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This novel is dedicated to the nation’s 3.5 million truck drivers who are overworked, underpaid, and under-appreciated. Without them, this country would ground to a halt. 

Wish I didn’t know now, what I didn’t know then...
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Chapter 1 

Tryin' to Live My Life Without You
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Dusk descended on the Arizona skyline as the sun blazed on the horizon. Bob Seger’s “We’ve Got Tonight” spilled from the radio. What was left of the orange-purplish and auburn star that had not slid over the mountains off the other side of the earth was strikingly beautiful yet somehow ominous. It seemed the sun was slurping up the highway like spaghetti. As the black eighteen-wheeled Peterbilt semi-hurtled westward, would it, too, find itself swallowed up? 

I had become absorbed in the blinding beauty of the mirage-like waves that divided the sun from Route 60 near Salome, Arizona. Seger’s vocals faded into the background—my eyes brimmed with tears like they often did. The song always brought back nagging thoughts that would not die. I tried to ignore them, but the damn things chased me. One salty bead managed to drip onto my mustache. 

I wiped the tear away with the back of my shirt sleeve. The motion caused the semi I was driving to jerk to the left, barely over into the oncoming lane, but the action was sudden, startling oncoming traffic. A pickup went by, horn blaring as it kicked up gravel from the shoulder. I glimpsed down to see the four-wheeler angrily giving me the finger as he went by. 

Fortunately, there was no other traffic, and I guided the big rig gently back into my lane. Checking the rear-view mirrors, I was relieved that the pickup kept heading east, no worse for wear. Using the same sleeve, I wiped my nose, using more care to control the truck. 

“Dammit,” I said, hitting the steering wheel with the side of my fist. 

From the passenger seat of my Peterbilt truck, my dog Rory looked up forlornly at me with those soft chestnut eyes. He had seen me in these dark moods before and seemed prepared to do anything he could to help. Rory was a beautiful Irish Setter. One evening, I found him padding down the road outside of El Paso, Texas. He had no collar or tags and seemed cold and hungry, so I threw him into the truck's passenger side. He immediately crawled into the bunk, twirled around a couple of times to choose his particular spot—who knew why dogs did that—lay down, and went to sleep. I threw a blanket over him, and it was two hundred miles down the road before he stirred again. 

That was about three years ago, and we’ve been best buddies ever since. Best damn dog I ever owned. For the life of me, I couldn’t fathom why anyone didn’t hold on to him more closely. 

Chewing up the miles for life on the road, I spent hours behind the wheel, trapped inside a mind harboring forlorn thoughts and a dog unable to talk to me. Rory climbed out of the passenger seat and put his head on my leg as he often did. He wanted me to know he was there for me. 

Very few people knew the melancholy that sometimes weighed me down like an anchor. Enough time had passed that most had either forgotten or thought I was over her, but I wasn’t. I probably should have gotten professional help, but it’s nothing more than such pride keeping me from doing so. There was no cause to feel sorry for myself; it served no purpose. Life went on. Life has kicked many people in the balls; it’s part of living. 

Tomorrow was the anniversary, however. Ten years since that dope fiend Andy Barnes had senselessly snuffed out Amy’s life and murdered for no reason other than lust or envy. 

There was that word again...murdered. Murdered did not accurately describe my feelings or thoughts, but I could not develop a more descriptive word. Someone you loved wasn’t just murdered, and it’s as if the Grim Reaper appeared out of the darkness, the pungent stench of blood and death roiling from its breath. With no fuckin’ emotion, the damn thing reached inside your chest, ripping the heart out and showing it to you in derision just before you fell dead to the earth. That heart, your own, would be your last earthly sight. She was there one second, and the next was gone, with no preparedness or explanation.

Yes, Amy and I had been separated, maybe even on the way to divorce at the time of her murder by Barnes, but the ripple effect on the entire family altered the lives of everyone who knew her. Amy’s father, who had been terminally ill, died within weeks of her murder, his will to live completely shattered upon her death. When my father-in-law’ died, I served time in jail for a contempt of court charge slapped on me over attacking Barnes in court. I almost got him too, but that desperate act prevented me from attending the funeral. 

Within a year and a half, Amy’s mother and my mother had also passed away, sadly within weeks of each other—Amy’s mother of a broken heart, mine of alcohol poisoning. 

After Amy’s funeral, I sold my truck, took an office job with my employer, Saxon Brothers Trucking, and eventually married Mr. Saxon’s secretary, Gretchen, a beautiful woman about ten years younger than me. The marriage lasted a little over a year. She loved being Mrs. Tim Harrison, but the marriage soured because I refused to have more children. We fought a lot, always about the same subject, having children. Amy and I already had two children: a girl, Kerry, and a boy, Jeremy. After Amy’s death, I tried to raise them without knowing how to do so. I was usually on the road making a living while Amy raised our kids. Call it perverse, but I just felt that somehow it would be a betrayal to Amy and the kids to bring more children into the world. I can’t rationalize it, but I think that way, and nobody would change my mind. 

Satisfied, I had my emotions under control Rory took his nose off my leg and curled back up in the bunk to sleep more. I reached back to pat his head in appreciation. 

Understandably, Gretchen chafed at trying to compete with a dead woman. She wanted children of her own desperately. Eventually, she became cold with my kids over the matter, then with me. At that, I decided to move on so that Gretchen could find a man that wanted children—she deserved that no matter how much it hurt to end the marriage. I never saw or heard from her again after the divorce. 

My daughter, Kerry, got married, seemingly about fifteen minutes out of high school, to her high school sweetheart. Her young husband, Randy Bolin, worked for his father in a mildly successful nursery operation. Randy worked hard and was paid enough by his father to keep their heads above water. They bought a starter home near the nursery and set up their life together. While I wished she had waited awhile before settling down, she was content, and I couldn’t be happier for her. God knew she had become an adult way too young, which further feeds my guilt complex. 

