person. That minimizes any possible
misunderstandings, any of which might cause delays. In case it
wasn’t painfully obvious, I abhor delays.” His head tilted away
from the hotel. “You might look first in his newly discovered
playpen, the tool shop across the field. If he’s not there, try his
room.”

I nodded and spun.

“Oh, and Roberta—”

I froze. His tone demanded it.

“I arranged your first lesson plan on my
computer. I anticipate it’ll take the entire morning to complete.
Hopefully you’ll finish in time for us to have lunch together,
where we will further discuss my expectations of you.” Now his tone
softened. “Does that sound okay?”

“Sounds good, R—Dr. Thurgill,” I said with a
rasp. “I’ll get right on that.”

“No need for such formality, my dear. To you,
I’ll always be just Roy.”

His lips twisted into a frosty grin, colder
than the van’s plunging temperature. Was it chillier than a smile
from a cold-blooded killer? A stupid thought. Christi’s breakfast
blathering must have been bothering me.

* * *

The field adjacent to the hotel was partially
overgrown with prickly knee-high weeds. A barely legible sign
advertised the owner’s willingness to further subdivide it, but the
phone number had long ago faded to nothingness. Too bad. Caldwin
could have stood a Dairy Queen, Pizza Hut, or at least a Sonic. Any
of those establishments would’ve satisfied the qualification
criteria and bestowed the title of honorary Texas town. Not that
the Caldwinites were dreaming that big, mind you.

I crossed the field, circled a long, squat
corrugated metal building, and entered the door beneath a sign
crafted entirely of pipes bent and welded together spelling out
SANDOVAL MACHINE SHOP. Two steps inside, I gagged at the pungent
odor of exploded lawnmowers and blown diesel engines and squinted
in the winking glare of buzzing fluorescent tubes slung overhead.
The proprietor, so I assumed, spotted me, deduced I wasn’t there to
fire up any drill presses, and thumbed at the back room, where I
found Carl, the fourth and final student of our complement. He was
up to his elbows in parts and equipment and very surprised to see
me.

“Roberta? Gosh. What time is it?”

“Call me Raven, Carl. Or do you like Carleton
better?”

He shuddered. “Heck, no. Carleton is what
goes on my tombstone. Stick with Carl. And I’ll try to remember …
Raven.” He said it as if it was some foreign word he’d recently
learned.

“Thanks. To answer your question, it’s about
7:45.”

“Geeze. Guess I should shower then and get to
the CP.”

“You might want to skip the shower part. Roy
sent me to fetch you.”

“Crud.” He dropped a screwdriver and wiped
his hands on a grungy shop towel.

“Carl, are those the same clothes you had on
yesterday?”

“Yep.” He tossed the towel aside and shooed
me back through the other room.

“What have you been doing all night?”

He glanced behind him and waved as we ducked
out the door and trotted to the CP. “Muchas gracias, Señor
Sandoval. I promised Dr. Thurgill I’d have the short-range
Ultra Doppler ready as a backup in case the main unit failed. It’s
a mess, though. You saw it on the table.”

“That pile was the baby radar we
brought?”

“I have to rebuild it. Maybe replace or
reengineer a few parts.”

“Does Roy know?”

“He’s about to.”

“Wow. And I thought he was pissed before I
came to find you.”

He snatched my arm and we skidded to a halt
in the shadow of the faded For Sale sign. “Hang on. He’s that mad
at me?”

If there were a photo at the top of the
Wikipedia page for “Eagle Scout,” that picture would be a grinning
head shot of Carleton Dodd. He stood six two with dusty hair,
freckles, and penetrating baby-blue eyes that practically screamed
they were special-ordered from some lavish catalog. In his whole
life, the boy had never met a little old lady that he hadn’t felt
an intense urge to assist across some nearby street.

“Chill, Carl. It’s not just you. He’s upset
nothing’s ready. You’re supposed to help Christi get the main radar
up and going, I think, for some kind of test.”

Panic evaporated from his eyes. “Okay. Maybe
I should wait to tell him about the backup unit until after Christi
and I are finished?”

“Good idea.”

“Thanks, Ro—Raven. Hey, have you had a good
trip so far?”

“Uh, still figuring it all out.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re along, you know?”

“I’m … glad to be here.”

“Not that we’ve been able to truly meet yet.
But I’d sure like to. Seriously. Maybe we’ll get a chance to talk
some time?” A different look crept into his eyes, a hungry one, but
not disturbing like the kind Eddie emitted. More like a desire for
affection and companionship—a puppy’s expectant look.

“Sure.” I nodded my head at the CP. “They’re
waiting for you.”

“Oh, right.” He darted off.

I sighed. After a rocky start and with
breakfast barely over, Day 2 was getting progressively worse. Roy
had strayed well off our original game plan, such as I’d understood
it, which if Christi’s warning proved legit was likely the least of
my worries. That was if Christi herself didn’t end up offing me due
to guilt by association. Then there was Carl and that eager,
hopeful please-play-with-me look.

My father used to say a bushel of troubles
always attracts more to the pile. He was so right.


Chapter 5

I trudged back to my room through soupy morning heat
and nagging distraction, my thoughts swirling around Carl, Christi,
and Roy. I figured I’d check there first for the expected
package—anything to avoid another encounter with the Vaseline man.
But from a darkened alcove where the ice machine sat burping out
semitoxic crystals, Eddie sprang.

“Shit,” I said, right before my still sore
throat clenched shut.

“How was breakfast?” he said, almost
mechanically—one of those inane questions a person asks where the
reply doesn’t matter.

I took a deep breath. “You came close to
wearing it on your shoes just now.”

“Oh?”

His gaze drifted down, halting well above my
feet. Never in my life have my pants become transparent that
fast.

“What do you want, Eddie?”

“Roy said I could—should—talk to you. Show
you something.”

“What?”

His tongue flicked across the front of his
yellowed teeth. He actually panted. “It’s a … a catalog.”

“For?”

His face clouded, as if this wasn’t going the
way he wanted. He appeared for a moment on the verge of restarting,
hoping to do better. Then he sighed and produced a ratty magazine
from where he had it tucked in the small of his back.

“Here.” He thrust the thing at me.

I took and nearly dropped it. It was a
mail-order catalog filled with page after page of dildos,
vibrators, creams, lubricants, and assorted aids for having sex.
Many were flavored or outright edible. Some
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