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Alaina stepped into an arched doorway and flattened her body against a wall, which was difficult with her backpack hanging on her shoulders. Holding her breath, she counted to thirty, slowly released it, and resisted the urge to peek around the corner. Who were those men and why were they chasing her? Until this afternoon at the diner, she’d never seen them before.

If she hadn’t noticed their reflections in a storefront window, she’d never have known they were following her. It was obvious when she stopped to look in another window and they stopped and pretended to window shop. To make sure it wasn’t a fluke, she scurried from the doorway and entered a music store. The men passed by. Maybe she was wrong. Maybe it was simply a coincidence they’d left the diner right after her.

If she weren’t so scared, she’d laugh at all the people pouring through albums organized in alphabetical order. When did records become popular again? It didn’t matter. Keeping an eye on the door, she flipped through a rack as if she knew what she was doing. After ten minutes, she left the store, scanned up and down the street, and turned left.

Her heart skipped a beat, then two, then three. They were standing across the street. The tall one stared at her while the shorter one pointed a finger like a gun in her direction. Both were thin and gaunt as if they did drugs or were sick. Their clothes loose hung on their bodies. Beneath cowboy hats their hair was long, scraggly, and greasy. What did they want?

A block up was the branch library of the Houston library system. From the looks of the men, she suspected neither had ever set foot in one. If she could make it there, she’d head for the ladies’ room and text her friend, Nora, to pick her up at the back door.

The men were almost on her as she ran up the library stairs and threw open the door. Cool air and one of her favorite scents, books, greeted her. As she figured, the men didn’t come inside. Probably worried they might learn something through osmosis—if they even understood what the word meant.

With a nod at a librarian, Alaina passed the reception/information/checkout desk and headed for the bathroom. Inside, she chose a stall furthest from the door. She slipped off her backpack and leaned against the stall door.

Why were these men after her? Were they angry at her for giving them a nasty look as she passed by their booth? Which was a stupid reason to go after someone. And the only reason she’d glared at them was because the one seated against her seat kept pushing against the back. Over and over nearly giving her whiplash. She finally had enough when he pushed so hard, she spilled her sweet tea over the brochure she was reading.

After slinging the backpack over her shoulders, she passed their booth and gave them the best “I’m pissed” look she could muster. She snorted. Many times, she’d been told her glares could stop a man in his tracks. Well, this time, for some reason it made them chase after her.

Would people chase someone simply because they were given an evil look? The way things were today, probably. More than likely she hurt their precious feelings.

Were they traffickers? Is so, they had to be pretty desperate to go after a woman in her late twenties. It didn’t matter why; she didn’t like it and needed help.

She dug in the front pocket of the backpack, ignored the damp brochure, retrieved her phone, and scrolled through her contacts until she hit Nora’s name.

Something strange is going on. Two men are following me. Can you pick me up in the alley behind the library? A

Of course. Don’t leave the building. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. N

I won’t. Thanks. Text me when you get here. A

She disconnected the call. Now what? Dare she go into the main part of the library and hide among the stacks? Peek out the door to see where they were? But what if they were waiting for her? Would they hurt anyone else to get to her? Maybe a child?

This was crazy. Absolutely crazy. Did they think she’d overheard what they were saying? Were they planning something awful? A bank robbery? Murder? Bombing? Trafficking? Each idea in her overactive imagination made her increasingly nervous.

To calm herself, she did what she always did when stressed. Brought up a word game. This time it didn’t work. It seemed each word she created reminded her of the men chasing her. Anger. Chase. Evil, Mean. Murder, Mayhem.

After disconnecting the game, Alaina checked the time. It had been fifteen minutes. Nora should be arriving soon. She tugged on her bottom lip with her teeth. What should she do once her friend picked her up? Go home? The men couldn’t possibly know where she lived. Could they?

Her phone vibrated.

I’m here in the back. N

Thanks. Be right out. A

She slung her backpack over her shoulders, eased the bathroom door open, and peered down the short hallway. From her vantage point, except for the checkout counter, it seemed as if the coast was clear. Thankfully, the exit door was at the end of the hallway. The sign said it was an emergency exit, and an alarm would sound if opened. Well, she’d have to take her chances.