No surprise to anyone who knew him, Jeremy joined the Army right out of school and was now supposedly stationed in Germany. I am so damn proud of Jeremy for serving his country, but I worry about him constantly with all the shit going on in the world today now. Jeremy was assigned to a Special Ops Division, so we never knew where he was at any given time. I haven’t heard from him in nearly six months, which is nagging me. The government knows how to contact Kerry and me, so no news is good news. Would like to hear from him again, though. I miss him. 

With Jeremy and Kerry gone, plus the divorce from Gretchen, I needed help.. The walls closed in on me being confined to an office. I had been assigned to start a new logistics arm for the company, brokering excess freight to other truckers. I had been somewhat successful in getting the venture off the ground. However, I had taken it about as far as I could and needed more professional supervision. I mentioned this to John Saxon, who, in hindsight, seemed to agree more readily than I thought necessary. In no time, I was replaced by three people. 

With that, I decided to go back on the road driving, which I have wanted to do since selling my truck. This time though, I agreed with Mr. Saxon to drive a company truck rather than buy my own. Diesel fuel costs were going through the fucking roof so I wanted no part of the responsibility of being an owner-operator. As part of the deal, I was given full seniority with the company and a brand-new Peterbilt truck. I was also given a dedicated route on a new lane Saxon had acquired, much to the irritation of some other senior drivers. 

My new assignment was hauling freight between El Paso, Texas, and Otay Mesa, California, ultimately bound for Tijuana, Mexico. Otay was just south of San Diego. The route allowed me to leave the trailer in Otay and pick up another trailer called “drop and hook.”

Being able to serve this lane meant I was assigned to Saxon’s newly established terminal in El Paso, Texas. It also meant I had to move between El Paso and San Diego. For convenience, I chose a spot near the middle, Cave Creek, Arizona, on the northwest side of Black Mountain, about ten miles north of Phoenix. I had been through Cave Creek a few times and thought it might be an excellent place to live someday.  

I bought an old, dilapidated ranch in the hills north of Cave Creek where I could park my rig when off the road. Spending my free time trying to fix up the old ranch, I hoped to own a couple of horses one day for any grandkids I might have. The neighbor had an old, used, faded-red Ford pickup truck that ran well, so I bought it for a personal vehicle and chores around the ranch. I also purchased a used, bright yellow 2012 Harley motorcycle to visit the town to frequent the biker bars occasionally. Sometimes I even looked for female companionship for the evening, which was always plentiful at closing time. 

Between the driving and the remoteness of the ranch, I spend too much of my time alone with my thoughts. Initially, I thought this would be good for me, but over time, I realized much of my thoughts were obsessing over the loss of Amy and the breakup of the family rather than anything useful. I missed my mom too. I eventually realized that the one-night hook-ups did nothing to scratch an itch that wouldn’t go away. Ten years later, I still loved Amy and missed her to the point that it sometimes consumed me. 

I shuddered at Barnes crawling on top of Amy before killing her. Even though Barnes was murdered in jail, allegedly arranged as a favor to me by biker buddies, something I never told anyone, I still have trouble reconciling the fact that it was not my hands that extinguished Barnes’ life. I wish I had killed him, but I wondered if I could live with myself if I killed a man. 

Sometimes I imagined myself strangling Barnes. In my mind’s eye, I could see my hands around the son-of-a-bitch’s neck while Barnes struggled to get my hands off him. I fantasized about seeing Barnes's red face breathe his last, then turn his head to the side while life left him. It’s only a fleeting thought; I knew I would never have that chance for revenge. Why was revenge only God’s domain?

I attempted to turn to the faith my mother had once instilled in me, but even that didn’t allow me to come to grips with where Amy went and if we would ever see each other again. I was just not spiritual enough to put faith in an afterlife. I tried to find the devoutness and the spiritual entities others were comforted by, but it proved elusive. Occasionally, I attended a small church in the Cave Creek area and sometimes listened to the Bible on DVD, but nothing registered, and the faith didn’t stick. There were more questions than religion could answer. Whatever was said, whatever proverb was supposed to help, were responded to with more questions. 

“Where did she go?” I asked myself over and over as the miles racked up behind me. I ache to know the answer to this question. I can’t rationalize either heaven or hell, but only dust through eternity. The answers never come, and it haunts me. 

Reaching back into memory for what had to be the millionth time, my mind occasionally receded to happier places about Amy and our life together with the kids. I felt better recalling more optimistic times, but Barnes’s malicious act always crept back into my goddamned head. I was powerless to keep it out. 

The light went on the satellite unit, breaking my reverie. The operations office at Saxon Brothers Trucking in Dallas sent me a message. I pulled over alongside the road to see what they wanted. 

Eyeballing both my side mirrors, I noticed a couple of cars that had snuck up behind me, so I would let them get around before pulling over. I slowed down, but the cars didn’t go around me. Finally, I pulled off the side of the road in a parking area in front of a bar and restaurant named Don’s Cactus Bar, a bar and grille I had stopped at a few times before in a small town called Salome. My truck and a dilapidated RV were the only large vehicles in the vast graveled parking area, although some pickup trucks and a couple of motorcycles were parked in front. I headed to get a burger and think about something other than Amy.

Having confirmed that the Saxon office wanted me to call in, I punched in the numbers for operations from my cellphone. “Saxon Brothers, Tommy speakin’,” the shrill voice on the other end drawled through my Bluetooth ear set. “Can I halp ya’ll?”

I didn’t recognize the name. There was no Tommy working operations at Saxon’s. “You new to Saxon’s?” I asked.

“Yes, sir, I am...at least to this here company, replied Tommy. “Can I halp y’all?”

I thought about his answer for a second before replying. “This is driver Harrison. I got a ping. Gary wants to talk to me?” 

