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Traveling a vast distance over an incalculable number of years, a massive cloud of microbes, loosely gathered, sped through space. 

The collective narrowly avoided collisions on several occasions. Each near miss altered its course slightly, tugging it this way or nudging it in that direction. 

Always the initial course adjustment began as a mindless response to gravitational forces. 

But each time it was also fine-tuned by the microbes themselves, acting as one body. 

Every stimulus experienced by each microbe was transmitted to the others. All experienced what one experienced. All knew what one knew. The knowledge of billions fed the collective consciousness. 

The mass experienced the final near miss as it passed unscathed through the outer reaches of a solar flare. 

And sped inexorably toward Earth. 

Several miles in diameter, the collective was far too porous to be picked up by the various early warning systems on Earth. 

But the atmosphere grew more dense. 

The mass was rearranged, the volume radically compressed. 

In the lower reaches of the stratosphere, the concentration was such that the collective finally released a sonic boom. 

But it came too late to serve as an alarm. 

In the early morning hours of a May 20, the mass slapped into the Pacific Ocean off the California coast. 

And the billions upon billions of microbes were jarred loose. 

The energy of the impact continued deep into Earth’s crust, rendering an earthquake unlike any in recorded history. 

The simultaneous earth-trembling explosion sent tsunamis in every direction. Seismic waves rippled across the North American continent. 

The heat from the explosion generated storm clouds that stretched for miles in height, width and depth. The explosion itself seeded the atmosphere and the ocean with the alien microbes. Many blew into the clouds where they coupled with displaced oxygen molecules. 

And the rains began. 

The microbes awoke from their self-induced stasis and began to reproduce in the oxygen- and hydrogen-rich environment.  

They rode the wind and fell to the earth in rain. 

They flowed along in rivers, streams and lakes.

Within hours they covered the United States, Canada and Mexico. Within days they had crossed the Atlantic and spread around the world. 

Awakened from a long sleep, they hungered. 

Encouraged with the promise of a new, stable home, they ate. Voraciously. 

The microbes didn’t care for the reptiles and amphibians. The feathers of raptors put them off. 

But mammals died within minutes of contact. Including humans. 

Well, most humans. 

* * * * *
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In the northern reaches of the Lazy Hay ranch, Wesley Stanton and Miguel Mirabel patiently drove the final few young cattle through the gate of the corral they had hastily repaired this morning. 

The day was hot and a bit muggy for the north Texas desert. In the distance to the south, thunderheads were building, with smaller ones popping up all around. But the moisture in the air did absolutely nothing to settle the dust from the cattle. It rose with their passing and hovered in a steady cloud up to around ten feet off the ground. 

Wes had been out of the dust for most of the day, riding the left flank of the herd. What little breeze there was took the dust away from him when it took it anywhere. But Miguel seemed coated with the stuff. He always rode trail, driving the cattle and keeping them moving forward. 

Wes glanced at the big Ford F-350 sitting to the right in a small grove of cedar trees near the base of the bluff. He grinned. “Man, don’t that look good?”

Miguel nodded. “You know it. What’s for supper, honey?”

Wes laughed. “Well, I’ll be havin’ refries and chili outta the can with tortillas. I don’t know what you might’a brought.”

“I’ll take some’a that. Sounds good.”

The last few calves passed through the gate. The dust cloud that had followed them much of the day filtered in behind them. 

Miguel sheared off to the right. When he was clear of the dust cloud, he tugged his bandanna down. From a half-inch below his eyes to his chin, he was almost clean. Above that, around his eyes and across his forehead and temples, he was as tan as the dirt. His throat was tan too, and wet with sweat. 

He dismounted near the pickup and tied his horse’s reins to a cedar branch nearby. What seemed like only a moment later, he had his horse unsaddled and his blanket roll laid out. If he waited until after dark, he said, he might as well forget it and sleep in the dirt. 

When Miguel moved off to the right, Wes leaned down from the saddle and grabbed the top of the cedar post at the end of the makeshift gate. Then he backed his horse away, turned and dragged the section of fence across the opening to close it. He finally dismounted and secured the post. He set it inside a heavy wire loop affixed to the base of the railroad tie on that side, then squeezed it into another one near the top. Then he led his horse nearer the truck too. 

By then, Miguel was already sitting on his blanket roll, leaning back on his saddle, and reading something or other on his Kindle. 

Wes grinned. “You do beat all, you know that?”

Miguel looked up. “What?”

“All this beauty all around, and you got your nose stuck in a book.”

Miguel folded the Kindle closed. “I seen this beauty before, remember? I seen it in dust storms. I seen it in ice storms. And I seen it in rain storms and flash floods.” He gestured with the Kindle. “But I ain’t never read this particular book before.”

Wes nodded, the grin still on his face. “Ah, that must be it.” He moved off to the bed of the truck to retrieve his bedroll. When he came back, he unsaddled his horse and set up a similar configuration to Miguel’s. 

When he leaned back, he took a moment to look around. “It is beautiful though, isn’t it?”

Reading his book again, Miguel nodded. “It is that.”

* * *
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The corral consisted of a small box canyon that was perfect for roundups. It had sheer sides on the east and west. The middle bulged outward, but it narrowed toward the ends. The canyon was perfect for roundups. They used it every late spring for this segment of the ranch.

At the north end was a narrow escape route where the rocks on either side almost pinched together. If it were open, two of the young cattle could squeeze through abreast if they were determined. On the other side of the pinched rocks the wash went shallow and opened out on miles of open range land. The little monsters could have run forever. 

But Wes had fenced off that escape route twelve years ago with railroad ties and heavy, double strands of barbed wire. Then he did the same at the south end where the gap was considerably wider. He left a twelve-foot gap on that end for the gate.