Instead of racing down the hallway and charging through the doors, she strolled to the door, pushed it open, and raced to Nora’s light blue sedan. After jumping into the passenger seat, she flapped her hands to signify get going.

Nora tore down the alley and took a left at the main drag.

She snapped her seatbelt into place, then twisted toward Nora.

“What’s going on?”

“I don’t know why these men are chasing me. Take me home. They can’t possibly know where I live.”

Nora shrugged and headed to her friend’s house located at the end of a cul-du-sac in a quiet neighborhood.

Neither said a word until they were inside the house. When the door closed behind them, Nora faced her. “Now what is going on?”

“I don’t know. They were at the diner. One kept pushing against my seat so hard, I spilled my drink. When I passed by their table, I gave them a dirty look. I was halfway down the block when I saw them behind me. I hid in the library until you came to get me.”

“Which is no reason to chase someone. And why did you go out the back? The alarm going off could wake the dead.”

“I didn’t want them to see me leave.”

“So, instead, they heard you leave?”

“They couldn’t know it was me leaving. Could they?”

“Since they were chasing you down the alley, they must have figured it out.”

She plopped down in an easy chair but kept her eyes on Nora. “They didn’t look smart enough to figure it out.”

Nora shook her head. “Obviously they were. Did you see anything to make them chase you?”

“No.” A movement from outside the living room picture window caught her attention. The window of a car driving slowly down the street was down. A hand, holding a gun, was stretched out the window. Somehow, they’d found her.

“Nora, hit the floor.” When her friend didn’t move, she rushed at her and pushed her down at the same time shattered glass flew into the room dousing their backs. “Stay down.”

Nora glanced over her shoulder. “What the hell? Someone shot out your window.”

“They found me.”

“Why? What do they want?”

Tears pooled in her eyes. A shudder went through her. “I. Don’t. Know. I need to leave.”

“Go to the police.”

She shook her head. “And say what? Two men were following me? They’d want to know who they are.”

“But they shot at you.” Nora pulled herself up.

Alaina pushed her back down. “Wait. What if they shoot again?”

“I heard their tires squeal. I believe they left.”

“I need to get out of here.”

“Why? Someone was bound to have called the police.”

“They’ll think I’m crazy. And since those men know where I live, they’re sure to come back.”

“They’ve seen my car. I shouldn’t have parked in your driveway. Check your backpack. Maybe they put something in it.”

“It’s not your fault. It’s those jerks and whatever they’re after.” She unzipped her bag then stopped. “I had my bag beside me all the time so, they couldn’t have put anything inside it.”

Nora cocked her head to the side. “Sirens. Someone must have called the police.”

“I need to get out of here.”

“They are far away, so maybe they aren’t heading here.”

She raced to her bedroom. “I don’t care. I’m going to get a few things and get out of here.”

Nora took her arm and spun her around. “Where will you go?”

“I don’t know.” In her bedroom, she threw open drawers, and took out two pairs of underpants and socks, a t-shirt, a pair of jeans and shorts and shoved them in her backpack. In the bathroom, she tossed in her toothbrush and toothpaste, a hair pick, and deodorant. She probably would have no need for makeup, so ignored her makeup drawer.

In the small, spare bedroom she used as an office, she removed her emergency cash from an envelope she kept in a shoebox in the closet. Not the safest place to keep money, but right now it came in handy by not having to go to the bank. She divided up the nearly two thousand dollars between her jeans’ pockets, stuffed some in her bra and socks, and put the rest in various pockets of her backpack. If she somehow lost her bag, she’d still have money. She didn’t believe in credit cards, so no one could track her through those.

She hesitated at the dining room table where her laptop sat. Should she take it? She had to. Leaving it behind would be like losing an arm or leg. Besides, editing and ghostwriting manuals and textbooks were her only sources of income. Wherever she ended up, she’d still be able to work. She unplugged it and added it and the charging cord to the backpack, which was growing heavier by the minute. Good thing she worked out.

