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“The rosy clouds float overhead,
The sun is going down;
And now the sandman's gentle tread
Comes stealing through the town.
'White sand, white sand,' he softly cries,
And as he shakes his hand,
Straightway there lies on babies' eyes
His gift of shining sand.”
- Margaret Vandegrift, 1890
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Fog rolled over the interstate in thick waves, and stray beams of moonlight knifed through the clouds like searchlights. I-35 in southeast Kansas was an unlit, desolate stretch of faded blacktop that ran like an arrow through brown pasture. It had four lanes, two north and two south, with a yellow-striped notched shoulder and a three-foot molded concrete center divider. In the deep of the night, blackness pressed on the road, and there was nothing else in the world. Ramage’s lone headlights burned a tunnel through the gloom and mist, the bleak flat terrain resembling the surface of a far-off, lifeless planet. He tapped the steering wheel in rhythm with the monotonous beat of the truck’s wheels as they rolled over cracks, stones, and debris.

Ahead, a green road sign appeared out of the deepening fog, white reflective lettering reading “Rest Area 2 Miles” and below in smaller type, “Next Rest Area 59 Miles.” The fuel gauge read a quarter full, but Ramage’s stomach growled and he had time. His cargo of fresh-cut Christmas trees couldn’t be unloaded until 8 AM, and he would arrive in Wichita in four hours, which meant he had time to kill. He would have breakfast, fuel up, maybe get Big Blue washed.

He downshifted, and the 565 HP diesel engine vibrated and snarled as the Kenworth slowed. If someone had told him a year ago he would bet his entire nest egg on fresh Christmas trees, he would have laughed. Yet here he was. Ramage was a man of shortcuts these days, quick to act when opportunity smacked him in the face. Fresh Christmas trees sold for big money in the flatlands of middle America, and his home state of Pennsylvania was the largest producer of the green gold. Finding a sales contact in Wichita proved easy, so Ramage invested most of his cash and set off to spread Christmas cheer.

Ramage braked, downshifted again, and the rig bucked and sputtered. Ramage still was not used to driving the big truck, even though he had owned Big Blue for three years and had crisscrossed the nation several times without putting a dent in the dark blue Kenworth. He eased the truck onto the off-ramp, checking his mirrors. Piles of Douglas fir and Colorado blue spruce lay stacked in their plastic mesh cocoons on his flatbed trailer. He had spent extra on the blue spruces with the tiny pinecones because his man Rico said people would pay one hundred and fifty dollars for an eight-footer. Who knew fresh Christmas trees were such big business? Six point four million Christmas trees are harvested in Pennsylvania each year. Tree farms nationwide cover more than half a million acres.

That’s a lot of green.

Floodlights spilled across an empty parking lot. No trucks lined up at the gas pumps, and the diner attached to the restrooms looked dark, save for a Castle Rock beer sign, half its neon out and the other half blinking spasmodically. The light over the restaurant’s entrance was on, and as he dropped the truck into neutral, he saw a We’re Open Twenty-Four-Seven sign tacked to the diner’s front door.

Big Blue came to a stop by a gas pump, air brakes chirped, and Ramage shut the engine down. High-pressure sodium lights on poles around the perimeter of the rest area pushed back the blackness, and the buzz of the insect night symphony was the only sound. Normally, trucks would be lined up like condos, light spilling from their windows, drivers sleeping or eating, the faint murmur of music and televisions, but tonight he was the lone traveler.

He opened his door and jumped to the ground. Nobody came to greet him, so he slipped his credit card into the digital display and started filling up. Nothing moved along the row of gas pumps. Ramage looked over his shoulder, but saw nothing unusual. He eased back against the truck, making himself small and less exposed. There was a gun under the seat in the cab, and he considered retrieving it.

The gas pump beeped and rang, and the sounds were like a party in the stillness of the barren depot. Ramage replaced the gas nozzle in its cradle and slipped his credit card in a back pocket. The feeling of unease passed, so he hopped back into the Kenworth and backed it into an end space under the protective stare of the building’s exterior floodlights.

The diner slash bathroom facility was a sturdy concrete structure similar to those found along highways all over the United States. Cinderblock painted gray, minimal landscaping, state and federal flags on an aluminum pole. Ramage didn’t see anyone moving around inside the restaurant. The front plate glass window was mostly dark, a line of lights above a counter bringing the image of that painting with the dogs at a bar.

“Hey, mister,” came a raspy voice from the darkness.

Ramage froze, old lines of communication in his trained body reactivating, muscle memory taking control, adrenaline flowing. He considered backtracking to the truck, but that would be a sign of weakness, and Ramage never showed weakness. It led to other issues.

“Who’s there? Come out where I can see you,” Ramage said, and to his surprise, the person did.

A slight man with thinning hair and broken glasses stepped into the light. He held his hands up in the universal gesture that said trust me, I mean you no harm. He wore jeans, a blue t-shirt, and a heavy leather jacket.

“How can I help you?” Ramage said. He looked past the man, and still nobody was behind the counter at the restaurant.

