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The Blue Goose Café & Truck Stop looked as if it had been crammed into the roadside cutout in the piney woods just outside Florentine, Alabama. 

The building was concrete block and painted a light, unrealistic sky blue. A huge plywood goose had been painted the same color of blue and mounted as a false front over the entrance, which was set at a forty-five degree angle in the front corner of the building. The goose’s neck and head were missing so it looked like a big blue jellybean with tail feathers.

The café took up three-fourths of the building, and at the far end was a small gas station with two pumps for cars. Behind the building, three widely spaced diesel islands served the truck traffic. 

Although very few over the road truckers came through here, there were more than enough pulp trucks, farm trucks and hunters to keep the Blue Goose in business. Most of the over the roaders were zipping by out on Interstate 65, headed toward Montgomery in the north or Mobile or Biloxi in the south. 

Beyond the diesel islands a stretch of muddy red clay fronted seven rundown cabins in the half-moon style that was so popular for cheap motels in the ‘50s and ‘60s. A neon sign intermittently flashed Motel, alternately missing various letters.

A late model metallic ivory Cadillac turned in. The driver, a man in his late thirties with a solid, heavyset frame, hesitantly guided the car across the tarmac as his mind raced. He was trying to think of what he’d say to the woman in the passenger seat after he parked. 

She was slumped down, looking out the passenger window. 

He guided the Caddy past the entrance door to the café on the left. A late model pickup was parked near the door in a handicap spot. He drove around back in a large arc and parked in a space halfway along the building. Another, older pickup, this one from the late ‘60s, was parked a few spaces down. 

He shifted the transmission into park, then pressed his hands against the steering wheel, straining the back of his black suit coat. He stretched his shoulders for a moment before turning off the engine. 

“Well, here we are,” he said quietly. “Rest a bit, maybe grab a bite or somethin’.” 

He immediately regretted the “or somethin’.” With what she’d said a little while ago, there was no telling how she might take it. 

Beneath his black wool fedora, his dark hair was touched with gray at the temples. The gray continued in the short sideburns that stopped just below the top of each ear.

He looked straight out through the windshield at the glistening blue wall of the café for a long moment, then strained the back seam of his suit coat again as he reached to drum his thumbs on the steering wheel. 

The woman turned her head toward him. Quietly she said, “Joey, I—”

He held up one hand and shook his head. “Gimme a minute here, please.”

She fell silent and looked at her lap where the fingers of one hand were intertwining with the fingers of the other. 

She was a striking, dark-haired woman in her early twenties. Her firm round breasts strained against her black silk blouse. The top three buttons were open, forming a sharp V down to her cleavage. She’d pulled up the bottom of of her blouse and tied the ends just above her midriff. Her smooth black silk skirt reached to a few inches above her knees.

Joey continued to stare out through the windshield. He still wasn’t ready to look at the woman, who was also his charge. With one out-of-the-blue, bullet-point question a few miles back up the road, she had made his life considerably more difficult. 

Still, there was nothing for it but to talk it out. Finally, he released a sigh a bit louder than he meant to, glanced down at the steering wheel, then back through the windshield. “Vera, I don’t mean no disrespect. I mean, if you knew what me an’ Frankie an’ his boy Sally been through together, you know... an’ then him losin’ Sally a few months ago....” He glanced at her. “You knew about that, right?” 

Still looking at her lap, she nodded. “Yeah, I heard some things about it.” 

Joey looked back to the front. “Yeah, well. Me an’ Sally, we grew up together, an’ Big Frankie, you know, he’s like a father to me.” 

Again he sighed, then shrugged. “An’ you bein’ his woman an’ all, you know I don’t mean no disrespect. But you know, what you asked me back there, hey, I can’t do nothin’ like that. I mean, I can’t even let myself think about doin’ somethin’ like that. I gotta respect Frankie. An’ you ought’a know by now, I gotta respect you.” 

He finally turned his head to look at her. “I mean, the little flirtin’ here an’ there, you know, the little teasin’ an’ jokin’ aroun’ you was doin’, that’s a’right, but doin’ more than that....” 