Gary was the operations manager at Saxon’s. He had a reputation for being a hard ass within the company, but I had managed to get along with him in my years at Saxon’s, especially after I started working in the office. Once you got to know him, Gary wasn’t such a bad guy, not the hard-ass he acted like. Just the opposite and he was just under a lot of pressure. 

“As a matter a fact, he’s standin’ right behind me,” chirped Tommy. “In case I need some, uh, halp with somethin’.” 

I detected sarcasm in Tommy’s reply, as if he was chafing against someone standing behind him. As anal as Gary could be, it would be just like him to hover around the new guy. 

“Here!” Tommy said. 

Based on the static, I assumed the receiver was being handed to Gary. 

“Harrison,” Gary bellowed. 

Gary called every driver by their last name, much to the dislike of most drivers. I didn’t care what they called me as long as I got paid regularly. 

“Hello, Gary,’ I replied. “Ya lookin’ for me?”

“Ah, yeah,” Gary answered. “The satellite shows y’all are off route, and I was wondering why ya would be doin’ that? Shouldn’t you have taken Interstate 17 down to Interstate 10 and headed west?”

“Goddammit, Gary, you know I live in Cave Creek and always take this route,” I answered stiffly. “If you hadn’t pinged me, I’d be on Interstate 10 right about now. What difference does it make how I go as long as I get to Otay Mesa on schedule like I’ve done every damn time since we started this route.” 

“Yeah, I know, Harrison,” Gary stuttered. “Don’t go gettin’ all defensive on me. It’s just that the Old Man likes the trucks to stay on the interstate whenever possible and off those two- lanes. With all this new technology nowadays, he and the customers can see where their loads are, too. I’m just tryin’ to get in front of any questions 'cause I think he’s back there lookin’ to see where everybody’s at.”

“Uh, Gary, you called me off the road for a question like that?” I asked, pissed. “In all my years here, I haven't missed any deliveries like those other steering wheel holders. And you ain’t had any claims or accidents with me either. So, I take exception at having to get off the road just for this conversation. You could’ve just texted me.”

“I’m not tryin’ to bust your balls, Harrison,” Gary replied. “We have to put geofences on those new electronics loads, and the bells went off when you drove out of the route. I just wanted to check on ya’ll to make sure everything’s okay, dude.”

Dude, I thought to myself. Calling someone dude by Gary was a new one. Does Gary have a new soon-to-be ex-wife and trying to sound hipper? I wondered. 

“No problems, Gary,” I said, settling down and wanting to get him off the phone. “Now that you have me off the road, I’m going to have a burger and look at Jenelle, the pretty barkeep here at the Cactus Bar.” 

“Oh,” Gary responded. 

“What’s that about?” I asked, not caring for the tone in his voice. I reminded myself that every driver in the fleet jumped to conclusions and was usually off the handle whenever talking to Gary about anything. I didn’t want to be one of those drivers. 

“Well, my man, where ya’ll goin’ to be parkin’ that trailer with all that high-end shit?” Gary asked. 

Gary was only doing his job, protecting an expensive load of electronics from being stolen. And quite frankly, he was doing an excellent job at it. 

“Well,” I said, embarrassed for my lack of forethought and patience. “I guess I ain’t thought that through yet. Any place special you want it?”

“No, I don’t know of any special place in that town, dude,” he replied. 

“There was the word dude again,” I grinned. “Then I’ll secure it before I do anything. You got my word on it. If I can’t find a window to watch it from inside, I’ll back up against a pole so nobody can get in the trailer. And I have a heavy-duty padlock.”

“I’d feel safer if that whole unit was locked inside a secure yard,” Gary responded. “All that other stuff you’re talkin’ bout just brings attention to the truck. Tell ya what, Harrison...” 

Not needing Gary nitpicking my driving habits, I hung up. Gary had a nasty habit of hanging up on drivers that pissed them off anyway, so I beat him to it this time. I got out and locked the truck where it was parked. Nobody in this small town of 1,700 people would run off with this load. I’d been through here enough times that I knew the “lay of the land,” so to speak. 

The first time I stopped here, I was curious enough about the small hole-in-the-wall town named Salome that I looked up the history on the internet while waiting for a burger. I was surprised the internet search had as much information as it did. 

Seemed Salome was established in 1904 by Dick Wick Hall, his brother Ernest Hall, and Charles Pratt. Pratt’s wife was named Grace Salome Pratt, where the tiny stagecoach stop got its name. Odd reason for naming a town, using the middle name of someone else’s wife. It was good that Pratt’s wife’s middle name hadn’t been named Petunia. Petunia, Arizona, didn’t seem like a town one would want to stop at. Me anyway. 

Dick Wick Hall was somewhat of a character. His name was not Dick Wick, but Deforest Hall, a name he didn’t care for. What was it with some parents naming their kids? I wouldn’t have wanted to be named Deforest, either. Did they hate the baby enough to hang a moniker like DeForest on him? Even more peculiar, DeForest preferred the name, Dick. The name Wick came from the nearby town, Wickenburg, where he had resided before establishing Salome, a town near mining ventures. 

Mr. Hall was also a journalist and humorist, establishing a small paper called the Salome Sun, more of a newsletter. In it, he published entertaining stories that were liked well enough to be picked up by the Saturday Evening Post for six years. His most famous character was a seven-year-old talking frog who never learned to swim. At the very height of his career, in 1926, Mr. Hall signed a contract to be a screenwriter in Hollywood. While there, he had a tooth removed in a Los Angeles dentist’s office, caught sepsis, and died six weeks later. 

Rory and I walked in through the saloon doors. We stood inside the doorway, waiting for our eyes to adjust to the bright sun outside. When they cleared, I could see the bartender at the far end of the bar taking an order from another patron. Not sure what Rory saw as he didn’t say. 