“Funny you should ask, cause as it happens, you can help me,” the man said. He put his hands down and took a step forward.

Ramage said nothing.

“See, me and my busi… friend, need a ride,” the man said.

Ramage noted the newcomer still hadn’t given his name or his destination, and now there was a friend. “I don’t see a friend.”

“No, you don’t,” came a voice from the shadows. “Chic, go check the truck.”

The man called Chic headed for Big Blue, and Ramage stepped in his way. “You think you’re doing what?”

“I’ve got a gun on you, genius,” came the voice from the shadows. “Let him pass, or you’re bleeding out on the pavement in ten seconds. You follow?”

If Ramage had a trigger, it was being threatened, but his situation wasn’t good. He was alone, unarmed, in the dark, with at least two strangers, no sign of backup. He stepped aside, and the little man smiled and nudged Ramage with his shoulder as he headed for Big Blue.

“No need for anyone to…” The voice faltered and was replaced with harsh coughing and hacking. “No need for anyone to die tonight. It’s your call. Listen to what I tell you, and if you’re lucky, you’ll see the sunrise.”

Two minutes dripped away as crickets sang and Ramage’s heart pounded. The guy called Chic returned with Ramage’s gun, his first aid kit, and two t-shirts. “Found this,” Chic said. He slipped Ramage’s 9MM Sig Sauer P320 from his waistband. “No family pictures. No books or porn. No computer. What are you, a caveman?” Chic turned to Ramage as if expecting an answer, but he said nothing.

“No wedding ring,” said shadow man.

“Nope. Nobody will miss this loser. Found some basic files showing shipments mostly on the up and up. These trees are going to Wichita.”

“Not anymore,” said the man in the shadows.

Ramage shifted his weight and eased closer to Chic.

“Back up,” Chic said. The skinny turd pointed Ramage’s own gun at him.

Ramage dodged and rolled, closing the space between himself and Chic. He came out of his roll and locked his hand on the man’s wrist. Ramage twisted Chic’s arm, spinning him like a ballerina, placing the squirming man between himself and shadow man. Then he pushed Chic to the ground, bent his wrist and arm for leverage, snatched his gun, and rolled into the shadows. He vaulted to his feet and brought up the Sig Sauer, aiming where he expected the elusive second stranger to be, but there was nobody there.

Ramage doubled over and dropped the gun, a kidney punch sending shards of pain surging through him.

“You don’t know who I am, but you’re trying shit with someone you don’t want to mess with.” The second man stumbled into the light. He was round of body with a jaw cut in a permanent scowl. It was a face that said I’m never happy, will never be happy, and have no desire to be happy. With one hand, he held his side where a white dress shirt was stained with blood. His other held a pistol.

Thing was, Ramage didn’t know the guy. He could be anybody. “Should I know you? You on some Texas reality show or something? One of those where the main guy is in love with his sister.”

The man started when Ramage said Texas, eyes going wide. The guy’s accent was obvious, but then again, Ramage didn’t think he had any accent when, in fact, his northeastern drawl was one of the most identifiable in the nation.

The man sighed and said, “Chic.”

Chic pistol-whipped Ramage with his own gun, using the weapon like brass knuckles. Blood leaked down Ramage’s face from a wound above his eye, and he covered up to ward off a flurry of blows.

Important man said, “I told you to chill and do what I tell you, and you might get out of this. But could you do that? No. You think you’re James Bond or some shit with those moves?”

“We’ll see when you don’t have a gun pointed at me,” Ramage said. “Soft donut like you, I won’t even break a sweat.”

Chic hit him again, then kicked him twice in the chest and once in the head. The blow to the skull scrambled Ramage’s brain, and his vision was split into four duplicate quadrants. “You’re gonna look funny with your stomach hanging out of your mouth,” Chic said.

“Piss off,” Ramage said. He spat blood onto the blacktop.

Chic let air escape his lips like a deflating tire.

“You’re a bug I could squash under my boot, and you’re talking shit. I’m…” The man paused, tilting his head.

“Afraid to tell me who you are? Punk,” Ramage said.

“You wanna know what they call him, dipshit? Piranha,” Chic said. “You know why?”

“‘Cause he’s small and ugly?”

“Chiclet shut the hell up,” said Mr. Important. “He’s baiting you. Bigger fish. How many times…” The man squeaked and coughed.

Ramage stared at Chic, then laughed. “Your big teeth. Chiclet. That’s pretty funny.”

“Really?” Chic pointed the Sig Sauer at Ramage’s head.

“Hey,” said the boss.

Chic let the gun fall to his side.

“Teach him how to speak to his betters. I’ll be in the truck.” Piranha paused before Ramage as he shuffled away. “You got stones. I respect that. But if I see you again, you die. Take the insurance money for your truck and load and move on.”

Ramage knew they weren’t going to shoot him. Both men glanced furtively toward the diner, which meant somebody was in there, and a gunshot would bring unwanted attention. He said, “What are you gonna do with my trees? I don’t have insurance on them.”