He paused and shook his head. “I know we said everything stays between us on the trip, right? But that last thing, what you asked me... I think you was just testin’ me, right? That’s what you was doin’, like testin’ my loyalty to Big Frankie? ‘Cause if he ever got word that I—” 

Quietly she said, “Relax, Joey.” 

She looked up at him, her fingers still intertwined in her lap. Then she shifted in the seat and turned toward him. 

The V pointing to her cleavage shimmied and her skirt rode a little over halfway up her thighs. “Look, Frankie ain’t gonna hear nothin’ about nothin’, I promise. In the first place, nothin’ happened, an’ he ain’t even gonna hear that, okay?” 

She looked down and pressed one thumbnail against the other as if to peel off the polish. Her voice grew soft. “He ain’t even gonna hear that nothin’ happened.”

Her eyes should have been dark chocolate brown, but they weren’t. That would have made her too much like all the other girls Big Frankie had collected over the years. It would have made her strictly run of the mill and easy to dismiss. 

But Vera’s eyes were deep, dark blue, maybe the darkest blue he’d ever seen. He tried to ignore the pain lingering in the corners of them.

Joey turned his head away again, looked out through the windshield and nodded. “Okay... okay, good. So—” 

“But Joey, it’s just you an’ me out here right now, so I gotta be honest here, okay? I just want you to know, I wasn’t testin’ nothin’.” 

She glanced down, her fingers again twining and intertwining in her lap. “What I asked you back there, it didn’t have nothin’ to do with Frankie, an’ it didn’t have nothin’ to do with me an’ Frankie.” 

She hesitated, and then she looked up at him and shrugged one shoulder, tipping her head slightly to that side. “It was about me an’ you.” 

Again she hesitated and looked down, then back up at him. Her voice turned to something resembling honey. “An’ just to be sure you understand, Frankie wouldn’a heard nothin’ if you would’a done what I asked you to do either. I mean, how could he? So I’m just sayin’, you sure?”

She’d said ‘How could he?’ and that was exactly right. Frankie would wonder, but he would never know. He couldn’t. If Joey did what Vera had asked, they’d be gone. They’d be down in Florida somewhere or maybe Costa Rica or something. 

But could Joey just walk away from the life in which he’d been tangled for over twenty years? And could he drag her through all that? She was volunteering, but she didn’t know the life. 

Still, it could be all right. He was convinced Frankie wouldn’t put out a contract on him. After Sally had been gunned down, Joey was all Frankie had left. That and his chippies. And now Vera. He looked at her again. 

His voice choked down to quiet in spite of his intention to keep things professional. “Vera, I just can’t.” He paused, then stopped himself from clearing his throat. That might give away his nerves. As if she didn’t already know every nerve was on end. 

His voice strained, sounded as if he were pleading, but he was unable to adjust it. “Now you know that. I just can’t.”

She studied his eyes for a split second, then offered a smile tinged with anxiety. It crept from the pain in her eyes down to her lips, drawing a hopeful expression over her face. 

The smile curled the corners of her mouth in a way that managed to broadcast both sympathy and sarcasm, warmth and mischief, and said that any level of acceptance would be better than this outright rejection. It also added slight dimples to her cheeks in just the right places, and it slipped her upper lip off the most perfect teeth in the universe. 

For an instant, as if a thought began and then was dismissed, she touched the delicate pink tip of her tongue to those teeth. Then she said softly, “But you want to, right?”

His voice sounding like a symptom of a bad cold, he fairly croaked, “Hey, c’mon Vera, whaddayou tryin’a do to me here?” 

She looked at him for a moment, then nodded and flopped back in her seat. “A’right, a’right. You’re right, Joey. An’ I’m sorry. Really. It’s just, you know, like I said earlier, with what’s gonna happen when we get to Atlanta, that’ll be the end, y’know? So I just wanted to have one more really good fu—” 

“Hey, whoa! Don’t say that, please.” He wanted to tell her such words should never cross the perfect petals of her lips, but it wasn’t his place. It wasn’t his place even to think the thought and then tell himself it wasn’t his place to say it. 

He frowned. “I unnerstan’, Vera.” 

He peered stoically through the windshield at the glistening blue wall of the building. Silently he started counting the small, random holes in the first concrete block that caught his attention. Mind over matter, that’s all it is. 
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