To form the gate itself, he cut seven mesquite posts and wired them with the same five double strands of barbed wires. 

The whole process was a lot of work, and it took him three full days. 

* * *
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When he and Miguel arrived this morning, after they offloaded the horses from the trailer, they inspected the corral first. 

Nobody had messed with the railroad-tie front of the corral. It would be far too much work for lagabouts to destroy that. 

But someone, most likely kids who were showing their butts and didn’t know the value of hard work, had busted three mesquite branches out of the makeshift gate and used them for firewood. 

Cutting new ones and wiring them to the five strands of barbed wire cost the cowboys the better part of two hours. Then they’d each poured a cup of coffee from the Thermos in the pickup.

After the break, the real work began. 

The roundup was always a two-day trip. The first day, today, they would round up whatever they could find. The second day they  would take the steers down, brand them and tag the ones they thought might make good bulls. 

Once they got a herd together, they steadily worked them toward the hundred-foot mud bluff that formed the eastern flank. It was steep, and it grew steadily taller as the land dropped away toward the box canyon. After the herd was following the bluff well enough, 

Miguel pulled his bandanna up over his mouth and nose and rode trail as he most often did. He kept the youngsters moving forward. 

Wes’ bandanna remained lower, dangling from his neck. He most often rode the left flank. He seemed to enjoy the chance to work his cutting horse, keeping the babies in line. Always there were a few who made a break for a dry wash. Always he headed them off and drove them back to the herd. 

Today was almost fun, but tiring. Tomorrow would be hot, sweaty, and gritty. And if they were tired today, they’d be bone weary tomorrow. 

But they had managed to round up fewer than forty calves. If they started tomorrow at daybreak or soon after, they would be finished by 2 or 3 in the afternoon. 

After they unsaddled and fed their horses, they settled in to eat something themselves. 

It was the last decent meal they would have for awhile. 

* * *
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Several minutes after 3 a.m., an explosion rumbled deep beneath the earth. 

Miguel sat bolt upright on his blanket roll, adjusting his hat and looking all around as he did. “Oh damn! What on Earth was that?”

Wes was only barely awake. He mumbled, “Hmm?”

“That rumbling, Wes. You didn’t hear that? You didn’t feel it?”

“Naw. All I heard was you askin’ me—” Another tremor shuddered its way through the camp before Wes could finish his answer. He frowned and struggled up to his elbows. “Damn. Is that what you were talkin’ about?”

Miguel tossed his blanket to one side and stood. He looked around. “Yes sir. That is exactly what I was talkin’ about.” 

Wes looked around for a moment too. “I don’t know. Earthquake, I reckon.” He reached back with his left hand and rubbed the back of his neck. “They have a lot of ‘em around here. ‘Cause’a them oil wells up in southern Oklahoma. You know that.”

The night was still and warm, the heat trapped close to the earth despite the early morning hour. The smell of ozone was in the air. 

Miguel said, “I don’t know, Wes. That felt different somehow.” He was still looking around. Two lightning strikes in rapid succession to the north revealed that heavy storm clouds had moved in. “Looks like rain’s movin’ in. We might wanna move into the truck.” 

“Well, we can get in the truck if it’s gonna rain. You want the back seat or the bed? Rain or no, it’s gonna be a long day tomorrow. I say we try to get another couple hours’a—”

A few heavy drops of rain fell. Then more, and the wind picked up from the south. Another, different rumbling started somewhere to the north. 

Miguel tugged his hat down against the rain and looked in that direction. He shifted his hands to his hips. Without turning around, he said quietly, “Wes? What’s that, you reckon?” He frowned. “We’ve heard that before, haven’t we?”

Wes looked at him for a moment as he listened to the ongoing rumbling. It was growing louder, and the rain was coming down more heavily. His brow furrowed. “Oh hell!” He threw off his blanket and sat up. “Yes we’ve heard that before. It’s a damn flash flood!” 

He reached for his boots and bent to pull them on, then got up and ran for the corral gate. The rumbling grew louder. Without looking back, he yelled, “Fire up that truck! We gotta get outta here!”  

But Miguel turned and ran for the horses. 

Wes pressed against the last cedar post, loosening it from the barbed wire loop near the top of the tie on the eastern side. He raised the loop and let the cedar post fall toward him. Then he bent and grasped the bottom of the post to pull it free of the bottom loop. He twisted around and flung the gate fence as far as he could to the west, then ran back toward the pickup. 

The rain came even harder. 

Miguel was hunched at the shoulders, his head bowed, leading the horses toward the trailer. 

“Miguel, leave the damn horses! They’ll get through! We gotta go!”

Miguel dropped the reins and ran for the truck just as the rain started coming down in earnest. 

Wes reached the passenger side door at the same time Miguel did. He lifted the handle and pulled it open, then climbed in. “Come on!” He crawled over the stick shift and settled behind the steering wheel. 

Miguel followed him in. 

His feet pressed against the floorboard, Wes raised his butt off the seat and jammed his hand into his jeans pocket. “Where the hell did I put the keys?” Then he saw them dangling from the ignition. He always left them in the truck when he drove to a pasture. 

As Miguel slammed the passenger door shut, the engine roared to life. The headlights came on, then the windshield wipers. 

Wes flicked the headlights onto high beam and was all but blinded by the light reflecting off the sheets of rain. 

Looking out the passenger side window, Miguel said, “What the hell? Look, Wes.”

To the right, the young cattle they had rounded up were passing them, headed south. 

“Yeah, they’ll make their way all right.”

“No, some of them are falling.” He frowned. “Almost like they were shot or something.”

Wes leaned forward and looked through Miguel’s window again. 

It was difficult to see with the water sheeting over it, but it was clearer than the windshield. 