“Sounds like poor business practices to me.” The front of Piranha’s white dress shirt was fully covered in blood, and he walked hunched and broken.

When the boss disappeared into the darkness, Chic came forward, fists swinging. The blows came in waves, first his head, then the body, then back to the head. Chic used the Sig Sauer like it had always been his, slamming the butt of the gun into Ramage with a brutality that made him nauseous.

The Kenworth started, and Ramage recognized the faint tap of Big Blue’s exhaust leak.

Chic brought his boot down on Ramage’s back, a massive blow that bounced him off the pavement. Stars blinked overhead, and Ramage rolled on his side. It was hard to breathe. Chic quickly padded him down, found nothing, and delivered a savage blow to Ramage’s stomach with his boot.

Darkness crept in around the edges of Ramage’s vision as he slipped into unconsciousness. Headlights snapped on, and air brakes chirped.

He had nothing. His truck, which was his home, would probably be parts by lunch, and his trees would be sold at discounts on roadsides and in parking lots. Everything he owned was in the Kenworth. Wallet, ID, personals. His entire pathetic life.

It was all gone.
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A pebble bit into Ramage’s cheek as his eyes came into focus. The gray haze of daybreak spread over the rest stop, and he heard people chattering, trucks humming, and the whirring of an exhaust fan. He lifted his face from a sticky puddle of blood, rolled onto his side, and vomited. It was mostly dry heaving and bile because he hadn’t eaten since lunch the prior day, but his last two meals refused to be forgotten, and a decayed kidney bean from his chili and a piece of ham from breakfast reappeared.

He’d been dumped behind the cinderblock building with the garbage. Cockroaches scuttled around the dumpster, which bulged with bags of trash, and the scent of waste hung in the air like smoke. Ramage’s head pounded in rhythm with his thumping heart, ears ringing, the light of day coming on and pushing away the darkness. His jeans were speckled with dark blood, his t-shirt torn and stained. Sorrow washed over him, and he felt ill, but didn’t throw up. He pressed his back to the concrete wall, taking deep breaths. He’d be sore for weeks, but he flexed his arms and legs, and everything seemed functional.

He rested as long as he could—a whole hour, but when the voices in his head reached a fever pitch, he pushed himself up using the wall for support.

Each minute that passed, Chiclet and Piranha got further down the trail. A trail that was already getting cold. Dawn was around seven, so he’d been out for more than four hours. Assuming Burt and Ernie were pushing the Kenworth and averaging seventy-five miles per hour, Big Blue could be anywhere within a three-hundred-mile radius, and the area was growing with each tick of the clock. If he had to search every one of those miles, look under every stone and beneath each tree, he would, and when he found Chiclet and the guppy, they’d wish they’d let him have a hamburger and go on his way.

Turned out Ramage hadn’t lost everything. He had the credit card he’d slipped into a back pocket after paying for gas. Chic had missed it during his search, and Ramage would remind the little shit of the fact when he was done removing some Chiclets from his jawbone by way of his fist. Finding the credit card made everything easier. All he needed was a wallet, so he looked natural when he used it. No merchants checked IDs for credit card match anymore because fraud detection was so accurate, and the banks always erred on the side of shutting the account down.

A bell rang when Ramage opened the diner door, and a head popped up from behind the counter. The woman rubbed sleep from her eyes as she laid a menu on the counter, then, noticing the blood on his clothes, said, “What the hell happened to you, hon?” She was an attractive middle-aged woman with red straw hair, dark red lipstick, and a nice figure. The name tag pinned to her chest said Dolores. “You look like shit.”

“Thanks.”

“What happened?”

He was going to give his standard reply when he wanted to blow someone off. ‘It’s a long story’ usually generated empathy and an understanding that the conversation would go no further. Problem was, in this case, it was a short story. He’d been mugged, his truck stolen, and the lizard part of his brain just wouldn’t let him admit it.

Ramage said, “Two guys… were there two men in here before I came in? Late last night? Around 3 AM?”

“Nobody came in all night. I’ve been asleep behind the counter since midnight.”

“I’m gonna need to use your phone to call the cops,” Ramage said.

She sighed. “Not my cell, you’re not. You eating? Or, wait, let me guess. The two magic men took all your money?”

“Not all of it. Give me some coffee and a buttered roll. Help me out, and there’s a big tip in it for you. Is there a cash machine in here? A lost and found?”

“Nobody’s used the cash machine in a while. They’re supposed to come take it away, but it might work.” Dolores reached under a cash register wrapped in frayed silver Christmas garland and brought forth a cardboard box and placed it on the counter. “As to the lost and found, it’s not much.”

“Thank you. That phone?”

“In the back. Come with me,” she said as she disappeared through a doorway behind the counter.

Ramage followed her into a cluttered mess of an office with two desks, each with a computer and covered in mountains of paper. He dialed zero and asked the operator to connect him to the Butler County Sheriff’s Department, where a polite woman with a southern drawl picked up on the first ring and promptly transferred him to the watch commander. The WC handed him off to Deputy Sheriff David Grape, a man who sounded like it was an effort for him to pull on his gun belt in the morning.

