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        Buck is a truck driver with a heart of gold. On those long drives to nowhere, he keeps himself entertained in his rig listening to audiobooks of steamy romance novels.

      

        

      
        Millions of miles, thousands of heaving bosoms and steamy courtships have worked their magic on ol’ Buck’s heart. He’s just a tad too gentle for this cruel world.

      

        

      
        When he crosses paths with a mysterious young woman at a truck stop, sweetness turns deadly in a heartbeat.

      

        

      
        Can a good man survive? Or is this the day Buck’s happily ever after ends for good?

      

        

      
        This tough little tale first ran in Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine.
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      Anyone who knew Buck opined that he was as sweet as a little snack cake. Just as gentle a man as you’d ever care to meet. Did a good business running freight in his Kenworth up from Texas to parts north and back down. Some truckers gab the whole way. Pepper the air with the sound of their voices. Buck was mostly mum on the airwaves. Kept to himself. His rig was his castle, his cocoon away from the brutishness of the world. His apartment back home in East Texas may as well have been a storage unit. All the man cared about in this world was tucked away in the sleeper of that rig, alphabetized in boxes under the bunk: three hundred twenty audiobooks on compact disc. And every one of them a major name in the world of romance literature.

      When he was a younger man, he’d cut his teeth on Barbara Cartland and moved swiftly into the realm of the pop goddesses, the Jackie Collinses, the Judith Krantzes. He’d recently gone through a major Nora Roberts phase. But these days he reserved the sweetest part of his heart for Eleanor de Havilland. Ms. de H. touched Buck like no writer ever could. Her work was a damned fine example of the beauty of the human heart.

      Buck loved nothing more than riding the open road, a few orange wedges in one hand, the stereo pumping out the voice of Eleanor de Havilland herself, purring her way through another tome. The lady had been a soap star in the seventies before turning to fiction, and could beautifully voice every single character she penned. Buck couldn’t believe how she could play characters as diverse as Rip, the rough-hewn rodeo rider in Galloping Passion to Leandra, the sassy-but-beautiful daughter of the rodeo king. There were moments when Buck felt de Havilland was right there in the cab with him.

      
        
        
        She: Where you think you’re going, cowboy?

        He: Thought I’d take one more ride along that fence before I lit out.

        She: You’re not going anywhere. You or that horse of yours.

        Cue MUSIC.

      

      

      

      Sometimes, when the lush music swelled up, Buck would place his food—his sandwich, that orange wedge, or the occasional Spicy Jerk Stixx—on the seat, drape a meaty paw across his chest, and permit himself a good cry.

      Those stories were that good.

      He often rewound the endings of discs and played them over, just to savor the dip and soar of the concluding music. It grips you, he thought, it really does. Who would think that a few words and a few magical notes of music could banish the cruelty of the outside world and let a man focus on love and the open road?

      There was just too much horror in the world. It was all around you. You turned on the news and you heard about young men and ladies fighting in wars a million miles from home. Or you heard the odious in-fighting of fat-cat politicians up in cities Buck thankfully only breezed through. And it broke his heart to hear the tales of people’s homes done away with in tornadoes, hurricanes and blizzards.

      These days, he killed the sound on his audiobooks for one thing only: Amber Alerts. He regarded helping law enforcement as his personal duty. After all, who knew the road better than truckers? Who had eyes on the road more than truckers? Damned if he could stomach the thought of losing his own child, had he ever had one. Why, all you could do as a human being was push the horror of such a thing to the back of your mind, especially when it was time to stop, gas up, and get yourself some chow.

      That afternoon, Buck carried his food, his sweet tea and his new audiobook out to the food court of the Jolt ’n’ Ride Travel Center and settled into a plastic seat. He always enjoyed reading the packaging of the audiobooks he bought on the road. Once he got the discs out of their wrapping and into the rig’s CD player, reading was pretty much out of the picture. Buried in the racks of the Jolt ’n’ Ride’s merchandise mart, he’d scored himself a real find: Nora’s third outing with the men and gals of the Sign of Seven series. He couldn’t believe his luck; he’d always wondered how she’d wrapped that one up.

      Took some effort to tear into his shiny roast beef sandwich and still read the box without getting gravy all over the place.

      His eyes roamed the room for a second.

      And stopped.