What I didn’t see was Jenelle. She might have been the owner, just a waitress or barkeep, but she was usually here. Damn! I had been looking forward to talking with her. The bartender looked rough and ugly: greasy hair, a gold earring, tattoos, the whole get-up. I wondered if one of those motorcycles out front didn’t belong to this gent. 

Typical small bar in a western town. Dimly lit, concrete floor with a long wooden bar and standard barstools, some with backs, others without. A TV perched in the corner had a ballgame on. The bulky TV had seen better days. Behind the bar was a beautiful old back wall mirrored hutch, which might have been from another western bar from a ghost town. There was nowhere on the massive hutch to place another item as it was full of years’ worth of collections, much of it dusty. The brightest light in the joint was a Coors beer sign that bounced off the mirror, glaring irritatingly into my eyes. 

There were old rifles of some sort mounted above the mirror. The hutch was well-stocked with booze. The walls were filled with beer signs, pin-up girls, American flags, dollar bills tacked to the walls everywhere with various signatures, mounted animals, and football team flags. The owner, Don, was from the Midwest, as Minnesota Viking and Green Bay Packer flags hung on the walls. There was also a pool table and a shuffleboard table on the back wall. A couple of high tops and bar stools for the night crowd to sit at were scattered throughout the back room. Posters announcing former biker events indicating this joint might double as a biker bar, frequent throughout Arizona, although never when I had been here. There were also remnants of Wounded Warrior Events that must have been held here. 

Jenelle was coming in from the outer courtyard with empty beer bottles. I wandered out there, assuming she was waiting for the tables outside today. I had seen her bartending on a past trip as well. Sitting outside served two purposes: I could watch my truck and Jenelle simultaneously. 

I sat at a table in the corner, half in the sunlight and half out. Rory sat on the cool concrete floor under my feet. No sooner had I sat down than Jenelle came out. “Be right with ya, hon,” she said as she headed off to deliver plates of burgers and fries to the table of a family that looked like they belonged to the beat-up old Winnebago parked next to my rig. 

I checked the cell phone with nothing better to do or see until she returned. There were no text messages, emails, or missed phone calls. I checked the news feed to find very little going on there. Democrats were still looking under every rock to see how they might get rid of Trump rather than doing anything beneficial for the country. 

Jenelle plopped down a mason jar of ice water and a menu a few minutes later. Damn, she was pretty. Jenelle wasn’t a young gal by any means, but she was holding on to her looks quite well with her long dark hair and dimpled cheeks. I often wondered if she was related to Don, the bar's owner, but was afraid of the answer. 

She looked down under my feet and saw Rory. With that, she turned back around without saying a word. Surely, I thought, this dump didn’t have a problem with dogs. If they did, I was prepared to leave. Jenelle returned with a bowl of water for Rory, which he appreciated greatly by slurping it up. She bent down to pet him. 

“Tim, right?” Jenelle asked, looking up at me while still petting Rory. 

“You remembered my name!” I said in my best squeaky voice

“And what’s his name?” 

“Rory,” I said. “Like the blues player.” I wondered why the hell I said that. She probably had never heard of Rory Gallagher, nor did she need an explanation of the dog’s name. “And you’re Jenelle?”

“Yep,” she said. “Although it does say that on the tag right here.” She pointed over one ample breast at the name tag on her Don’s Cactus Bar T-shirt. 

I was sure I blushed. Yep, it said Jenelle, all right. “Well, young lady, I remembered your name,” I told her, grinning sheepishly.

She took Rory’s muzzle in both hands. “Isn’t that sweet, Rory?” 

“What can I getcha to drink, hon?” she asked. “Iced tea, I bet.”

“Surely you didn’t remember that’s what I drink?” I asked. 

“Nah, I saw ya drive up in your big ‘ol fancy truck, so I knew you wouldn’t be drinkin’ beer today,” she replied teasingly. “So, I guessed.”

“Well, ya guessed right. And I’ll have a loaded cheeseburger and fries, too. Make it easy on ya. And he’ll have a burger and fries, just the patty, if you don’t mind.”

“Sure, hon.” She picked up the menu and turned to head back in. I watched her go, disappearing back into the dark bar. Seger had a song about that too.  

I sipped the water while watching passing traffic on the highway. Rory put his muzzle on my leg. A gentle breeze was wafting into the courtyard. A hawk sat peacefully on a gas station fuel pump awning on the other side of the driveway, watching the traffic or possibly waiting for his next meal. It was spectacularly pleasant out with the combination of sun, breeze, and lack of humidity. I was enjoying myself when Jenelle came back with tea. 

She set the tea down in front of me and then herself in the seat across. “So, trucker,” she said. “What’s your story?”

I was mildly taken aback at the abruptness of the question. I also noticed Rory left me and put his nose on Jenelle's leg. “Pardon?” 

She looked down at Rory and stroked his head. “Well, if we’re gonna keep seeing each other like this,” Jenelle giggled, “don’t cha think we should know each other a little? I got some extra minutes before your burgers and needed a sitter. I thought I’d sit with you and enjoy the breeze.”

“Whatcha wanna know?”

“How ‘bout your last name, for starters?” she asked.

“Harrison,” I told her, mesmerized by her smile. 

“Well, Tim Harrison, I’m Jenelle White,” she replied, taking her hand off Rory and offering a shake of her right hand. Her chin rested in her left hand. The hand was soft and warm, just like her smile. 

She went back to stroking Rory. Damn, the mutt was enjoying it too much, I thought. 

“So,” she replied, “what keeps you comin’ through here? Surely, it’s not our fine cuisine, ‘cause if I remember, you always have a burger and iced tea. I’ve had enough of them to know they aren’t that good. This town is smack dab in the middle of nowhere, and ‘bout once a week this good-lookin’ trucker mysteriously stops by without sayin’ much. So, I thought I’d see what ya’ll was doin’.”

“As you can see, I drive a truck, pointing to the rig for effect. “I have a steady route between El Paso and San Diego.”