“Are you currently in danger, sir?” asked Grape.

“No,” Ramage said.

“What’s your full name?”

“Theodore Ramage.”

“Nature of the complaint?”

“Theft of my truck, mugging, and threats of continued physical violence in the future,” Ramage said. This conversation was moving too slowly, and he was getting impatient. The clock was ticking, and somewhere out there, Burt and Ernie built a bigger lead.

The officer whistled. “Well, that doesn’t sound good at all. Where are you, Mr. Ramage? Do you need medical assistance?”

He did, but he didn’t want to get tied up with hospitals and doctors. “No medical needed. The crime occurred at the rest stop out on I-35. I’m still here, since, you know, no truck,” he said.

“I’ll be there as soon as I can. Sit tight, now.” Deputy Sheriff Grape cut the connection, and Ramage placed the phone in its plastic cradle.

Next stop was the cash machine. It was an ancient analog-looking thing twice the size of the modern watercooler-sized models, with a scratched plastic screen and old-fashioned push buttons. Ramage slid his card into the reader, pulled it out, typed his code into the keypad, and requested the maximum cash advance allowed by his bank per day, three hundred dollars.

“Sorry, cannot process transaction for that amount,” flashed across the smudged screen.

Ramage tried again. But this time, he only requested a hundred, and the cash kicked into the tray as a receipt curled from below the screen. Another request for a hundred failed, and Ramage was forced to settle for only sixty dollars more. He would have to spend judiciously.

He rummaged through the lost and found box and discovered a John Deere cap, several umbrellas, multiple swinging single gloves, and a broken comb. He also found a worn-out blue suit jacket with gold buttons that some salesman had left behind in some bygone era. Maybe on purpose, maybe not. There was also a Kansas City Chiefs t-shirt stained with coffee, and Ramage thought that might be salvageable, so he took it and the jacket. On his way to the bathroom, he dropped his new coat on a stool and placed a twenty on the counter.

Outside things were picking up. A truck was getting gas, and two others sat backed into parking spaces, their drivers walking toward the diner.

Ramage went into the bathroom, stripped off his clothes, and cleaned his wounds. He was in bad shape. Purple contusions, some yellowing at the edges, marred his face and most of his body, but the cut above his eyes was scabbing over, and his face wasn’t as bad as his chest and back. He needed to do something about the jeans, so he washed them in the sink and wrung them out. The deep blood stains wouldn’t go away, but the jeans looked better wet.

He rinsed the KC t-shirt, put it on, and slipped back into his jeans, which was no easy task. Wet denim and skin aren’t compatible, but he managed to get his pants and shoes back on. Ramage combed his short blonde hair with his fingers and appraised himself in the mirror. He looked like shit, but he was passable.

Back in the diner, two drivers drank coffee while Dolores cooked eggs on the griddle. The men turned to look at him when he emerged from the bathroom, but they went back to their coffee after giving Ramage a cursory inspection.

Ramage strode across the diner like he owned the place. Act like you belong, and nobody will ask questions. He threaded through the tables like he’d been there a thousand times and went behind the counter and into the kitchen. The men drank their coffee and didn’t look his way.

Dolores said, “That’s a little better.”

“I need to use one of those computers in the office,” he said.

“No way. The boss’ll fire my ass if he finds out. He’s already pissed I won’t sleep with him, and I need this job. This area isn’t exactly a bastion of industry, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

“Fifty bucks and I’ll be fast and won’t leave a trace,” Ramage said.

“A hundred,” she said.

Ramage peeled off five twenties and laid them next to the griddle. That left him with only sixty bucks, twenty of which lay on the counter marking his territory and providing collateral for his coffee and buttered roll.

She nodded. “I’ve got a kid,” she said, telling him it wasn’t just her he’d be screwing over if he got her fired.

Ramage went into the office and powered up the Dell because it looked older. He was no expert, and most of the computers he used on the road were in libraries whose equipment was several generations behind current standards. So it was that he had no difficulty navigating the operating system dated 2014 and finding his way to the internet.

He went to the Custom Secure Travel website. He used it anytime he needed to get airline tickets, book a motel room, or rent a car. They always had multiple options, and once he logged on using his secure password, he had access to his travel documents, including scans of his passport and driver’s license. He paid a yearly fee for the Gold service. Redundancy. Backups and backups to backups were for occasions exactly like his current predicament.

Ramage searched Butler County for rental car companies and only three carriers were listed as available: Gertz, which was two hundred miles away, a place in Wichita, and Larry’s Bait, Cars, Tackle, and Gifts in Cassoday.

He rolled back in the desk chair so he could see Dolores next to the grill. “You know Larry over in Cassoday?”

The woman stared at Ramage and said nothing.

“The population is a hundred twenty-nine. I’m figuring you know them all, you working at a local eatery and all.”

Still, she said nothing.

“Twenty more,” he said.