      Against the far wall of the food court was a young woman in short pants and an embroidered top sipping a large Coke. She had on high tube socks and some sneakers that made Buck think of high school girls playing soccer. That was enough of a trigger to tell him all he needed to know.

      Lord, the girl was Betty Lou Linden.

      The missing girl on all the posters.

      A lot of truckers carried missing kid alerts plastered across the backs of their vehicles. One face he’d seen a lot of on the Texas-to-Roanoke run was Elizabeth Louise Linden, aka Betty Lou. Last seen in Corpus Christi. Age fifteen. Long blond hair, bangs curled up near her forehead. Beautiful eyes. Blue, if the description was correct. Lord, Buck had peered into that girl’s eyes all the way from Texas to the Tennessee border.

      He dropped his eyes to his food. Shoveled a few gulps of food in, and tried to think. It had been a while since that particular girl had gone missing. Maybe as long as a year. The girl seated not far from Buck still looked a little like her old self. The curliness of her hair was gone and she’d lost a little of her baby fat. But she was mostly still there: the same eyes, the same nose. And if he could get her to smile, she’d probably have the same smile too.

      Thank heavens she was safe and sound.

      But what should he do? Walk over and ask if she needed help? No, that would be the wrong play. If she was traveling with her abductor, that was the surest way to get her in deep trouble. Contact law enforcement? Undoubtedly that was the right play. Clearly, he had to make a call. But before he did, he’d better be damned sure he had his facts straight.

      He looked over. The girl picked at a sandwich, peeling back the bread and peeling off slivers of white American cheese, which adhered to her wedge of deli meat with mayo. She flicked the cheese pieces one by one into her mouth. She didn’t look to be that hungry, which was good, because sometimes abductors starved these kids.

      But what was she doing out in public? Had the kidnapper transported her? What a chance that was to take! Maybe they’d been on the run since the abduction?

      Buck knew little about such things, but he had to assume that some of these poor kids were brainwashed. If you lived long enough with the person who took you, you’d end up thinking that they were your mother or father.

      The girl took a long sip of her drink. He could see the line of liquid dropping past the k in the Coke on the outside of the cup. Sugary drinks like that could ruin a child’s mind, Buck thought. And a girl like that was still developing mentally.

      A tall man in jeans and a thick plaid jacket came over to the table now. Dropped off a basket of cheese fries, then turned to get some ketchup and napkins from the counter.

      Buck watched the girl’s face light up. There it was—the Betty Lou Linden smile, right off the poster!

      He was right. He’d know that smile anywhere.

      She shoved aside her sandwich and dipped a finger into the congealing cheese on those fries and slowly licked the tip of her index finger. For a moment, her eyes roved the food court.

      And locked on Buck’s.

      Buck looked away.

      He had to alert someone. If only he could remember the hotline number for missing children. Damn it, he saw that number every day, emblazoned on the backs of other trucks, sometimes for hours at a time. But when you needed it most, your mind played tricks on you.

      Call the cops.

      When Buck looked up, the man was sitting down across from Betty Lou. The two were having words. The guy expressing anger. Betty Lou displaying petulance. The guy was no older than twenty or twenty-five. Mess of stubble on his face. Clothes filthy with road wear and street life. Skin red from a life lived too much in the out of doors.

      It was disturbing to watch, something you couldn’t look away from.

      The girl saying something now.

      The guy sliding the fries closer to her.

      Abductors forced you to eat sometimes. They played head games with food to teach you who was the boss. Buck had read that somewhere. Or had he heard it on the news? He could not recall.

      The girl shoved the plate away.

      The guy sat up and loomed over the food. Not a bad-looking guy, just filthy. Long hair, sweat-stained cap.

      He stretched his head across the table.

      Betty Lou extended her head across the table.

      Buck watched the two kiss, long and deep.

      
      Buck waited for her to come out of the ladies’ room before slinking up to her and tapping her shoulder. The girl turned and looked at him with bored eyes. Made him wonder if at age forty-five he was so bald, so fat, so uninteresting that such a young thing couldn’t bear to open her eyes fully to look at him. Or perhaps the poor girl was hooked on drugs.

      “Listen, Betty Lou,” he told her, “I know you probably won’t want to hear this or even understand it, but you have people out there who care about you. People willing to help you out of your situation. Whatever’s going on between you and him, I can tell you right now that it’s not a good love. Not a pure
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