“Whatcha haulin’?” she asked. 

I looked into her eyes again before answering. That’s not a question one volunteered to answer, as that information in the hands of the wrong people could get a trucker in trouble. Gangs' theft of truckers' freight was common, particularly with electronics or food. As I looked into her large brown eyes, I was sure she was making conversation, and there was no reason to mistrust her with information. Besides, nobody would have much use for the parts I was hauling. “I haul electrical auto parts,” I replied. “Parts they use to build the interiors of cars.”

“Oh,” she replied, not particularly interested, I noted. Well, I never claimed to be hauling anything sexy. 

She was quiet for a minute, contemplating something before speaking again. “And are ya headin’ to California or Texas?” she asked. She was staring at him intently. 

“California, or as I call it, the Granola state. What ain’t fruits is nuts.” I replied, grinning. 

Jenelle didn’t grin or laugh, so my attempt at humor seemed to have landed with a thud. There was a pregnant pause in the conversation. I took a long drink of tea. 

“I’ve never ridden in a truck,” she said finally. “It’s something I’ve always wanted to do. Maybe even learn to drive one and get away from this barmaid position that seems to have become my career.” She looked away at the parking lot as she said this, rather forlornly in my estimation. 

I waited for her to finish her thoughts. When it became apparent she wasn’t going to, I thought I’d better say something before she might get up and leave. 

“Well, maybe you can ride with me one day,” I replied. “See if you like it or not.” 

As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I regretted it. Saxon Brothers had a strict policy against non-family members riding in their trucks and fiercely stuck by it. They had paid dearly when a driver had picked up a hitchhiker near El Paso a few years ago and then wrecked the truck—it seemed the transgender passenger the driver picked up attempted to have oral sex with the trucker as he was still driving down the road. In his “excitement,” he had gone off the road, turned the truck and load over, and the hitchhiker broke its back in the accident. Two years and two trials later, a jury awarded the son-of-a-bitch $25 million for pain and suffering, plus threw in an additional $25 million for the Saxon Brothers' negligence at hiring such a derelict who would pick up a moron and have sex going down the road. Incredibly, the insurance company settled at that amount. The hitchhiker was wealthier but seemed unaware of the irony. 

Juries were famous for awarding large settlements against transportation companies, figuring they had deep pockets. The lawyers for the lascivious hitchhiker raked in about $16 million in ambulance chasing fees, and Saxon’s insurance bill went up about 50% and hadn’t gone down since. After a two-week hiatus and unhurt in the accident, the driver got another driving job within the month, and the hitchhiker recovered nicely from her broken back, $34 million wealthier. I always thought that was one hell of a hummer. 

“I’ll think on it,” Jenelle replied. She touched the back of my hand. She got up and headed off, softly mentioning something about checking on the cheeseburgers. I hoped I hadn’t upset her with my offer. 

A couple of minutes later, the greaseball bartender brought out our food. He sat it down with the bill, turned, and left without a word. We ate our food, well, Rory wolfed his, in silence. When finished, I laid a $20 bill on the table, and we left without another word or seeing Jenelle again.

Dusk had long settled by the time we left the diner. Walking out to my truck, which was now brightly illuminated by the streetlight I had parked under, I was making mental notes of everything on the truck. This was a practice I picked up when I owned my truck, which sometimes saved us time from being broken down alongside the road. Rory and I walked to the back of the trailer to make sure the load had not been tampered with. 

Satisfied it hadn’t, we walked around to the truck's driver's side and about stepped on a small red-headed boy pissing on my trailer tires, his pants and underwear down around his ankles. The boy looked to be about four or five years old. I recognized him as being with the family I had assumed belonged to the beat-up Winnebago. 

I surprised the little bugger, who turned to look at me, redirecting his urine stream toward me. The boy grinned at me and laughed while I jumped back to avoid being pissed on, looking up at the Winnebago angrily. 

“What the hell?” I bellowed. 

An embarrassed father came running out of the Winnebago to retrieve his son. 

“Sorry,” said the father sheepishly, picking up his son, pants still at his ankles. With that, father and son dashed back into the Winnebago, slamming the door shut. As I returned to the truck, the Winnebago left in a hurry. Rory jumped in with me following. 

I bounced through the damn potholes of the parking lot to leave. Turning onto the highway, we proceeded west, the truck growling forward as he shifted the gears. Rory jumped into the passenger seat and took up a watch out the front window. I was wondering if Jenelle was looking out the window at me leaving. 
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Chapter 2

AGAINST THE WIND 
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Bucking a twenty-mile-per-hour headwind, Virgil Waters kept the hammer down on the brawny diesel engine. Driving a sleek, black Peterbilt tractor-trailer rig, he pushed the truck eastward into the fiery sun. He should have been long past Odessa by now, with five hours of bleak desert terrain behind him, rather than staring at its yawning expanse stretching out relentlessly ahead. 

Virgil was irritated. Once again, Lady Luck was showing him her nasty temperament. After what seemed an eternity, the Mexican driver had finally arrived with the trailer from across the border, six hours behind schedule. The bastard claimed to have been held up in customs, which was not unusual. The Saxon Brothers Trucking trailer Virgil was pulling was crammed with boxes of computer monitors bound for Roanoke, Texas, just north of Ft. Worth. 

Thankful he could finally hit the highway to earn money, Virgil pushed the truck as hard as the engine setting would let him go. For the past five years working at Saxon’s, this trip had been Virgil’s assigned route. He preferred this run. In his mind, it beat having to run all over the country, never knowing where he was headed next to deliver or be home again. He had worked that schedule for some years and had no desire for that lifestyle again, even if it meant waiting at the border for six hours for loads to arrive. 