Nora stopped in front of her. “Think about this. Where are you going to go?”

“I don’t know.”

“At least take some food with you. You never know when you’ll be able to find a place to eat.”

She already planned to take a bus out of town. Not telling her friend would keep her from having to lie to anyone if they asked if Nora knew where she was.

In the kitchen, she removed two bottles of water from the refrigerator and put them in the side pockets of her bag. She added a box of granola bars. The bananas on the counter would probably get squished. She handed them to Nora. The apples would hold up well. So would the pears. Burying them among her clothing would keep them from bruising.

“That’s it, Nora. Are the sirens getting closer?”

Nora shook her head. “They’re still a way off.”

“Then you’d better leave. I’ll lock the door behind you.”

“Will you text me and let me know where you are?”

“I’ll try. I don’t know how technically savvy these guys are. They can’t know my name.” She hugged Nora. “I’ll turn off my phone for now, but I’ll text you where I am and when I’m safe. Be careful. Since they obviously followed us here, they know what you drive.”

“You, too, my friend.”

There was nothing to keep anyone from breaking more of the glass in the picture window and entering through there, but she locked the front door anyway. As she rushed through her tiny, cozy house, sadness washed through her. When would she be able to come home? At the counter by the back door, she paused and picked up a pamphlet like the one the tea had damaged.

She sighed and stuffed it in her backpack. Maybe, someday, she’ll be able to re-schedule her appointment. She opened the back door and gave one last glance at her cheerful, blue and yellow kitchen.

“Good-bye,” she whispered. She locked the door behind her and, staying low, raced through her backyard. She blinked back tears. Alaina Louisa Leavett, deaf from the age of twelve, was on the run.
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At the end of the block, two men waited in their maroon SUV.

“Where do you think she is?” Bruno, the taller of the two brothers, watched the rearview mirror and tapped his fingers on the steering wheel.

Finlay fingered the safety on his long gun. “There is only one way out of here, so we hang out until she leaves.”

“Do you think she heard us?”

“You’re an idiot, Bruno. How could she not have?” Finlay scowled at his brother. “She was sitting right behind us. Even if we were quiet, she could have caught something we said.”

Bruno checked the side mirror. “What if she goes to the cops?”

“Who’s going to believe two men in a diner filled with people, would plot a drug drop and talk about how we killed the boss and took over his business? The cops would probably laugh their heads off.”

“I sure hope you’re right. Just in case, we need to make sure she never makes it to the police station.”

“Like I’ve said a million times, you’re an idiot, Bruno. She’s probably already called them. Or someone else has since you were dumb enough to shoot out her window.”

“Quit calling me an idiot. I don’t believe she’ll call them. If she did, they would have shown up when she was in the library.”

Finlay put a hand on his brother’s arm. “Hey, look. Here comes the car we followed.”

“Let them pass. We’ll follow and intercept her before she says anything.”

“I’m going to duck down.” Finlay slid down in his seat. “You hide your face but watch the car.”

“Oh. Right. Good idea.” Bruno pretended to be checking his phone while eyeing his side mirror. As the car passed by, he looked up. “There’s only one person in the car.”

“What?” Finlay sat up. “What do you mean there’s only one person in the car?”

“Now you’re the idiot. What part of ‘there’s only one person’ don’t you understand?”

“Maybe she’s hiding in the back seat.” Finlay punched his brother’s shoulder. “What are you waiting for? Follow her car.”

Instead of going to the police station, the person drove into the parking lot of a mall. Bruno parked a few spots away, turned off the car, and waited. In a few moments, a woman left the car and, with her nose in her phone, headed toward the entrance.

“Dammit.” Bruno slapped his hand against the steering wheel. “That’s not her. This woman is shorter and has black hair.”

“Maybe she’s still hiding in the car.” Finlay opened his door.

“What are you going to do?”

“Check out the car.”

Bruno caught Finlay’s arm. “Are you crazy? What if she sees us? She’s sure to call the cops and report two men checking out her vehicle.”

