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    To my dearest friends, Diana and Rebekah, who find curious points that need fixing, and then - from their own natural curiosity - pose more questions, which in turn inspire me to achieve even greater works.
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I HAD NO MONEY, WAS jobless, and heart-broken.

All those added up to a big fat nothing.

The last thing I remembered was passing out on a curb in New York City.

Now I was on a bus somewhere in New Jersey going south.

How did that happen?

I grabbed my backpack and found the contents had been replaced.

The only things left were a large meat-and-cheese sandwich and two bottles of water.

Its front pouch only held my one-way and non-refundable bus ticket, a burner phone with no signal, plus a scrap of paper with a phone number scratched on it.

I'd been kidnapped - but not really. None of the other passengers on that bus seemed bothered at all, not even noticing I was even there.

Going through the pockets of my jeans and jacket, I also found that all my ID and money was gone. And I had no other clothes than what I was wearing.

So the only choice I had left was to take this ride where it was already heading - to some tiny town in the middle of nowhere.

To whoever I was going to meet at the other end.

All pre-arranged by someone...
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I CAME OUT THROUGH the glass and aluminum door of the clinic.

Dour-faced, upset, frustrated.

Earlier that day, I'd lost my job.

I had nothing in the bank. No relatives anywhere nearby – and the ones I had out there didn't particularly want to hear from me.

My last hope was that my doctor here would give me something I could OD on.

But that conversation went something like this:


“I can't prescribe anything for you any more. Because it would probably kill you faster than you already are killing yourself. And as a Doctor, I can't assist your own suicide.”

My look at him was a plaintive as I could make it. “Come on, Doc – can't you give me something for all this?”

I held up my hands, they were both shaking.

He just shook his head no. “Your blacking-out is in addition to your nerves going south. I told you six months ago you only had six months to live. And I've been telling you at least every month since what you needed to do to fix all that.

“But you didn't.

“So I'm going to tell you one more time, for whatever good it will do: Get into rehab, get off those caffeine drinks. Start eating a good diet with lots of protein. Get some rest. Get some sunshine. And get someone to take care of you – because until you get that stuff out of your system and replaced with the proteins and vitamins you need – well, if your heart doesn't just quit on you, you're probably going to black out crossing the street and get hit by a truck or something.”



His face wasn't happy. He was serious. More than I'd ever seen him before.

Then he walked out of that examination room without looking back.

I left the clinic just like he did to me.

And soon wondered if I still had anything left that was worth pawning for some street drugs to end this miserable existence with.

I shrugged my shaking hands into the pockets of my worn leather jacket. I let the strands of my black hair that escaped my ponytail just fly as they wanted.

My head was down. Trying to avoid people on the sidewalk stepping on me.

And considering that maybe I should just go ahead and walk into that traffic.

Except that would hurt. And might not be final. Plus, with my luck, I'd wind up as some sort of homeless cripple.

My thoughts went back to that boyfriend I'd cursed to hell almost every day for the last eight months. He was why I was in this shape. I always thought he was going to propose. Any day now. And I then discovered him talking to some tall boob-laden blond about staying the weekend at her place.

Just like he used to do to me. So he could get his “needs” filled. But he had only strung me along, saying he loved me, saying we were soul-mates, saying whatever he had to – just in order to keep getting laid when he wanted, food while he was with me, even borrowed money before he left me.

I was his little girl-toy. Addicted to him.

No better than a whore.

My feet stopped. I was now standing on the curb of yet another street. One of the tens of  thousands of streets that criss-crossed this city that never sleeps.

I was in the middle of the block. And like most New Yorkers, I had a penchant for walking in between the moving cars to get wherever I wanted to go.

I stopped because I was shaking all over now. And it was taking all the concentration I had to figure out how to get my feet to start moving again.

Then the blackness hit.

- - - -
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AND I WOKE UP SITTING in one of these antiseptic-and-urine smelling buses that you take between your last nowhere to your next nowhere. A little more comfortable than the city buses that took you within a big nowhere to nowhere particular within it. This bus was a little more comfortable for longer trips, though.