His run entailed hauling consolidated merchandise and lots of different products. It would originate from the Dallas-Ft. Worth multiple areas from a variety of different shippers distributed in the West. Once hooked to a trailer in Dallas, Virgil would head seven hundred miles west through the desert and mountain oblivion, ending in El Paso, Texas. Virgil was to take the trailer to a terminal Saxon’s leased in El Paso. Upon arrival, the driver could turn around and head right back to Dallas again. These back-and-forth lanes made up his dedicated route, and he loved it.

If ever there was a municipality established smack dab in the middle of nowhere, it was the town of El Paso. Having so much ample time of late, Virgil had read up on the history of El Paso. The city was located on the north side of the Rio Grande River, where the Rio was so Grande, just across the border from the vast and dangerous city of Ciudad Juarez, Mexico. Sometimes, a person could walk across the river without getting the tops of their shoes wet.

Tribes of humans had inhabited the region, including the Manso, Suma, and Jumano Indians, for thousands of years before the Spanish ever stomped a boot in the dusty desert sand. Don Juan de Oñate was credited as the first explorer to reach El Paso in 1598, almost a hundred years before the pilgrims hastily fled Mother Europe. Originally part of the territory of New Mexico for over two centuries, El Paso was gobbled up in a land grab by the state of Texas in 1850. 

Upon arrival at the El Paso terminal, another Saxon-employed driver peddled the freight to customers around the sprawling city of 250 square miles within the Franklin Mountains and surrounded by the Chihuahuan Desert. The delivery process would normally take the entire day. Even if there wasn’t enough freight that would require the entire day to deliver, the El Paso drivers would ensure it took the entire day, much to Virgil’s disgust. He had run the routes a few times when someone didn’t show up, which was a piece of cake. He could do what they sometimes took eight hours to do in six.

If Virgil’s hours of service allowed, the next trip would be a load of electronics or auto parts, depending on the day of the week. In an expanded version of the maquiladora system, a process that allowed raw materials and equipment into Mexico duty-free to be assembled and sent back to the States, electronics and auto parts, and a multitude of other goods, were manufactured with absurdly cheap labor in Juarez. Virgil chaffed at the thought of all the large US corporations moving their production lines out of crumbling factories across America to build huge, beautiful factories tantalizingly just south of the border. They took good jobs away from American workers and exploited Mexican labor with miserable wages. In his mind, making obscene profits off the backs of workers was just not right. When wages began to increase nominally in Mexico, he heard some manufacturers headed to China for cheaper labor. Virgil knew he was a part of that process by hauling the freight, but he had to feed his family too, and this was the best job he could get. 

Once manufactured, the finished product is loaded onto a variety of American-owned trailers, including Saxon’s, for shipments bound for the United States and Canada. Others went in containers and put on a train for the west coast to be shipped overseas. Saxon trailers were transported over the border to the Saxon terminal by drivers from Mexican-owned local trucking companies, but only after enduring a miserable lengthy wait in blistering weather through mile-long lines at the border to pass clearance at Customs. 

Lately, it seemed the electronics shipments were getting further behind, making it increasingly difficult for Virgil to make a living. As with most trucking companies, over-the-road and regional drivers at Saxon’s were paid by the mile, not by the hour. Delays were costly to drivers because they didn’t get paid much to sit. When the loads were ready on time, a driver could accumulate 3,500 miles a week running back and forth between Dallas and El Paso, making for an excellent paycheck. 

Delays, however, cost drivers at least one leg of the trip sometimes an entire round trip. A driver had little to do but sit and wait, often watching television in the small, stuffy driver’s room while listening to other drivers complain or hanging out at the truck stop irritating the waitresses. Some spent time cleaning their truck. Virgil’s truck was spotless, inside, and out.  

Another driver from Saxon’s, Jimmy Dale Tolliver, JD to his friends, ran the same route as Virgil. They were supposed to be on opposite ends of the state when schedules were running smoothly. Recently, it seemed they were both being delayed so long in El Paso that they were invariably running together. And on this sunny, dry day, JD’s rig was just ahead of Virgil, battling the same dry wind, hurtling down the road at seventy miles per hour. 

The only difference between the two Saxon Brothers trucks today was that Virgil’s rig was black, and JD’s was white—the company color scheme at Saxon’s. Lately, the trucks were being pinstriped to add a little flair to the dull black and white color scheme, but even then, the design was the same regardless of the truck's color. Drivers called it tattooing, although most were more impressed with how the trucks looked now with the fancy pin-striped swirls. 

All trucks at Saxon’s were equipped with the same engine model, and every truck was equipped identically from a mechanical aspect, right down to the mattress in the bunk and the tires on the axles. A driver’s only choice was to drive a black or white truck. New drivers didn’t even get that choice; they drove what was available and then, just due to the contrary nature of any self-respecting trucker, they usually wanted the other color. Many of the drivers of the white trucks swore the black trucks ran faster. Still aggravated by his long wait and feeling the need to unload on someone about it, Virgil picked up the mike from his CB radio to shout at JD. 

“Hey, big ‘un, ya still awake up there?” Virgil asked sarcastically.

“That’s a big ten-four, Virgil, my man,” JD’s gravelly voice boomed through the small speaker mounted on the dashboard of Virgil’s truck. Everything JD did seemed big. “Say, how’s my butt lookin’ back there, my man?”

“Looks the same as last week when I was held up,” Virgil answered acerbically. “View never changes from back here. Seems like these damn computer loads keep gettin’ further and further behind schedule.” 

Virgil was all too aware that JD was hauling an auto parts load, and it had not been delayed as Virgil’s had been. Auto parts were rarely delayed as there was a schedule to meet production lines. Delays with automotive shipments would cost somebody dearly, so glitches were rare. Computers weren’t on quite the same critical schedule because they were going to a distribution center rather than a production line. Drivers with the audacity to deliver late to a distribution center were usually “punished” by being made to wait a day or even a week to be unloaded. Many distributors would charge the manufacturers for the late product, which sometimes went down to the driver’s paycheck. 