“Better than reporting what she heard at the diner.”

“I suppose so.” Bruno opened his door and, crouching low like his brother, followed Finlay to the woman’s car.

Finlay peered through the passenger window. “Empty.”

“Same in the back seat.” Bruno moved away from the car. “Where could she have gone?”

“Maybe she was never in the car to begin with. Maybe she’s still at her house.”

“And maybe she’s on the run.”

Bruno frowned. “What do we do now?”

“I have an idea.”

“It had better be a good one.” Bruno followed Finlay into the mall. “Are you going to let me know what the idea is, or are you going to keep it a deep, dark secret?”

Finlay stopped at the main concourse and glanced both ways. “This other woman has to be a friend. A friend would know where her buddy is. We need to find her.”

“Are you crazy? We can’t abduct someone.”

“Did I say anything about abducting her?”

Bruno shook his head. “Well, no. But what do you have planned?”

“If we can get close enough, I’ll clone her phone. Then if they send messages back and forth, we’ll be able to read them.” Finlay headed right. “You go left and text me if you see her.”

“Wait. You can’t clone a phone instantly.”

“Don’t worry. I saw this on a video. I know what I’m doing. Let me know if you see her and keep her in your sights.”

Bruno had gone only a few feet when his brother texted him. I see her. Get your ass over here. He met Finlay outside a major lingerie store. “I ain’t gonna go in no women’s underwear store.”

“We don’t have to. We’ll wait for her out here.”

“Then what?”

“You bump into her hard enough so she drops her phone. She has her nose in it so much, I doubt she even knows where she’s walking.”

Pretending to check their own phones, they waited fifteen minutes for the woman to leave the store carrying several pink bags. As soon as she was in the main area of the mall, Finlay nodded at Bruno who bumped into the woman, sending her phone sliding across the floor and knocking her packages to the ground.

“Oh, I’m so sorry. Are you all right, Miss?”

“Jerk. Watch where you’re going.”

“I hate to say it, but you’re the one who had her nose in her phone and wasn’t watching where she was going. You should be more careful.”

“Huh. I guess you’re right. I have a friend who is having some trouble and am waiting to hear from her.”

So, they did have the right woman. Over the woman’s shoulder, he saw Finlay pick up the phone and hold it against his.

Bruno picked up her packages. “Where did your phone get off to?”

The woman searched around her. “I don’t know.”

He took her elbow and guided her in the opposite direction from his brother. “I thought I heard something slide across the floor over here.” He pointed to a bench sitting outside a sports store making sure her back was to Finlay. They searched beneath the bench and, to no avail, asked a few people if they’d seen the phone. After ten minutes, Finlay came running up to them.

“I couldn’t help notice you’re looking for something.” He held out her phone. “Did you drop this?”

The woman looked ready to dance a jig. “Thank goodness you found it. How can I repay you?”

Finlay tipped his black cowboy hat. “No need to, ma’am. I’m happy to have helped. Y’all have a nice day.” Without another glance in their direction he left through an outside door.

“Well, thank you for your help, Mister...?”

Brandon wasn’t about to give out his last name. After all, he wasn’t the idiot his brother called him. “No problem. Even though I didn’t find your phone, I’m glad you’ve been reunited with it.” Like his brother, he touched the edge of his hat. “I hope your friend is all right.” He left by a different door, jogged to their vehicle, and jumped inside. “Did you do it?”

Finlay pulled his phone from his front shirt pocket and opened it up. “Yep.” He leaned across the center console. “See here? This is the message from...” He squinted his eyes. “Looks like her name is Alaina.”

“Does it give her last name?”

“No, but we won’t need it. All we need to do is watch for messages from her.” He eyed the phone again. “The woman’s name from the mall is Nora. She was a rather good-looking gal, don’t you think? Too bad we couldn’t have taken her and had some fun.”

“Quit thinking with your junk. We don’t need more problems than we already have.”