Miguel was right. Many of the young cattle were faltering, their front legs folding beneath them. 

Wes said, “Can you look down? Is the flood on them yet? Maybe rocks are gettin’ ‘em.” 

But even as he asked, he knew that wasn’t right. It was still only a big rainstorm. If the flood had made it this far, he and Miguel would have felt it in the truck too. 

Miguel looked anyway, then looked at Wes and shook his head. “No. No flood yet.” He turned back to the window. 

Wes turned back to face the front, flicked the headlights back to low beams and shifted the four-wheel drive stick into low. Then he slammed the gearshift into first gear and the truck started moving forward. Even set on high, the windshield wipers were doing little good. 

The nearest road beyond the eastern bluff was a good two miles to the south. Wes muttered, “Well, at least we’re headed in the right direction.”

The F-350 churned and swayed through the dust turned mud. At just over five miles per hour, Wes shifted into second. The truck responded, but with almost every rotation of the wheels, the truck felt as if it might bog down and dig into the mud. 

Finally, after about a hundred yards, the front of the pickup bumped hard up over something. The front tires found solid purchase on rock. 

Wes couldn’t be sure how long the rocky surface would last. It was uneven at best. The truck lurched along, the transmission and engine growling and grinding in perfect sync. 

For a few seconds it was as if they were on a highway. Then the front dropped away a few inches to a new surface. But each time it dropped it felt like a few feet and Wes’ stomach lurched right along with the truck. Then the front tires would hit a higher rock on one side and the truck would lean. No sooner would it level out than another ledge would crop up, unseen. The truck crawled up over it and kept going, to repeat the whole process. 

But it kept going. That was the key. 

Wes had seen flash floods all over the ranch, but never here. And he’d never been caught in a deep box canyon beyond a narrows. This wasn’t the same as having to negotiate a badly rutted road during a sudden rainstorm. 

The sound of the rain beating on the truck was almost deafening. Or was part of that the roar of the flood moving up behind them?

They had to escape quickly, but wrecking themselves in the process wouldn’t do anybody any good. Feeling as if he was walking a tightrope, Wes sped up, running the tachometer into the yellow before he finally worked the clutch and shifted into third gear. Over the noise of the rain, he yelled, “Hold on.” 

But Miguel was already turned in the seat, his left elbow and forearm against the back of the front seat, his back pressed against the door. He pressed his right hand firmly against the dash. Quietly he said, “If you can drive it, I’ll ride it.”

Wes peered through the windshield. The rain was coming down in great sheets and the wipers still weren’t keeping up. He yelled, “Can you see any damn thing?”

Miguel shook his head. “No. Road ought’a be comin’ up pretty soon on the left though.”

Wes shook his head. Still raising his voice to be heard over the rain, he said, “I don’t think we’ve come halfway yet.” He paused. “Ain’t it flatter and higher out to the west?”

Miguel shrugged. “Maybe. Hard to tell from the back of a horse. Lot of small boulders out that way too though. Hard as it is to see and all. . . .” He shrugged and let the sentence die. 

Wes nodded. “Okay, we’ll try for the road. Just try to watch for it. Maybe you’ll spot it even if I don’t.” 

Miguel nodded. He’d been watching all along anyway. 

* * * * *

[image: ]


The third time his Kenworth rig swayed hard on the interstate in southeast Arizona, Ronald Martin glanced at the clock in the dashboard. It was a few minutes before 2 a.m. Why does everything seem to happen at zero dark thirty?

He muttered, “Guess I should’a pulled into that rest area.” 

But that was almost an hour behind him. And at the time, he’d had no reason to stop. Not really. 

* * *
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Almost three hours earlier, he had pulled off at a truck stop outside a tiny town only a few miles the other side of that rest area. After he filled his tanks at the island, he climbed into his truck. A few tiny spots of rain peppered the windshield. 

He glanced through the passenger side window at the welcoming façade of the truck stop and decided to relax for awhile. He was a little bit ahead of schedule anyway. He could afford an hour or so off the road. And if he stayed longer, he could make it up. The speed limit on the interstate was 75, after all. 

He steered the truck into an empty lot across a narrow road and parked. He retrieved his blue Cubs ball cap from where it usually lay on the center of the dashboard and put it on, then stepped out into the light drizzle. 

As he crossed the small road, he looked right, then left from force of habit. 

Then he jerked his head back to the left. 

A dog had just crossed the road toward the west side of the truck stop. It was holding its head low as if to duck the rain. Its tail was tucked down too. Probably it was lost. It was a medium sized dog, some kind of mix. Maybe it got out of a truck and the driver accidentally left it behind. 

But it no sooner cleared the road than it stopped. It took a few more faltering steps, then collapsed. 

What in the world?

He watched it until he was almost across the parking lot. 

The dog never got up. 

When he got inside, first he located the restroom. After he took care of his necessary personal business, he spent some time at the sink, first washing his hands. Then he took off his ball cap and set it on top of the forced-air hand dryer. He washed his face, then splashed water up over his head to refresh himself. 

Weird the way that dog died. Almost like it died from starvation or something, like it was weak. But it didn’t look skin and bones. And before it stopped, it was moving along at a pretty good clip. Like a normally healthy dog that was lost. 

Well, there wasn’t anything he could do about it now. Poor dog. And poor trucker or whoever had lost it. 

As he used his right forearm to work the lever on the old-fashioned paper towel dispenser, he noticed a sign over the row of sinks. It advertised showers. That would feel good, but it was a luxury he would have to save for later. He was only a little ahead of schedule. 

He dried his hands and face, then smoothed the brown paper towels up over his head a few times, front to back. 