“He runs a… trading post,” she said.

“Is he reliable?”

“Depends on what you need him to do.”

“Deliver a car.”

“For the right price, he’ll have no problem with that.”

Dolores hadn’t been kidding when she’d said, “for the right price.” Larry would guarantee the delivery of a 2015 Ford Taurus within two hours. Rental per day was ninety-four dollars, and the vehicle had to be returned to Cassoday. The price was twice what it should be, and Ramage didn’t know how he’d work out the return, but it didn’t matter. He booked the car for ten days. If getting Big Blue back took longer than that, he’d have bigger problems than an unreturned rental car.

All he needed now was a gun, and Ramage was sure one was hidden in the diner. Not that there was any real money in the register, but for personal protection against bad people coming at bad times to do bad things. Would Dolores tell him where the gun was if he asked? It might be better if he found it and took it on his own, so she wasn’t involved, but whether she was involved or not, she’d be blamed, so he couldn’t steal the gun even if he found it. Logic is a fickle bitch.

Ramage knew thinking this way gave Chiclet and Piranha an advantage. They’d do anything to win, and he couldn’t even risk a waitress getting fired.

It was what it was, and karma is as karma does.
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It took Deputy Sheriff Grape an hour and forty-five minutes to travel the thirty-nine miles from the police station to the rest stop, and in that time, Ramage finished putting himself together. He bought jeans and socks from a trucker heading to California, and though the guy was two sizes larger than Ramage, he made it work along with the faded suit jacket and t-shirt he’d unearthed in the lost and found. He was no spring meadow, but he no longer smelled like garbage.

Grape wasn’t a big man, nor was he small. He wasn’t handsome or ugly, or overweight or thin. His hair was white-blonde like an infant’s, and his gray eyes receded into dark sockets. He was a man you didn’t notice. Like a squirrel or a bird. You acknowledged them as lifeforms, but under no circumstances did you fear them. But Grape had a badge, and in this time and place, that meant something.

The cop lifted his belt buckle when he got out of his vehicle, which was clearly a practiced habit, as there was no stomach to lift the buckle over. The patrol car was a duded-up thing with more metal pipes on it than Marty McFly’s time machine. It had top flood lights with strobes and a low rack of fog lights, front and rear tube crash protectors, and three racks of roof lights of various colors and types set at different heights.

Ramage went out to greet the deputy sheriff, hand extended. “I’m Theo Ramage.”

Grape didn’t take Ramage’s hand and left him hanging. The officer pulled a notepad and said, “Can we go sit inside?”

“If you think that will speed things along,” Ramage said.

“You in a rush? It’s going to take a couple—”

Ramage couldn’t contain his frustration. “Yeah, I’m in a rush. While I’ve been waiting here for you to take your sweet-ass time driving out here, the guys that took my truck are getting further away.”

“Sir, you’re not the county’s only problem, as you can imagine, and the staties aren’t going to drop everything they’re doing and jump on this. It will take a couple of hours to get it into the system,” Deputy Sheriff Grape said.

“Staties? Can’t you go after them? Set up a roadblock? Put out an all-points bulletin? Do something? They’re getting away with my life!” Ramage took a few steps away from Grape, breathed, and mastered himself, then turned back to the deputy sheriff.

“Sounds like you’ve been watching too much TV, sir. Based on what you’ve told me, your truck is already out of Butler County, which makes this a state matter. I am one of two deputies responsible for—”

“Save it. Let’s go sit so you can take your report, and I’ll be on my way.”

This appeared to be what Grape wanted to hear because he headed for the diner without another word. Once seated, hot coffee before him, Grape pulled a pen and spent several long moments looking at his notepad. “So, walk me through it and pay particular attention to the descriptions of the two males.”

So Ramage did. He told the tale from the moment he’d pulled off the highway, Dolores standing over his shoulder watching and nodding as Ramage said things she could verify. When he was done, Ramage asked, “You ever hear of guys named Chiclet or Piranha?”

“Whose interviewing who here?”

“It’s just a question. Like what’s your favorite flavor of ice cream? Or what football team do you root for? It’s not state secrets, and there’s no need to be an—”

“Can I get you something to eat, Deputy Grape?” Dolores said. She looked at Ramage the way his mother used to, with eyes that cut you down like machine gun fire.

“No, thank you.” Grape stared at Ramage. “Let me rush back to my cruiser and enter all this into my dash computer and get it up to the staties.”

If Ramage was going to get his truck back, all his belongings, his trees, he was going to have to do it himself. He’d have to fall back on old skills, dig up the past. He wanted to tell this cop off. Belittle him and say he was a waste of taxpayer money. Then Ramage remembered he didn’t pay taxes and could get in trouble. If he drew attention to himself, Rex wouldn’t let him drive anymore. He said, “Thank you, officer.”

“How will we contact you?” Grape said.

“You got a card? When I get a replacement phone, I’ll call with my new information,” Ramage said.