“You’re right.” He jabbed the key into the ignition and started the older model SUV. “Let’s get a few drinks while we wait for a message from Alaina.”
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Chapter Three

[image: ]






It had been a long time since Alaina had ridden a bus. Each time it stopped at every little burg and crossing to let passengers on and off, panic set in. Since the bus was never full, she kept her backpack on the seat beside her near the window to keep anyone from joining her. People’s reactions when she didn’t respond to their questions ranged from rude to sympathy when they realized she was deaf. She always carried a pair of ear buds with her. Even though she couldn’t hear a darn thing, wearing them kept people from trying to interact with her.

Along the way, she kept up her texts with Nora, commenting on the various small towns they passed through.

After six hours of stopping and starting again, and an hour layover in San Antonio, the bus reached its destination. She peered through the window at the depot sign. “Welcome to Kerrville, Texas, Capital of Hill Country.” When she had boarded the bus and left the Houston station, she’d texted Nora to let her know she’d made it safely out of the city and was headed west to parts unknown.

Nora had responded with how she’d almost lost her phone at a mall. Someone had bumped into her, and it had skidded away. Thankfully, a kind gentleman had found and returned it.

Her heart skipped a beat when a man stood beside her seat, then let out a breath when she realized it was the driver. She glanced at his lips. It was a good thing she could read them.

“You need to get off the bus, ma’am.”

Alaina removed her earbuds, picked up her backpack, and followed the driver down the aisle and out of the bus. After the bus’s air conditioning, the heat outside was like walking into a wall of bricks, nearly knocking the breath from her.

Now what? She’d never been to this town, didn’t know anyone, and was hungry for something other than granola bars. The first order of business was to text Nora.

I arrived safely. I’m in a town called Kerrville. Will find a place to stay the night before I head to Falls City. Thanks for all your help. A

Glad you’re safe. Let me know your next step. Love, N

Alaina stood in the doorway of the bus stop. Now what? If this was the end of the line for the bus, was there another one she could catch? Which way should she go? Further west or north and east? Maybe she was worrying too much. There was no way those men would know where she went. She let out a pent-up breath.

“Quit worrying. Make up your mind on what to do next.”

A few people stared at her as they passed. Damn, she’d been speaking out loud. And even though she hadn’t lost her hearing until she was twelve, she’d been told she tended to talk too loudly. It would be best to keep her thoughts to herself.

The schedule board showed there’d be no more buses for today. The next one out of town wasn’t until two o’clock tomorrow afternoon. What was she going to do until then? A yawn crept up on her. Too worried about the men chasing her, she hadn’t slept a wink on the bus. Maybe she should ask at the depot counter for a good place to eat and stay. She jarred her shoulder trying to open the door. Locked.

Someone stood beside her and patted her shoulder. Probably said something to her, but unless she faced the person, she had no idea what it was. Hoping the tall man was asking if she needed help, she shook her head and walked away. He probably thought she was being rude.

The heat and humidity were oppressive. The sooner she found a place to eat and spend the night, the happier, and cooler, she’d be. As she walked down the sidewalk, past shops and restaurants whose scents made her stomach growl, sweat dotted her face. She imagined how red it must be. One of the many problems of a fair-skinned, auburn-haired woman.

The aroma of what could only be good old Texas barbeque grew. Maybe it would be best to get something to eat before finding a place to stay.

The diner was nearly empty, which wasn’t surprising. It was the middle of the week and seven-thirty at night. Most people had probably already eaten and were safely home enjoying an evening in front of their televisions. After being shown to a booth facing the street, she perused the menu and decided on a pulled-pork sandwich with hush puppies and sweet tea.

As she waited, she checked her phone. A message from Nora said she believed Alaina was safe. She doubted the two men would follow her. There was also a message from her aunt about the baby shower for her brother, Eric, and his wife, Sophie, which was going to be held this coming weekend and for Alaina to remember to get a gift.

Damn. She’d forgotten all about the shower. If she had remembered, she could have taken a bus to her aunt and uncle’s ranch outside Falls City. She’d be as safe there as she was here. Probably more so. There would be plenty of people to protect her. Now what? The crisis had passed. Maybe she should head there tomorrow. She texted her aunt she’d get something for her brother’s first child.