He looked in the mirror, turning his face slightly left, then slightly right. He didn’t need a shave quite yet. And the gray stubble no longer bothered him like it did when it first appeared close to a year ago. No need to even comb his hair, which was only a few inches long on top but combed straight back. 

He moved aside the lapel of his unbuttoned Levi jean shirt, which he wore as a light jacket over his dark red t-shirt. On the left breast of both Maryann had embroidered Martin Trucking. The t-shirt was almost flat where it tucked in behind the front of his Wranglers.  

He retrieved his ball cap, put it on, then exited the restroom. 

He took a little time to browse the store. He didn’t really need anything, but it was nice to not have to pay attention to the road for a few minutes. 

His gaze fell on an assortment of vacuum bottles, and that reminded him. His Thermos was out in the truck. And it was almost empty. Besides, there was one there that was really nice looking. And sixteen bucks and change was a small price to pay to keep from having to make a round trip to the truck. 

He picked up the one he wanted and carried it to the cash register. 

The girl there was cute. Well, the woman. She was probably in her mid-thirties, but trim and fit. Her dark brown hair hung just below her shoulders over a pink sleeveless blouse. Three narrow rows of lace ran down each side from the seam above her shoulders to her waist. 

Pretty blouse. Frilly. It accented her breasts. 

As he got closer to the counter he saw that the blouse was tucked into the waistband of hemmed blue-jean short-shorts. Real Daisy Dukes. And no need for a belt. In fact, the belt loops might have been ironed flat. 

The shorts closed neatly with a brass button over a tight, flat tummy. They also clung to her thighs and stopped well above her knees. Below that her well-tanned bare legs ran to the top of short pink socks and blue tennis shoes. Some of those weird tennis shoes that have the little red reflectors on the side of the soles and heel. 

He grinned. Reflectors. Tiny little reflectors. Probably so if she was running alone at night in dark clothes she wouldn’t be run over if the driver happened to have a foot fetish. Yeah, that was it. 

He glanced at her hand. 

Apparently she was unattached. How in the world had that happened?

But did it matter? She was a single woman, maybe living alone. Maybe the dog he’d seen outside was hers. Dogs and babies were good conversation starters with women, or so he’d heard. Besides, if it was hers, she’d probably appreciate knowing what had happened. 

He set the Thermos on the counter and grinned. He swelled his chest a bit and dropped a twenty beside it. “Y’know, on my way into the truck stop, I saw a little brown dog outside. One white ear. He—”

“Small world,” she said without glancing up. “I saw a dog once.” 

He frowned. Damn. Rude much?

She swiped the twenty off the counter and rang up the sale. When the cash register drawer opened she slipped the twenty into the right section, then automatically pulled out a two ones and a few coins for change. 

Okay, forget the dog. He tipped back his ball cap a bit, then flashed his best grin. “So, they still fill these things next door?”

She closed the drawer with a nudge of her hip. Then she offered him the change without counting it back to him, but at least she finally looked up at him. 

Her look rebuffed him. 

It was the same look he’d seen on the face of a mountain lion lying near the bars at the zoo. Bored. So tired of being ogled. 

Then again, the mountain lion hadn’t spent hours in front of a mirror carefully applying make-up. Including a thin line of blue eyeliner on the top lid and a thicker line of pink above it. The mountain lion hadn’t shaved its legs and worn shorts that looked as if they were painted on. 

No, this one wasn’t like the mountain lion. This one was more like his college-uneducated daughter, Miranda, though probably ten or fifteen years older. The same look on Miranda’s face said the world owed her a living. She was certain of it, and she seemed proud of it. 

He would never forget that night. 

* * *
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Over their last supper together a little over two years ago, Miranda casually offered her political views. “The government should tax people who are stupid enough to work,” she said, with the emphasis on “should.” 

Seriously? “Stupid enough to work,” she said. To her father. The man whose work had provided everything she had. 

Then she finished with, “And they should give it to those of us who are smart enough to actually live our lives.” 

Emphasis on “live.” Is that all she learned? When and where to emphasize words to inflict the worst damage? 

She shrugged. “You know, doing what we want. That’s the only way we’ll ever achieve true equality in this country.” 

He was sure his mouth fell open. He stared at her. Was she joking? He kept waiting for her to laugh. 

But she didn’t laugh. She was serious. And she seemed to have no notion of how strongly she had just insulted him. Not to mention the founding fathers and everyone since then who had built a life for themselves and the people they loved. Either that or she didn’t care. 

He looked at her. “So what, you think I’m stupid?”

“Of course not, Dad,” she said. 

He thought sure she would laugh then. 

But she didn’t. “Only in the way that you’ve spent your whole life working for the man.”

The man? What man? He’d spent his whole life working for her and her mother, Maryann, God rest her soul. He and her mother had worked together to provide for her. How did she not get that? They worked hard to raise her with the things she wanted. To send her to that snooty college when she refused to attend the regional school. 

But he didn’t bother to remind her that his stupidity pushing eighteen wheels down the road all those years are what enabled her to hear from a bunch of elitists how stupid he was. 

She’d been in that school for almost six years. She hadn’t held a job in all that time. She couldn’t, she said. It wouldn’t leave her enough time to study, she said. An associate’s degree or a bachelor’s degree wasn’t enough, she said, to land a good job. She had to get her master’s, she said. 

She told him and her mother right after the graduation ceremony. 

He resisted, but his wife had gently squeezed his left tricep. “Oh Ronnie.” And she’d looked at him with those eyes. He could never refuse Maryann. Especially when she touched him like that and flashed those eyes at him. 

So Miranda returned to school again in the fall, and on his dime. She wouldn’t even take a job as a teaching assistant to help out, even though she had three separate offers. 

Not quite two years later she had her master’s degree. 