Grape handed him a card embossed in gold foil. “Can’t wait.” Grape’s radio buzzed, and he got up and walked out of the diner. No, “Can I give you a ride?” Or, “Do you need help getting a hotel until you get things straightened out?” Not even a “good luck.”

“Don’t judge Butler by that guy. Most of the fuzz around here are good people. Grape’s just…”

“An asshole with a badge?” Ramage said.

“I was going to say broken,” Delores said. She picked up Grape’s untouched coffee and paused, staring out the front window. A black Range Rover Sport and a dirty-white Ford Taurus pulled in to get gas, and Grape changed course, veering toward the newcomers.

A bloated-tic of a man poured himself from the Taurus, greasy hair pulled back in a ponytail, his gut hanging almost to his knees. He wore reflective sunglasses, and his head turned side-to-side as he scanned the rest area.

“Larry?” Ramage said.

“How’d you guess?” Delores said.

Grape and Larry talked, and Grape turned and looked back at the diner as Larry gestured.

“Great. Now this is going to take forever,” Ramage said.

Grape gazed at the diner as he walked back to his patrol car. Larry opened the rear door of the Ford and pulled out a battered leather briefcase. He slung it over a shoulder and lumbered toward the diner, his gray tent-like sportscoat flapping in the breeze, chest heaving.

The bell rang as Larry squeezed himself into the restaurant. He looked around, his face twisting like he smelled rotten cheese. He saw Ramage sitting in the front booth and headed straight for him. He was breathing hard, sweat dripping down his forehead like he’d run a marathon.

“That obvious, huh?” Ramage said.

“Yup.” The man dug out papers and tossed them on Ramage’s table. “You’re rental agreement. Sign at the double Xs, initial at the single Xs, and fill in your credit card number along with its expiration date and security code.”

Ramage thought the man might go down, so he said, “Would you like to sit?”

“No, sir.”

Delores wandered over and said, “Larry, can I get you anything?”

“No, Ma’am.”

Ramage signed and initialed without reading and filled in his credit card information. He’d already called his bank and filled them in, and he planned to ditch the Taurus when he was done with it. Report it stolen. Larry looked like a guy who had a lot of insurance.

“Here you go.” Ramage handed over the paperwork.

The sentient jelly donut examined the signatures, puffing in and out like a steam engine that might blow. Inspection complete, Larry tore off a carbon copy, handed it to Ramage, and stuffed the rest of the paperwork into his bag. He tossed Ramage a key on a rabbit’s foot keychain and said, “She’s on empty, so I left her at the pump for you. Call me if you’re not gonna have her back on time.”

Ramage didn’t want to push his luck, but he said, “You don’t need to see my ID?”

“All good. You pay for that travel website, right?”

Ramage nodded. He didn’t think the man cared whether he ever saw the Taurus again.

Larry turned and oozed out of the diner and across the tarmac to the waiting Land Rover. He dropped into the front passenger seat, and the truck left rubber as it zipped from the parking lot.

“A man of few words,” Delores said. “Want a refill?”

“Naw, I need to get going. Find these clowns.”

She looked disappointed. “Where to?”

“Good question,” Ramage said. “Chiclet and Piranha had Texas accents, and they were on the southern-bound side of the interstate heading toward Texas. I’m going to head south on I-35 and see if I can catch wind of them. Track them down and call in the cops.”

She nodded and looked at the floor. He was leaving, and she was staying behind. Probably the story of the woman’s life.

Ramage wanted to ask her why she worked at the rest stop. She could do better. He was shy when it came to social interactions involving women. He said, “If I get my truck back, and don’t get put in jail, can I stop back and buy you a coffee and dinner? A thank you for all your help.”

She didn’t look him in the eye, but kissed him on the forehead and said, “See you down the road, Ramage.” She picked up a sack of trash and disappeared behind the counter into the backroom.

He filled the Ford with sixteen gallons of gas and put the stock of food Delores had made in the backseat. The next rest stop was fifty-nine miles, and the one after that was another sixty-three. Hopefully, Burt and Ernie hadn’t headed north or gotten off the interstate and hid, but he didn’t think they would. They’d be anxious, overconfident, and Piranha would want aspirin, bandages, and alcohol. Ramage’s money was on them waiting until the second rest area to stop for supplies. They’d put some space between themselves and the scene of the crime, so the first stop available would be unacceptable. Too obvious, but the second.

Ramage dropped the Ford into gear, and the front right tire chirped as the Taurus surged forward down the onramp to I-35 south. He brought the car up to eighty-five miles per hour and set the cruise control. If there was no sign of them at the next two rest stops, he’d have some decisions to make. The rest area north of El Dorado was big. He’d been there many times, and it had a convenience store where he’d be able to get cash and a cellphone. Then he could call Rex and have him check out Chiclet and Piranha.

His trees would be kindling in three weeks, and they lost value every day they weren’t at market. He could still salvage things if he acted fast. Save himself from his own stupidity. He was riding a hunch and risking getting himself in serious trouble, but he couldn’t let the punks get away with it. He might be neutered, but he wasn’t dead, and justice was justice.