When her food arrived, it took everything in her power not to scarf it down like a wolf on fresh prey. After the first initial bites, she slowed down to savor each morsel. As she popped the last of hush puppies in her mouth, her phone vibrated.

Glad you’re safe. Where are you staying tonight?

Not sure. Eating supper at an amazing barbeque joint. I’ll find a place soon and let you know. Have to get to Falls City by Saturday for the shower.

Good. Let me know when you’re settled. Sweet dreams. Love, Nora

K.

Something was off. Nora hadn’t asked her for specifics of where she would be. Only if she were safe. Why would she care what hotel or motel she’d be staying at? Also, she never, ever said ‘sweet dreams’ to her before or said Love, Nora. Always signed off with ‘N.’ A chill went up her spine. Something was wrong.

Maybe she wasn’t as safe as she thought. After paying the bill, she left the restaurant, and walked down the street toward the Guadalupe River, keeping an eye out for the two men along the way. Again, she chastised herself. There was no way they could have followed her here. If she didn’t stop being so nervous, she’d drive herself crazy.

Pausing at the entrance of a pub, she searched on her phone for nearby hotels. Even though she had plenty of cash with her, she didn’t want anything expensive. Nor did she want a dive. An average-looking hotel with four stars seemed the best.

She waved down a taxi and showed the driver a picture of the hotel on her phone. When she didn’t speak, the older man raised an eyebrow at her. Alaina tapped her ears. “Deaf.” With a grin, he headed in what she hoped was the right direction. Sometimes people took advantage of her because she couldn’t hear. Hopefully, he wasn’t one of them.

In a few minutes, he pulled up to the hotel’s office. He pointed to the meter to show what she owed. Alaina gave him a twenty and waved a hand to signify he should keep the change. To her surprise, he used sign language to say if she needed another ride, to contact him. He handed her his card. People never ceased to amaze her. Maybe she was wrong to hide her deafness.

At the counter of the hotel, she took a notepad and wrote: “I’m deaf. I would like a room for the night. I saw on your website you have a queen room available for $85 a night. I would like a second-floor room. I read lips, so please face me. Thank you.”

“Of course, we have a room. Are you paying with cash or charge?”

Alaina pulled out five twenties from her bag and handed them to the clerk. She was given a key card and her change. The clerk pointed to the elevator. So far so good. Maybe she should travel more often on her own. It was easier than she realized.

The room was clean, spacious, and had all the amenities, including shampoo, conditioner, body wash, and lotion. She tossed her backpack on the bed and pulled out shorts and a tank top to use as pajamas. It was one thing she’d forgotten. In a matter of minutes, she stood beneath a spray of hot water, washing away the travel grime. She wrapped her long hair in a towel, donned her pseudo pajamas, and rechecked the door’s security lock. For added measure, stuck the back of the chair beneath the lock.

After plugging in her phone, she sat on the end of the bed, turned on the television, and found one of her favorite crime shows. It took a minute or two to figure out the remote and find the option for closed captions. She climbed beneath the blankets, tucked the four pillows around her, and snuggled down to watch the program. Before the show ran the credits, she was sound asleep.

~

[image: ]


Bruno stuffed a few things in his bag. Not much, but enough to last a few days. It probably wouldn’t take long to locate Alaina and dispose of her. “How many hours will it take us to drive to this Podunk town?”

“I imagine less time than by bus.” Finlay copied his brother except folded his clothes neatly before placing them in his bag. “We don’t have to stop at every town along the way. I’ve already gassed up the SUV and got snacks.”

“She didn’t tell her friend where she was staying.”

“How hard can it be to locate her in a town of less than twenty-five thousand people?”

Bruno shook his head. “That’s a lot of people.”

“Don’t be so stupid. All we have to do is find her hotel, not search through the entire town. We’ll get an early start tomorrow morning. Maybe find the hotel before she checks out. We’ll start with the cheap ones and work our way up.”

“I wish there was a way to check her credit card usage.” Bruno added an extra pair of socks and underwear in case finding the woman took longer than they figured.