But he attended that ceremony alone. His wife—her mother—ended as collateral damage, gunned down by some left-wing psycho who was shooting at a left-wing congresswoman holding a “town hall” meeting in front of a shopping center. The audience was a bunch of left-winger pass-the-buckers who wouldn’t take responsibility for their own butt even if both hands were tied behind their back. Everything was somebody else’s fault. 

Thing was, Maryann wasn’t even there for the meeting. She was going in to shop for groceries. That’s all. Just shopping for groceries. 

Hell of a thing. 

And six months after that, his 24 year old, supposedly adult daughter was living at home again in an effort to “find herself.” She hadn’t so much as applied for a job. But every time he thought about saying something, he imagined Maryann squeezing his arm and saying, “Now Ronnie.” 

And Maryann always won. Maryann deserved to win. 

But then came that fateful night. Miss Miranda was sharing his supper table under his roof. She was eating her favorite meal, which he had cooked for her. And she had the utter audacity—they used that word a lot—to tell him that he and people like him, people with a work ethic, were stupid. 

Well, that was enough. 

Even Maryann couldn’t dissuade him. And bless her heart, he thought she probably wouldn’t have tried even if she had been in the room. 

When he thought back about that night, he liked to think Maryann would have looked at her daughter in utter disbelief. She would have shaken her head in that sorrowful, guilt-inducing way she had. Then, with a wry smile, she would have said, “Miranda, I’m sorry, dear, but you’re on your own.” And she would have looked to her husband to finish it. There would be no squeeze of his arm on that night. There would be no, “Now Ronnie.”

She wasn’t there, of course. 

But he did finish it. 

He carefully folded his napkin and lay it on his plate. He reached forward and, with the back of his left hand, slid the plate to the right. Then he leaned forward, placed his forearms on the table and looked at his daughter. “I’m sorry, Miranda. That was too much. It’s time for you to move out.”

“What?” Her eyes grew wide. “Why? Just because I disagree with your politics?”

“No, honey. Because you’re a sponge.”

She frowned at him. “Excuse me? I’m your daughter.” 

Yeah. Emphasis on “daughter.” She said it like she might have said, “I’m your responsibility.”

He raised one hand. “Now I know it’s my fault. I gave you too much. Your mother and I—God rest her soul—we gave you too much. But now it’s time for you to grow up. You’re moving out.”

“But Daddy, I don’t even have a j—”

Daddy? Seriously? She hadn’t called him Daddy since she was ten. And her not having a job was her fault, not his. He almost smiled. “Yeah, y’know. I know that. But you’re an adult now. Besides, I kind’a like what you said there. You know, about people doing what they want. 

“Now, what with me workin’ for the man, whoever that is, I don’t get to be home a lot. But when I am, I’d really like to be able to shoot a little pool, y’know? I mean without having to plug quarters into a table in a bar somewhere.”

He sat back in his chair. “So I’m gonna buy a pool table tomorrow. It’ll fit just right in your room. Well, what used to be your room.”

“But—” 

He put up one hand again and canted his head. “Now I could ask whether your rules apply to everyone or just you, but you’d just find someone else to blame. Probably George Bush.” He meant it as a joke, and he laughed slightly. “No, it’s best if you just go.”

Then his voice grew a bit more firm and he met her gaze. “Now, Miranda. Tonight. Most’a your stuff is over at your friend’s house anyway, isn’t it?”

“But Dad, what would Mom think if—” 

And he actually laughed. “What would your blessed mother think?” He paused, then nodded. “Well, I like to think she would agree with you. She finally would want me to stop being stupid too.” Then he slid his chair back and stood, then gestured toward the living room and the front door. “You go on, now. It’s time you and that MBA made your own way. You’ll thank me someday.”

She might have left gracefully and saved face, but instead the drama queen made an appearance. She huffed and shoved her chair away from the table, then stood and slammed her napkin to her plate. She leaned toward him, her hands on her hips and her eyebrows arched. “Is that what you think? That I’ll actually thank you?”

Emphasis on “thank.”

“For what exactly? For what?”

It was such a ridiculous question he wanted to laugh. But he could only shake his head. 

She grabbed the back of her chair and slammed it to the floor. “I’ll thank you all right. Hold your breath and wait for it, Father,” she said. Then she spun on her heel and stormed out. 

When she slammed the door, her mother’s picture fell from the wall. 

No, he would never forget that night. 

* * *
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The young cashier had just flashed a look that said his weak attempt at flirting was both wasted and annoying. She said, “What things? You mean the Thermos?”

He frowned slightly. What else would he mean? “Yeah, the Thermos.”

“Um yeah, they refill ‘em. It’s a café.” Then she sighed as if she were awaiting yet one more inconvenience. “So you need a receipt or what?”

He wagged one hand at her, a little annoyed himself. “Nah, that’s all right. You keep it.” Then he smiled. “And hey, keep the change. I hope your day gets better.”

He really hoped she was just having a rough day. He really hoped the world wasn’t as chock full of people like Miranda as it sometimes seemed. 

She turned away and dropped the change into an empty plastic peanut butter jar. “Whatever.”

For a moment his gaze wandered from her shoulders to her hips. She was close to perfect in every way, until she opened her mouth. A shudder ran through him, and he almost shook his head. Not even if she asked me. Emphasis on “she” and “me.”

He picked up the Thermos with his left hand and gestured toward a glass door. On the other side was a lunch counter. Several men were sitting there, mostly truckers from the looks of their t-shirts and jeans. A couple wore work shirts too, one institutional grey and one blue. Toward the far end of the counter were two police officers. 

Beyond the lunch counter the broad aisle led through an open room full of booths. It was separated from the lunch counter by more of a room divider than a wall. From his restricted view, it looked to be mostly families. At the far end of the aisle, an open, arched doorway led to another room full of booths. A sign above the arch read Truckers Only Please. 