The Ford trembled as Ramage pressed the gas pedal to the floor.
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As it turned out, Ramage found no signs of Burt and Ernie at the first rest stop or the second. Nobody recalled seeing the truck or either of the men riding in it. Apparently, Chiclet and his handler were smarter than he’d given them credit for. Either that, or he’d been wrong, and they were running in a different direction.

His bruised body ached, his head throbbed, but he could breathe OK, though his chest stung when he breathed deeply. He had probably cracked a rib… or three, but there was nothing to be done even if he had.

Ramage got cash, wrapped his stomach and chest in sports bandages, downed a bottle of aspirin, and bought a burner phone with prepaid minutes. He contacted his cellular provider to inform them that his phone had been stolen and asked them to lock the device, which was easily done once he proved who he was by providing his credit card number and the answers to two security questions.

Then he called Rex. He didn’t know the man’s real name, only that he worked for the government and he was Ramage’s case manager, a fancy term for babysitter. He had to be careful what he told Rex, but he didn’t know anyone else who had access to the information he needed and cared about his plight.

Rex picked up on the second ring.

“Hey, Rex, it’s Ramage.”

“What’s wrong? You’re not due for a check-in until Friday,” Rex said. He sounded like he’d just woken up, and it occurred to Ramage that he had no idea where Rex was. It could be the middle of the night where he was because Rex’s calls were filtered through a call center in Washington and dispersed into the field. He could be anywhere.

“I wanted to let you know I’ve been robbed. My truck was taken, I was assaulted, and my phone and all my personals were stolen. Then they beat me pretty good and dumped me with the trash,” Ramage said.

“Shit. Your phone secured?”

“Yup.”

“What are you going to do? I assume you went to the local police?”

“I did.”

“And? Any problems?”

“None that I know of. The deputy sheriff who came out to interview me had his head up his ass.”

“Are you alright?” Rex asked.

That was the man’s fifth question since learning the bad news, so Ramage said nothing.

“You need me to send a car out for you?” Rex said.

“No, but I need you to check something out.”

“Ruh oh.”

“Naw, nothing crazy. Can you run a check through your magic box for the nicknames Chiclet and Piranha?”

“Who are they?”

“The dirtbags that robbed me.”

“No. No. No.” Rex said. He sounded fully awake now, like his brain had realized a potential problem was on the horizon. “You can’t go after these guys on your own. You need to keep a low profile or the bigwigs—”

“Easy. I just want to give the cops a head start. That’s all. You know how these local boys can be.”

Rex said nothing.

“My truck is all I’ve got left. You know that. Come on. I won’t follow them. I just want to get the cops off their asses and give them something to go on.”

Rex sighed. “That’s ten kinds of bullshit, and you know I know it. Show me some respect.”

“Really, I—”

“How long do I know you? Since the incident? Right? And you expect me to believe you’re going to let two guys who attacked you, took your stuff, and left you lying with the garbage just walk away free? Come on, man. I thought we had a better relationship than that.”

“We do, so I’m respecting you by providing plausible deniability.”

Rex laughed. “Yeah. Hold on, you pain in my ass.”

Ramage heard typing in the background. Rex knew what he’d been through. All the gory details, and the man had a streak of compassion not common in people in his line of work.

“Where are you?” Rex said.

“Rest stop outside Wichita.”

“You’re going to love this. Your boy Piranha came right up on the federal organized crime database.”

Silence and key tapping on the other end of the line. Ramage waited, the dried brown grass covering the endless grazing fields rushing by on both sides of the interstate. Traffic was light, and with the Taurus on cruise control, there wasn’t much to do except keep the car between the two white lines. Compared to Big Blue, he barely felt like he was driving.

Rex said, “Piranha is none other than Joseph Piranhio, son of Carl Piranhio, AKA the Sandman, a second-tier organized crime boss headquartered outside Odessa, Texas.”

“Why the Sandman?”

“No idea. There aren’t many notes in his file. Apparently, Mr. Piranhio senior keeps a real low profile. No arrests. No tax liens. By all accounts, he’s a model citizen, but the state cops and the FBI know the guy is into something, otherwise he wouldn’t be in the database. That usually means his name has come up in other investigations, but in his case, nothing has been found so far.”

“Anything on Chiclet?”

“Nada.”

“OK, I’ll let the cops know.”

“Bullshit, but OK. What are you going to do?”

“Wait around until the cops find my truck.”

“And if they don’t?”

“You’ll have to help me get a new one.”

“Those days are over. Your next stop is a permanent one. You know that.”

Ramage said nothing.

“I want to hear from you tomorrow,” Rex said.

“10-4.”

“You’re going after them. I know you are. Be careful and don’t get into trouble. Savvy? Let the police deal with it. If you get caught up in this and get arrested, there’s nothing—”

“I know, I know. I’m on my own.”

“I shouldn’t have given you the information. Shit. How do you get me to do these things for you?”