Computer loads were also more likely to be stolen, so there were more rules to hauling computers. Regardless of which type of load was hauled, though, it paid the same to the driver. Virgil was paid a small stipend for his wait, but it was minimal and not worth his time. 

People outside the trucking industry could not possibly understand the dynamics and ultimate ripple effect delayed freight had on a driver and sometimes even the drivers' families. Of course, even if the shipping public knew, why would they care about the schedule of some truck driver, Virgil thought? 

“Know what ya mean, my man,” JD replied. 

Virgil detected a smirk in JD’s response, but it was hard ever to know when JD was sincere or just busting somebody’s balls. JD must have sensed Virgil’s thoughts because he replied again before Virgil could respond. 

“It’s messin’ with our schedules, little buddy,” JD agreed. “And your beauty sleep too!”

Virgil grinned before responding. Because of this route, they had become good friends, if Virgil ever had a friend. Could there be two more opposite friends on the planet, Virgil wondered. It was only through JD that Virgil learned to be able to give back what was dished out to him. 

“Look who’s talkin’ ‘bout needin’ beauty sleep, you ugly bastard,” Virgil taunted back into the mike that dangled from the cab's roof from a multi-colored bungee cord. “You ain’t got no prettier since...I don’t know. Maybe forever would be the proper word.” 

There was a long silence before Virgil continued. He keyed the mike again. “Seriously though, we need to say something ‘bout this to the old man,” he complained, hoping JD would be the person saying something to him. “I’m tired of Gary giving us that placating bullcrap that never leads anywhere. This past month has cost me seven hundred miles a week.” 

The old man Virgil referred to was John Saxon, the founder and owner of Saxon Brothers Trucking, Inc. Drivers that had been with Saxon for any length of time called him Old Man Saxon, although never to his face. He earned the title by being more of a father figure to all his employees, particularly drivers. Having been a driver for many years, he was one of them. 

On the other hand, Gary was the operations manager and had never driven a truck, a topic of discussion and ridicule among drivers. However, it was unjustified in Virgil’s opinion. Gary had been around drivers and trucks long enough to understand what needed to be done, but he wasn’t always honest about the reasons. And the customers could be awfully demanding. 

“Not me, dog!” JD replied apologetically. There was a bit of a lull in the conversation before he continued. “I’ll remind you I just got back on this here run not too long ago...after that little...uh...misunderstandin’.”

This time it was Virgil that smirked. When it worked properly, this was one of the best routes in all of Saxon’s. Only the most senior drivers were given these kinds of dedicated routes, and they paid extra just for being on time. JD had been assigned to the route for a couple of years until he got into an argument with, what he said he believed at the time, was no more than a Mexican day laborer on the dock at the terminal. 

As it turned out, that day laborer was the new El Paso terminal manager for Saxon Brothers Trucking. JD was unaware there was a new terminal manager—he figured he had missed a memo. He liked the old one and had him broken in just the way he wanted him. John Saxon had explicitly hired the new manager to make changes with dock workers and replace a few local drivers over a serious lack of safety practices. There was also the matter of the over-the-road drivers taking advantage of dock workers to get them to do tasks they shouldn’t be doing. As the old man succinctly put it on more than one occasion: “He was tired of the goddamned tail waggin’ the fuckin’ dog at the El Paso terminal.” JD might have been part of that tail. 

The manager, a small, wiry, and no-nonsense man named Raul Gonzalez, had been working the dock that day, instructing in the proper technique transfers were to be done. He was the son of proud Mexican immigrants striving for a better life for their children. Raul was determined to succeed in supporting his small family, which now included his mother living with him after his father's death. Mr. Saxon expected him to instill better safety habits into his men; by God, that is exactly what he would do. He hadn’t appreciated being interrupted in his safety presentation by a trucker complaining about a load, mostly this driver, who might have been part of the problem. 

A smile broke out on Virgil’s face as he recalled the incident. On that particular day, Virgil was on schedule, and JD was being made to wait. At the time, JD, a mountain of a man, was sporting shoulder-length bleach-blond hair, a gold earring, and a massive handlebar mustache that hung from both sides of his ample chin. A yellow bandana and purple tights were the only items lacking from the attire that separated him from the professional wrestling circuit. His appearance was menacing even before he opened his mouth and unleashed the gruff gravelly voice that sounded like he was waging a losing battle with laryngitis.

The result of the clash had been that it was requested that JD’s presence in El Paso become less frequent. In other words, stay out and lose the run. In typical Solomon-like fashion, old man Saxon kept JD off the run for three months, letting heads cool before allowing the burly driver to resume the route. JD, who had to go back to running all over the country during the imposed sabbatical, had vowed not to make any more waves with Raul.

“That was no misunderstanding, big boy,” Virgil shouted back. “Ya’ll was just lucky Raul didn’t whoop your ass. And I bet he could do it, too!” Virgil teased. 

“Hey, me and Raul is cool, man,” JD croaked before changing a touchy subject. “What you say ‘bout us stoppin’ up here at the truck stop for some breakfast? I’m so hungry I could eat the asshole out of a walrus.”

“Nah,” Virgil replied, repulsed by JD’s remark since an unwanted visual of his buddy and a walrus was now bouncing around his head. He tried not to think of it but was losing the battle. 

“I’m just too far behind this week,” Virgil continued. “I need some miles. I’m gonna push this load into the terminal to get another. If he’s not lying to me, Gary says if I get back in there right away, he’ll turn me back ‘round for another one on this week’s check.”

Virgil didn’t believe Gary would purposely lie to him, but he was known to stretch the truth a little. Freight dispatching was sometimes a moving target, and Virgil marveled at some of the miracles the operations guys performed. 