He glanced at the cashier again. Flatly, he said, “So the café’s through there?”

Without looking around, she said, “Yeah, last I saw of it.”

Unbelievable. At least he knew the poor dog wasn’t hers. A good dog wouldn’t have put up with her. He shook his head and turned for the door. 

A chalkboard sign propped up on a wooden easel read Please Seat Yourself. The dust from various erasures showed that wasn’t always the case. Either that or they also used that chalkboard to advertise specials of the day. 

He passed by the lunch counter and started through the family seating section. He stopped and stepped aside, then smiled and nodded as a waitress hurried past him. 

Two televisions, one in each corner, were playing. Ron glanced at one, then the other. A cute blonde with straight hair finished a sentence, then smiled at the man next to her, a co-anchor. “There you go, Dan. Very strange goings on in Vienna today.”

“Strange indeed, Diane, but even stranger in Washington where Congress is deadlocked over—”

Ron stopped listening. Congress was always deadlocked over something. Even when one party controlled both sides of the aisle. And usually it was something that distracted viewers from what was going on behind the scenes. 

He shook his head. You’d think the powers that be might have tuned one of the TVs to a sports show, but they were both on news. And both on the same news, CNN. 

A slim young blonde woman in a booth against the far wall of the family seating section glanced up at him with ice-blue eyes as he passed the end of the lunch counter. She was on the far side of the booth facing the aisle. She kept looking as he approached, as if studying him. Her gaze traveled from his boots to his jeans and up over his t-shirt to his face. Then a wry smile spread across her lips and flickered into her eyes. 

A small boy, maybe three years old, sat on the other end of the same bench. He was picking his nose and looking around the café. 

A man, apparently the woman’s husband, was oblivious. His head was bent toward the menu clenched in his hands. He was wearing a dark grey suit with barely visible lighter-grey vertical pinstripes. His shoulders were narrow, his dark hair perfectly trimmed. His phone jangled in his pocket and he dropped the menu as if it were hot. “Yes?” He waited. “No, I’ll be there in time, Mr. Masters. I filed a discovery motion with the court this morning.” 

As the man talked on the phone, Ron moved along the aisle. A couple of years ago, he would have sucked in his stomach, but with little else to do at home, he was working out regularly these days. Besides, she was married. He flashed a friendly smile at the woman and nodded. 

Her white lace blouse was tucked into tan shorts. They weren’t as short as the cashier’s, but her legs were decidedly better. Her right knee and calf extended off the end of the bench seat. A white leather thong sandal with small beads on the straps dangled playfully from her right foot. Her left calf and foot were folded up on the seat beneath her. 

She smiled a bit more broadly and blushed slightly. Probably at his assessment of her. Then she looked down at her menu. She glanced up quickly only one more time, then back at her menu. The smile was still there. It seemed to be a thank you. 

The phone still pressed to his ear, the man waited. Then he said, “Yes sir.” He waited again. “Yes sir.” And again. “No sir, no problem at all, sir. Yes sir.” Then he clicked off. 

Ron watched her for a moment longer. Beautiful woman. Beauty and the beast. Well, beauty and the unbeast. Then he passed out of the family seating area and into the back room. 

He stopped in the archway for a moment and looked around. There was hardly anyone in the room. Two more television sets, both tuned to the same talking heads, were set in opposing corners of this room too. At least the volumes were turned lower. 

He settled on a booth against the far wall. Maybe from there he’d get a glimpse of the woman when she and her family left. No harm in admiring a beautiful woman, married or otherwise. 

No sooner had he slid into the booth than a slim waitress came up. “Well, hello there. Let me guess. Ice water and coffee?” 

He looked up and nodded. And looked again. Something about her seemed familiar. 

He dismissed the thought. He was tired and he’d been on the road a long time. Both tonight and over the past two decades. 

Still. He looked up again. 

She was probably pushing 40, but it might as easily have been 50. Not over that, though. So more in his age range than Miss Bored With Life out at the cash register anyway. And the young mother was sweet but he wouldn’t do anything like that. Even to a harried no-balls no-guts like her husband. 

Red hair was piled high on the waitress’ head in some kind of double bun or something. It didn’t look dyed, but what did he know? And what did it matter anyway? Fantasies were fun, but he had a load to deliver. He thought for a moment about the cashier again, then his daughter. He was stupid. Working for the man. 

Her ticket book was in her left hand, a ballpoint pen in her right. “You look kind’a down, hon.” She gestured with the pen toward the Thermos. “That’s new, ain’t it?” Then she frowned, back on his mood again. “I bet you been talkin’ to Miss Thang out there at the cash register. That’ll bring anyone down.” She laughed lightly, then gestured toward the Thermos again. “You want that filled?”

He nodded and smiled at her. “Yes. Please. And thank you.”

She dropped the ticket book into the pocket on the front of her apron, then leaned slightly forward to pick up the Thermos. Then she gestured again with the pen toward the other side of the booth. “Menu’s right over there, hon. And don’t let Shelly get you down. She wouldn’t know a good man if he bit her on the butt.” 

She leaned forward again, put the back of her left hand alongside her mouth and faux whispered, “You probably noticed she ain’t wearin’ no ring, but I’ll bet she’s got lotsa bite marks.” Then she straightened up and laughed. “But I’m bettin’ that’s no big loss to you. I mean, you don’t look like the kind’a man who wants to eat off dirty dishes anyway.”

He laughed in spite of himself. “Thanks. I mean, I think.”

