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1942

The fellow who claimed he was from Oklahoma City but sounded like he came from points much farther east tipped his hat and said, "Miss Delores Harper, would you happen to have a place where we could talk turkey?" Dominick Jefferson Umble was a medium-size man. A bit chubby in the face but slim in the body, tucked inside an off-the-rack gray suit that was perhaps a little too loose in the area of the slacks. Here was a man who bought big, planning to become a fat cat perhaps. He certainly had the whiskers; a chin covered with more salt than pepper ones and plenty of others poking from his ears.

How could this intrusion be happening today, of all days? It was a pleasant enough May day, and the big windows along the front of Milo's Eatery gazed upon a grey ribbon of highway flanked by budding wildflowers, the two years new Victory Motor Court, and lovely green fields around them. Happy bumblebees buzzed through the growth, in search of nectar, and the occasional blue bird flew by in search of bumblebees. Surely, the business Mr. Umble came to talk about would best be accompanied by thunderclouds or the pea soup green skies heralding a twister?

Delores did not like him the first time he came around not quite a year before, and she found no love for him tucked away in her change purse in the five weeks between his last visit and now. 

"I'm sorry, Mr. Umble, but as you can see, I have customers. And my girl is running late this morning."

Bethany Ann might be a high school dropout, but she was usually reliable. Too pretty for her own good, the buxom brunette ended up with someone's child, but whoever put that bun in her oven left her high, dry, and broke. Shame of the town, some said, but she was a hard worker. Today, she had to run the child to the doctor. Something about a fever. Delores wished her well, but she also wished the appointment went quick.

"They look like they can tend themselves for a few minutes," Mr. Umble said.

When the fellow looked around the place, Delores knew he saw only a handful of incoming payments. Sure, it was an hour before lunch rush and only five people were seated and eating, and one of those was a regular, but she made a life by providing for the breakfast, lunchtime, and dinnertime needs for each customer. That little slogan was on the sign for Milo's, as Umble surely knew. 

Each customer. That included the fellow in his fifties who came to her counter each morning for a cup of coffee, an egg sandwich, and some company. It included the pair of rough around the edges college-aged kids out for a cross country joyride in a little red coupe, who claimed to be looking for America. It included those visitors to the area, walk overs from the Victory Motor Court across the road. She supposed they belonged to the lone vehicle in the Motor Court's lot, a dusty blue pickup truck loaded down with all the furnishings and precious items they accrued in the forty-odd years between them. Not newlyweds, but still early in the lovey-dovey stage, they were passing through on their way from Georgia to California.

He did not see the Black family just the other side of the partition. They were quiet enough, back there. Even the two children—the eldest of which could be no older than eight and the youngest might be closer to five—did not make so much as a peep unless it was to ask for more jam for their toast, and even then they were as polite as could be. A man like Mr. Umble would not count them among the customers though, him being a white man who only saw other white men as worth his attention. Apart from them was George Jeffries, in the kitchen, who managed to flip flapjacks or make a mean Club sandwich despite having only one arm and one eye left from his time in the trenches twenty-five years ago. 

Heavens knew, a man like Umble would look upon this mouthy woman in her fifties before him and only see someone gone to seed. Someone crazy enough to keep a mane of yellow-tinged gray hair pulled up off her shoulders, someone who wore enough makeup to cover some of the darkness from too little sleep but not enough to obscure the wrinkles, a woman who wore her age like a badge of honor—a badge she earned one grueling day at a time.

"Well, as you can see, I've got my hands tied, just now," Delores said. "Would you mind having a cup of coffee while you wait? Or coming back in a short while?"

Umble's lips twitched. The salesman's smile he wore did not quite vanish altogether. The movement had to be an unconscious one, and it demonstrated his perturbed state better than anything. 

"We've come a long way," he said, trying to regain his calm. When he hooked a thumb over his shoulder toward the front door, Delores had to acknowledge his two men. All of them rode for miles and miles in that 1939 Studebaker Champion parked outside.

One of them looked like a typical sort of leg breaker, tall and broad shouldered, wearing a dumb expression she recalled from the longhorns on her Daddy's ranch back before all the earth swirled up into the sky and headed for points north. He was a hood, through and through. A torpedo. Not at all comfortable in the people clothes his boss made him wear, he looked the sort who would prefer a wrestling one-piece with a number hanging off his back.

The other guy, however, radiated an oily quality, which left Delores profoundly uneasy. He stood maybe five-and-a-half-feet in his odd boots with inch-high heels. His face was an unhealthy pale color, drained of whatever life it held by the perfect blackness of his suit and fedora. He affected a thin moustache but otherwise had no facial hair. None of his boss's whiskers. Not even eyebrows. When he smiled, as he did now that Umble drew Delores’ attention to him, there was nothing pleasant about the expression. His lips parted like a wound to reveal narrow teeth discolored by decay. Despite the warmth, he wore gloves and a long coat atop his suit, but his skin did not flush from the heat or reveal even a single bead of sweat. Worst of all, his eyes widened just a little, and they flashed with something that made Delores' skin crawl.

"We'd like to finish our business and then head back to Oklahoma City. Get the filing process under way," Umble said. "Paperwork moves at the speed of molasses in a North Dakota February."

She said, "It should only be a few more minutes until Bethany Ann arrives. You can wait a couple more minutes." Without waiting for Umble's reply, she plucked up the coffee pot and did her rounds, ready to top up any cups that were less than half full.
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