What Virgil didn’t tell JD, though, was that he needed the money. His wife, Bonnie Jo, was distressed that he had been gone so much lately with so little paycheck to show for it, thanks to sitting too many hours in El Paso. She understood the situation and was not upset with Virgil directly, but the smaller paychecks weren’t helping to pay the bills either. She was working as a manager at a nearby large retail store, but it didn't pay that well and offered little in the way of benefits. It kept her busy, but they depended on Virgil's checks. 

The situation was further strained because their son, Virgil Jr., whom they called VJ, was soon to graduate from high school. He wanted to attend college to get a bachelor’s degree, maybe even a master’s. Who knew? Vigil marveled over the possibility of his son becoming college educated and wanted to do all he could to ensure that happened. But, due to past medical bills over a bout of breast cancer Bonnie Joe had recently overcome, the Waters hadn’t been able to save enough money to meet the tuition, so they would have to pay as they went along. 

Ironically, or perhaps planned on his part, VJ wanted to go to UTEP, the University of Texas at El Paso. John Saxon had promised him there would be a management position waiting for the boy when he got out of school, provided he had a business, IT technology, or finance degree. VJ wasn’t sure which degree he should pursue but figured he had time. He was leaning toward IT. 

Nobody from the Waters’ family had ever gone to college, and Virgil and Bonnie Jo, youthful sweethearts married right out of high school twenty-two years earlier, were determined to do whatever it took to get their only offspring into a good college and, hopefully, employed with upper management at Saxon’s. They could only have one child, so he was the center of their universe. And if VJ did go to UTEP, Virgil could see him on his frequent trips to El Paso. It seemed too good to be true, but Virgil needed to keep his nose to the steering wheel.  

“Suit yourself, dude,” JD replied. “I’m gonna stop here and look them pretty waitresses over there at the “choke-and-puke.” Maybe take a shower too. I’ll see you on the backside.”

“Bout time you showered,” Virgil shot back. “I didn’t realize it was that time of the week already,” he teased. 

With that, JD eased the Peterbilt onto the exit ramp of Interstate 10, the engine retarding jake-brake bafflingly loud as the rig slowed up the ramp. Virgil gave the air horn a long blast as he went by the exit.

They would never see each other again.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3

Feel Like a Number
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The following morning, Rory and I rolled into the Mexican drayage company that would take the trailer over the border to a huge plant just east of Tijuana, Mexico. The trip had been uneventful, but I had Jenelle on my mind, which might have shortened the miles. 

I wondered if she was serious about taking a trip with me and if I should chance it. There was no way Saxon’s would give me an exemption to take her, so I definitely shouldn’t take her back toward El Paso, where other employees might notice. I was close to deciding to pick her up on my next trip if she was serious when we pulled up to the guard house. 

After making many trips back and forth, the guard and I became sociable, so he waved to me. I found an empty spot in the yard, dropped the trailer, and headed into the office to get paperwork for the load going back to El Paso with Rory. As usual, Tina was behind the desk controlling all the drivers in and out. She had a reputation as a Marine drill sergeant, only uglier. The Lord had not been very kind when handing out looks to this poor gal, and she made up for what she lacked in beauty in nastiness.  

I never let her charming disposition slow me down. “Hello, darlin’,” I said, beating my hands on the counter behind which her overly large frame sat. I was grinning at her, chancing it, knowing full well Tina could probably play on the line of any professional football team she wanted on Sunday. 

She looked up at me from the paperwork she had been studying, or at least she wanted me to think she was studying. “Don’t fuckin’ call me darlin’, Harrison,” she growled. “I told ya that before! Your goddamned load ain’t here.” With that, she went back to looking over her paperwork. 

This was unusual. It happened only a few times before. My load was normally here when I got to the yard, and usually, I could turn right back around, spending as little time as possible in the armpit of California known as Otay Mesa. 

“Well, babe, can you tell me when it might be here so I might plan my hours accordingly,” I asked in my most straightforward voice...smiling. She was like talking to the Soup Nazi from the old Jerry Seinfeld commercials; you were terrified of upsetting the person on the other side of the counter.

If Tina heard, she ignored me. I repeated myself, this time a little louder. I’m a big son-of-a-bitch. I may be soft-spoken and look handsome if I don’t say so myself. I’ve been told I also possess a sort of menacing look about me. Most people don’t know it, but I do have a temper, although I’d done a pretty good job of putting a lid on it since that episode at Barnes’ trial when I went at him in court. Usually, people listen when I speak to them, so I have to say, I’m not accustomed to being ignored, mainly since I can be so...agreeable. 

Tina looked up at me, staring me straight in the eye. She was not smiling. “I don’t know, Harrison,” she snarled. “If you let me read this fuckin’ notice from the plant, I may be able to find out what the delay might be or email somebody to see where the damn trailer is. I saw you come in the yard and was tryin’ to find out for ya. Now, shut the fuck up, go sit in that chair over there,” she pointed a meaty finger for direction, “and I will try to find out.”

Well, I huffed, then marched right over to that chair and sat exactly where she told me. Rory, being no fool, did as well. I pulled out my phone and checked for messages, not intending to say any more to Tina if she didn’t speak first. I sat there for about an hour, bored out of my skull. 

“Harrison,” Tina bellowed as if she worked at a DMV from any state. It startled me. Rory thought about barking, took one look at Tina, and whimpered. 

I took the bellow as a sign I might report back to the desk to see what Miss Tina wanted. I practically sprinted the ten yards between the desk and the counter. Rory stayed where he was. “Yes, mam.” 

Tina was not impressed by my act of gentility. It was almost as if it pissed her off more if that was possible. Her face balled up into an even uglier position, almost horrifying. I actually wondered if she was going to take a swing at me. My, was she in a mood. 

“Your trailer is held up at customs,” she growled. “Those cocksuckers do this all the time...randomly holdin’ freight up, but they weren’t supposed to hold these empty racks up. How the fuck they think anyone is smugglin’ somethin’ inside a load of empty racks is beyond me, but that’s what I know at this point, Harrison.” 
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