She grinned. “Now see? That big ol’ grin’s more fittin’ for your face. But listen now, on that menu? For my money, don’t get the meatloaf. Ralph’s on today, and that man couldn’t find his way around a meatloaf for beans.” She laughed again. “Salisbury steak’s pretty good though. Chicken-fried is good too. Ain’t much he can do to mess that up. And the mashed potatoes and gravy are to die for. But the green beans,” and she wagged her hand back and forth. “Eh, so so.” 

The ballpoint pen joined her ticket book in her pocket as she turned away. “But whatever you want, hon. Be right back.” She turned and swiveled away. 

It looked like her hair would hang to her waist if she let it down. 

What a woman. For one thing she obviously enjoyed being a woman. 

Maryann had been gone for almost three years. At 56 he was still a young man. Well, young-ish. And he was in good shape. Well, fairly good. 

But even if he asked— He frowned. What was her name? He laughed quietly. Fantasizing again, and he didn’t even know her name. 

Still, it was a thought worth finishing, even if he didn’t pursue it. 

Even if he asked the waitress to go with him, and even if she said yes, would he even know how to act? You know, when the time came? 

He shook his head. Probably not. Besides, he was sure his waitress got plenty of offers to travel.  

He ordered the salisbury steak, mashed potatoes and green beans. It was delicious. 

Flo—he’d found out her name was Flo, and of course what else could it have been? Flo refilled his coffee cup four times while he ate. 

He took his time in that process, wanting to linger. No, maybe feeling the need to linger. He must be tireder than he thought. 

One television went to static, then the other. He looked up just as they both blinked off. He glanced at his watch. Almost 1 a.m. Maybe they were on some kind of timer. 

When he finished his supper, Flo was on the spot with his ticket and his Thermos full of coffee. It was as if she was his own personal waitress. 

“There. Nice and hot.” She set the Thermos to one side, then laid the ticket face down on the table. She seemed to hesitate for a moment. Then she frowned. “Everything all right?”

“Oh, yes,” he said, eschewing the less-formal “yeah” that he used with people he didn’t care about. He grinned. “Best salisbury steak I think I’ve ever had. And you were right about the mashed potatoes and gravy too.”

She wagged her hand at him. “Well I know all that, hon. But how about you? Are you all right?”

He frowned. “I’m fine, Flo. Why?”

“Well, I can see that you’re married, but you don’t seem like the other married ones I get in here. Always teasing and flirting, but they don’t really mean it. And that’s okay. What I mean, I know they don’t mean it.” 

She laughed. “‘Course even if they did mean it, I wouldn’t. And you definitely don’t seem like the unmarried ones.” She used her finger to make air quotes when she said “unmarried.”

“Oh. No. No, I’m widowed.” He glanced down at his left hand and moved his ring finger. “Just haven’t felt like takin’ it off yet I guess.” He looked up at her again. “She passed away almost three years ago.”

“Ah.” She nodded. “Well, I’m real sorry to hear that. Good woman, wasn’t she, hon?” 

She gathered up his plate, then his cup and saucer. “Well, when you’re ready, you look me up, y’hear? I’m a good woman too.” She grinned. “‘Course you didn’t hear that from me. Listen, now can I get you anything else? Some pie, maybe? Coffee for the road?” She glanced at his Thermos. Uncharacteristically, she’d forgotten about it. Color rose in her cheeks. “Well, I mean other than that. You know.”

“Ah no. No, nothing else.” He looked down and picked up his ticket. Without even looking at it, he stood and took a twenty dollar bill from his wallet. He clamped it and the ticket between his left thumb and forefinger. 

“All righty then. Well, you have a safe trip, okay?”

“Sure. Yeah, I’ll definitely do that.” 

She smiled at him, but there was a hint of a sadness in her eyes. Something he couldn’t quite name. As she turned away, he said, “Flo?”

Almost too quickly, she stopped. She turned around, her eyebrows arched. “Yes sir?”

“My name— uh— Ron. Ronald Martin. I just— uh— Well, what I mean, I think I’ll be stopping in here. I mean, every time I come through from now on. So maybe—” He stopped, absorbed in her blue eyes. “Well, I don’t know. Just maybe I guess.” 

What in the world? He had never found himself at a loss for words before. Yet he couldn’t think of anything else to say. So he nodded. 

Her smile practically lit up her face. She took a step back toward him. Quietly, she said, “Well now, Ron, can I be honest with you?”

“Yes ma’am.”

“Good. I just wanna say, you stoppin’ by regular? I think that’s flat-out the best news I’ve had in very a long time. I’ll count on it. And I ain’t teasin’.”

He nodded again, a broad grin spreading across his face. “Well,” he said. He gestured toward the door. “I guess that load ain’t gonna deliver itself.”

She laughed. “No, I guess not.”

“I’ll be seein’ you then,” he said, and stepped past her. 

As he left, he didn’t notice whether the needy young blonde was still sitting in the family section. He walked past the cashier without noticing her. 

He was almost halfway across the asphalt when a tinny voice came from somewhere behind him. “Sir? Hey, sir?”

He stopped and looked back. It was the cute cashier with the ugly attitude. 

She came huffing up. “Did you eat?”

He frowned. “Yeah, and everything was fine.”

“So did you plan to pay your ticket or were you just gonna leave?”

“What?” Then he became aware of something in his hand. 

He looked down. It was the ticket for his breakfast and a twenty dollar bill, crushed together in his left hand. 

Well I’ll be damned. He’d never done that before. 

He laughed. “Yeah, yeah. I must’a been thinking too hard or something.” He thrust the ticket and the twenty toward her. “Sorry about that. Here you go. And keep the change.”

As he turned to walk away, from behind him came, “Whatever.”

He laughed again and shook his head. “Whatever.”

* * * * *
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When the earth began to tremble a little after 1 a.m. John Morrison was sweating profusely and dreaming of a mortar attack. 