Wait. I felt myself all over. I was still in one piece. I hadn't been violated. I had some new scratches on my face, but they were cleaned. I touched them and my hand now smelled like one of those baby wipes – perfume over chlorine and anti-bacterial something-or-other chemicals.

My jacket was no worse than before, my black jeans and black boots were still the same – scratched, some torn spots, but in the usual places.

Wait – my backpack. It was lighter.

The only things in it now were a big, meaty sandwich, and a couple of bottles of water. All my cans of caffeinated drinks were gone.

In the pocket of that backpack was a clam-type burner phone – not mine. It's charge cord was there. And a scrap of paper with a 10-digit phone number and “For Emergencies Only” scrawled on it. Nothing else. And no signal.

I checked my pockets – all of them. Nothing. No ID, no money. Even inside my sock, down inside that boot – my emergency stash was gone.

The bus ticket was one way, non-transferable, non-refundable. I couldn't pronounce the small-town name printed on it as a destination. Looked German or something.

My heart sank. That was the last straw.

Sure, I could get off at the next stop, but where would that leave me?

Somewhere between nowheres, in 'Jersey. Close to hundreds of miles from what I used to call my apartment. My empty, rent-overdue, three-story walk-up tiny apartment.

Meanwhile, the miles kept rolling beneath this diesel-engined monster. I felt like I was Jonah in its guts. Like all the other nobodies around me. All swallowed for one reason or another, ready to be regurgitated at some pre-determined stop somewhere between nowheres.

I just sank back against the aluminum and plastic walls and gave up.

I might as well wait for my chance to get regurgitated.

Because someone had gone through a bit of trouble to arrange this quiet kidnapping.

At least when I got thirsty, I had water. And if I got hungry, there was that big healthy looking sandwich wrapped in plastic, just waiting.

My stomach turned. Different from being hungry. More like – if that's not some sort of Red Bull drink, then leave me alone in my withdrawal pains.

The miles kept rolling toward that unpronounceable nowhere out there.

So I closed my eyes and tried to sleep – despite the smells, the noise, and the rumbles.

- - - -
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WHEN THE BUS DRIVER announced something that resembled the destination printed on my ticket, I picked up and shouldered my backpack as I went forward.

The bored driver looked me over, looked at my ticket and only nodded yes to my question. Then he looked out the door and again put his hand on the lever to pull it shut. Meaning: yeah, that's you lady. Don't let the door hit you on your way out.

And I was blinking in the sunlight as the roaring monster pushed a final gust of exhaust-filled wind at my backside. All while my pony tail managed to wave a goodbye.

It was literally a bus stop. The sign said so.

And the town was probably three blocks long, if you didn't mind counting the derelict and tumble-down buildings that were empty of business and half their windows.

The sidewalks were empty of people, and a little cleaner than what I was used to in New York. All empty except for some farmer in a chore coat coming toward me.

As he got closer, he held up a hand-lettered sign that read: Dana.

I just stared at him. This was weird.

His voice was a bit rough. And had a backwoods twang. “You're Dana?”

I looked around. I was the only other person on this side of the street – and the other side only held some sort of brownish hound dog, who had its eyes shut to soak in the sunshine as it reclined there.

“Yeah, I guess that's me.”

“You guess?”

I frowned. “OK, fine! Yes, unless that dog is also named Dana, that's gotta be me.”

He smiled, beneath that day-old grizzle that ran up under his worn ball-cap from some feed and seed company. “I'm Dwayne. I was told you'd be on that bus and I was to pick you up.”

“Pick up and then do what exactly with me?”

“Take you to your new home for the next three months.”

“What home?”

“It's a rental a couple of miles from here. And looks like it was rented for you – probably without you knowing.”

I just nodded. “And what am I supposed to do when I get there?”

The farmer shrugged, which made his whole chore coat move. “Live there, I guess.”

“You guess?”

The smile went off his face. “Do you always make something this hard? Look, all I was asked to do was to come into town and pick you up. If you don't want to go, then you can stay here.”