“Now it’s my turn to call bullshit. Talk soon.” Ramage broke the connection and slipped his burner phone into a pocket. He was certain Rex had traced his number and current location, but that was OK.

Ramage’s thoughts turned to weapons, as in how he was going to get some. He had no ID, and there was no way he could legally buy any type of gun without it, so that meant theft, or an illegal purchase, which he couldn’t use the credit card for. He’d need a large amount of cash, and that would take days to get from cash machines, which limited him to three hundred dollars a day. He couldn’t bring the credit card to a bank because of that pesky ID thing again. So theft it was.

He went around Wichita, passed through Oklahoma City, and headed for Dallas. Ramage noticed the first Christmas tree when he stopped at a rest area outside Gainesville. Two of his trees leaned against rigs parked in the overnight area. He knew they were his because they were blue spruces wrapped in plastic mesh with the Pennsylvania Tree Farmers Association logo stamped on it.

Ramage spoke with both drivers, and in each case, a man named Chic had sold the trees for the discounted price of fifty bucks each, and both men were bringing “the fancy blue trees” home to their families. It was easy to make money when you didn’t have to pay for the product.

He saw a third tree on the shoulder of I-35, but it was the fourth tree that really pissed Ramage off.

Traffic knotted up the interstate in the middle of nowhere, the flat brown expanse of the plains of Oklahoma stretching on forever. The traffic slowed to a crawl, and then a full stop. Ramage sat with the Ford’s motor idling, nerves jumping. Each second that ticked by, his prey got further away, and there was nothing he could do about it. Riding the shoulder was asking for trouble, since clearly there was an accident ahead. What else could stop traffic in the middle of a wasteland?

A Christmas tree in the middle of the highway, that’s what.

In the distance, blue and red lights turned atop a patrol car Ramage couldn’t see. Heat rolled off the cars and trucks as they sat in line like dutiful children waiting for ice cream, exhaust fumes filling the air. The drivers around Ramage got antsy; pounding steering wheels, playing with phones, and lighting cigarettes. Inch by painful inch, he got closer to the patrol car.

Then the flashing lights disappeared, and the traffic started to thin out and break up. He passed the torn-up Christmas tree on the side of the road. Ramage said, “Morons.” Chic and Piranha must’ve loosened the tie-downs to get the two trees they’d sold at the rest stop and did a half-ass job retightening the straps.

His hands shook as he tried to calm himself. He opened the driver’s side window, and a cool breeze pushed through the car. He breathed in and out, cracking his neck and rolling his shoulders. He was on edge and would be until he had his stuff back and administered some justice, old school style.

The road changed from blacktop to concrete slabs, and the tap and pop as the car rolled over expansion joints was like the drumbeat of a death march. He was going eighty-miles-per-hour, yet he felt like he was standing still, alone in one of the brown fields along the highway, wandering, lost.

He stopped at the next rest area to eat, get gas, and make plans for Dallas. He had an idea on how to get a gun and ammo, and he wanted to execute his plan at night, so with two hundred miles to go and it being only 4 PM, he had a bit of time.

He ordered a BLT and coffee, and when he was done, he left a ten-dollar tip and waited for the waitress to come collect it.

Unlike Dolores, Kimmy was an old broken bird who looked like she’d been hauling fries and coffee since before Ramage was out of diapers. Her voice cracked and wheezed from years of smoking, and her hair was in a ball atop her head held together by a huge white butterfly clip.

“Why, thank you,” Kimmy said. She slipped the ten-dollar bill into the pocket of her stained apron. “Hope you don’t expect any special service for that much money.” She winked at Ramage, and his lower back hurt.

Ramage did his we’ve been friends for years laugh and said, “Well, you saw right through me.”

Kimmy’s eyes went wide, and she smiled. “What happened to you, sweetie? You get hit by a bus?”

Ramage chuckled. “Slipped on a potato chip bag.”

“You need a bag of ice, honey?”

He spared her the fake laugh. “Were there two guys, non-regulars, in here recently? One of the guys was named Chic? With his boss, who looks a little like a young, ugly Joe Pesci?”

Kimmy’s face scrunched up like she’d smelled rotten eggs. “They friends of yours?”

“Not at all. I’m looking for them. They stole my truck.”

“Not surprised. The one with the dark hair was nasty, and they left a fifty-cent tip.”

“Yikes. How long ago were they here?”

“Oh, about two or three hours. Can I get you anything else?” She winked again.

“No thanks, Kimmy.” He threw another five on the table and left the diner.

Back on the interstate, Ramage laid out his plans for the evening, body thrumming with pain, mind drifting to the past as it always did when he got bored. Staying busy had kept him sane the last few years. Driving, finding things to transport and sell. Running his small business. It all occupied his time and made him feel normal and forget that while he might feel free, there was always a leash on him, his babysitters never far away. It would be that way for the rest of his life, or until he disappeared for good.

The sun started its descent to the horizon in the west, and white trails from jets leaving Dallas crisscrossed the blue sky. All those people going someplace, with things to do and see, friends and family sharing special time together.
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