The first shells hit some distance away, far enough that the explosions were swallowed up by the overall rumbling that seemed to fill the night. 

In his dream, his mind heard the rumbling, assessed it, and released it as unimportant. 

But the successive shells were important. They were coming closer, landing closer, like the colossal, explosive feet of a thousand-foot giant. With each step the explosions grew louder and the ground trembled more strongly. With each newer explosion came a sizzling hiss, too. 

Again his mind assessed and dismissed the sound as something that didn’t fit. 

The rounds kept coming. Closer, louder, the earth trembling harder. 

Closer, louder, the earth trembling. 

But it didn’t matter. They’d stop soon. Raleigh would go to the head before they got too close, and they’d stop. 

Then the machine gun would rattle. Raleigh would die in the damn mud, and the mortar rounds would stop. Raleigh would die and—

Then a round scored close to a direct hit on his hooch.  

Dirt shook loose from the wall and chunks of something were peppering the tarpaulin roof. 

He rolled his head to the left. Raleigh wasn’t there. 

But the machine gun hadn’t fired yet. That wasn’t right. The whole thing wasn’t right. 

The mortars came, then Raleigh went to the head, then the mortars stopped. Then the gun opened up and Raleigh died in the mud. It wasn’t right. The mortars couldn’t come this close. 

Something was wrong. The mortars shouldn’t still be—

Then another round came in even closer. 

More dirt shook loose from somewhere and even larger chunks of something slapped the roof. 

On his back, his beat-up olive drab field jacket tugged up under his chin, he twisted his head right, then left again. “No!” 

He rolled hard to his right, just as a massive tremor raced through beneath him. They shouldn’t be that close. How the hell did they hit that close? He tried hard to squeeze himself into the space between the ammo cans and the back wall. 

The cardboard refrigerator box he was in rolled right and slapped against the dumpster. 

And he woke up. 

Every nerve stood on end as he sat bolt upright, his breath coming in gasps, his eyes wide. “Raleigh!”

He reached up with both hands to keep from losing his boonie hat. 

But it wasn’t a boonie hat. It was a knit watch cap. 

He moved his hands down over his face. 

He still had his glasses on. 

He had a beard. That’s right. He remembered now. He had grown a beard, mostly because of Marilyn. She was his girlfriend and she wanted him to grow it. 

His girlfriend. 

But she had left. Well, she had told him to leave. 

He wasn’t in northern China anymore. It wasn’t dusk and the mortar rounds weren’t falling. 

He was in San Diego. He was in an alley off Mission Street. It was the middle of the night. 

He absentmindedly stroked his beard. 

It had grown three or four inches below his chin. And it was bushy, scraggly, like his hair. 

His hair hung down below his collar. It was scraggly too. He really should get his hair cut sometime, or find some way to cut it himself. 

And he really should shave. 

He was okay. He was home. But home was moving. 

Another large tremor moved through beneath him. 

Something else fell on top of his hooch. 

No, on top of his box. His house. 

“Holy crap, man. I gotta get outta here. At least this time I woke up before Raleigh got popped.”

Raleigh Sorenson, the best guy in the world. He and John made a great team. One time Raleigh would spot and John humped the rifle and pulled the trigger. 

The next time John served as the spotter. 

They never missed a target

More chunks of something peppered the top of his cardboard box. One hit particularly hard and broke the corner of the box. 

He frowned and looked up. “What the hell, man?”

His stocking cap had worked its way down over his left ear. 

He reached up to straighten it, then pulled it off and scratched his head. The cap made his hair hurt. 

That reminded him of Marilyn, his girlfriend until about three months ago when she returned him to homeless status. If she were here— well, she wouldn’t be caught dead here. But if she were here, she would say, “It’s your scalp that hurts, Johnny. Not your hair. Hair has no nerve endings.”

She was always right about those things. Hell, she was right about everything, even when she was wrong. She prided herself on being right. She had been at her most right when she called him a nutcase and told him she didn’t want to see him anymore. 

“Besides,” she said, “wouldn’t you be happier with a nice boy somewhere? After all, you’re a homo, right? I mean gay, of course. You know I would never put down you people. You know, I mean, your choice of a lifestyle and all.”

She leapt to that assumption when he woke her late one night screaming his friend’s name. Raleigh. Specifically, he was yelling, “Raleigh! Raleigh, come back to me! Raleigh, come back!”

* * *
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He and Raleigh Sorenson were a sniper team, attached to a grunt company. Raleigh was an Aussie, born and bred. But he’d grown up reading about the U. S. Marines, especially Gunnery Sergeant Carlos Hathcock and other snipers. As a result, he decided that’s how he wanted to spend his life. 

Raleigh’s physical senses were more sharply honed than those of anyone else John ever met. So when the chance came to team up with him, he leapt at it. He thought it might keep him alive, and on more than one occasion, he was right. 

But Raleigh also had itchy feet and deadly aim. And those earned him a special place in the hearts of the enemy. And a bounty. 

Raleigh had a special term for the officers who commanded him but never got within shooting distance of a conflict: Overlords. When the Overlords went more than a few days without calling down a mission to take out some high-value target, Raleigh would bear it only so long. 

The first couple of days he was almost normal, though he still checked for messages three or four times a day with the lieutenant. 

“Any messages, Lieutenant?” he asked, as if the Overlords calling him personally would be the most natural thing in the world. 

At first the lieutenant responded with actual sentences. He would be sure to let Raleigh know, he said, if he were called up for a mission. As time wore on, he got in the habit of simply shaking his head. 

Day three and early on day four, Raleigh would become increasingly nervous, flashing through insignificant tasks such as eating and cleaning his weapon. Whenever he was sitting still, his fingers were busy drumming out nervous energy in a pattern of taps on whatever surface was available. 
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