At that he turned and walked toward an old model pickup just beyond the marked-off parking place for the bus.

No other cars on this side of the highway that ran through this nowhere. Nobody on the street. And the only person who seemed to care for me at all – at least for a little while – was walking away from me. Leaving.

So I hustled up and tried to keep up with him.

He never turned until he got to the driver's side and opened his door up.

I fumbled with the handle on that passenger side door until it opened with a quiet creak.

Not as clean as a taxi, but it didn't reek of some anti-septic solvent.

And was probably the first time I'd really smelt something mostly clean on its own for years.
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WHEN I FIRST SAW MY Uncle's little farm, I was again impressed with the quiet peace that reigned over everything here.

Of course, that farm was now mine, but it would be years before I felt honest about saying it was mine.

Because my uncle raised his family there and out-lived his wife here, and it was always a second home to me – probably better than any home I'd ever had. I liked all the Nature it was nestled in. On paper, it was no bigger than 40 acres, and a lot of that was in native trees or regrown ones.

The farm barely paid its own way in good years, and he'd quit trying to keep up with the crop-farming “Joneses” and their “modern” row-cropping ideas. Some years ago, the next-door neighbor named Dwayne agreed to pay him two steers a year as rent for running cattle on the property – and maintaining the perimeter fences to keep them in. And he'd keep some cattle here until the grass got too short, then would move them over to his property or some other farmer's rented pasture.

Uncle thought ahead on a lot of things, and set up a trust with funds enough to pay off the annual taxes. His retirement paid for utilities and whatever else he needed. And once my aunt passed, he had even fewer requirements. He hardly left the farm after her passing, and mostly sat in an easy chair, reading books out of his own library. The exception was when he had to get some additional “grub” or supplies from time to time.

Or so I was told by any family of his or mine who bothered to talk to me about it. Most of the details I got from his slightly younger neighbor Dwayne, who would check in on him from time to time. Maybe play some checkers with him. Or sit there and read one of his books, maybe borrow it at the end of the evening.

The home place  – as I saw when I got here – really just consisted of the house, a barn with a sad-looking chicken coop behind it, an older, tarp-covered pickup truck inside, plus a travel trailer that sought shelter under that lean-to roof attached to barn eaves.

Everything on the farm had seen better days.

- - - -
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I WAS JUST RETURNED from my second tour, on a medical discharge, when a lawyer came to the VA hospital where I was going through what they called rehab. He had some papers for me, saying that my uncle had finally been declared dead after missing for years, so the will they found said that the farm and everything on it was mine, now.

Apparently because I was the only person he knew that loved it as much as he did. Out of all his relatives, no one else cared. Not enough to protest the will in any way.

So Dwayne met me at the bus stop, shook my hand while he wore that ever-present smile of his, and looked around to see if I had anything besides that single duffel bag. I just shrugged.

And we didn't talk much as he drove us over to the farm, as I recall.

But even that drive, in an old pickup with its rattles and occasional clank (after a pothole) was relaxing to me. I hadn't seen that many trees in years. Everything on military bases are so much concrete and asphalt. And the grasses are trimmed to precision and anything not growing or some kind of building was painted pristine. Gray, usually.

All this growing green, towering over our heads was such a welcome relief, a beautiful greeting – and full of hope for new life.

I needed that hope. Because I was drummed out for losing my temper one too many times at the wrong people. So they wrote it up as a medical discharge and let me go with a tidy, small pension. Not enough to do more than keep me alive with my own home cooking. And I could get other funds for renting somewhere. Lots of handouts for the disabled – which never were really enough.

Well, I had this farm now. Which meant I was disqualified for a lot of those handouts. But Dwayne said the chest freezer on the enclosed back porch was filled with beef, and his wife loved to bake, so I'd have almost an endless supply of dessert. One of her delicious fruit pies would last me a week, mostly.

Anyway, those two took care of me like one of their own sons, so I was honored and grateful. And told Dwayne as much. He just shrugged, said something like it was the “Christian” thing to do – and besides he felt he owed my uncle something. But I just let that go.
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