“Which takes more work to get into her account. Besides, she may be using cash.”

“True. Let’s hit the sack.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​

Chapter Four

[image: ]






The next morning, Alaina sat up in bed and stretched her arms over her head. Surprisingly, she hadn’t woken up once during the night. One of the advantages of being deaf was how noise from people in the hotel and outside traffic didn’t bother her. Neither did leaving the television on all night. The same program was playing. Must be a show marathon.

She threw back the covers and went into the bathroom. A glance in the mirror made her shudder. Going to bed with wet hair didn’t bode well for someone with curly hair. She looked like she’d stuck her finger in an electric socket, or someone had taken an old-fashioned eggbeater to her head. The only way to handle it was to put it in a French braid. She dampened the auburn tresses, picked through the curls the best she could, then instead of a braid, parted her hair down the middle, and made two braids. Her grandmother would have called them pigtails, but she hated the word. Sounded as if she were five years old.

After washing her face and brushing her teeth, she slipped into a pair of denim shorts and a pale-yellow tank top. Over the top, she put on a wrinkled, short-sleeved, plaid blouse. Something she could easily remove as the day heated up. The blouse may not match her shorts and top, but who cared? It wasn’t as if she knew anyone in town. She’d have to buy something new to wear to the baby shower anyway.

In the lobby, she returned her key card and since she’d paid cash, didn’t bother with a receipt. The temperature outside wasn’t bad, but then, it was only eight in the morning. Unlike yesterday when she was scared to death, today there was a lightness to her steps. As she walked down the street looking for a place to eat, she took in the peaks of the hills surrounding the town. Was it haze, or did they truly look blue?

In a few blocks, she came across a diner similar to the one in Houston. The outside resembled a long, shiny bullet. Inside red, pedestal stools lined a long counter. Booths rimmed the outside walls, their red seats matching the stools. Table-top juke boxes sat at every table. She walked across the black-and-white checkerboard flooring to a person at a cash register.

Once seated at a booth, she looked over the menu and decided on stuffed French toast with strawberries, sausage links, and tea. She hadn’t bothered to check her messages before leaving the hotel, so while she waited, she opened her phone.

How was your evening? Where did you stay? N

I stayed at a hotel in town. Slept like a log. At a diner waiting for my food. It reminds me of the diner in Houston where I saw those two guys. A

Where are you headed now? N

I forgot about the baby shower at Aunt Mary and Uncle Frank’s. I’m going to head to Falls City. First I have to buy something to wear. A

How are you going to get there? Do you want me to pick you up? N

Thanks for the offer, but I’ll take a bus again. Picking me up would be out of your way. A

Sure would be great if you’d learn to drive. N

I know. I will someday. My food is here. TTYL A

The meal was so good, Alaina was tempted to lick her plate. Instead, she wiped her mouth on a paper napkin, put it and her utensils on her plate, and finished her tea.

No one was at the register. She waited a few minutes before she rang a bell on the counter. A few seconds later a middle-aged woman stomped to the counter so hard, Alaina felt the vibrations on the floor. She scowled at Alaina and wiggled her fingers for the bill the waitress had left on her table. The woman, whose nametag said Edna, yanked it from her hand, and with her head down staring at the bill, said something. Of course, since Alaina couldn’t see her lips, she didn’t know what Edna said.

When Alaina didn’t respond, the woman glared at her, and with tight lips must have repeated herself. Again Alaina didn’t understand. Edna put a hand at her hip, gave Alaina a glare wicked enough to scare the Pope, and held out her other hand. Since she hadn’t bothered to look at the bill, Alaina had no idea what to pay.

Edna’s next words were obvious. “Stupid woman. Pay me so I can get back to work.”

There was no paper to write a note to let the woman know she was deaf, so she tried using some simple hand gestures.

“What are you? A moron, flapping yer hands as if I would know what yer doin’?’”

Someone tapped Alaina on the shoulder. “Excuse me, is there a problem here?” The woman’s signing was perfect.

Alaina let out a sigh of relief. Would this woman be willing to help her? It was easy to see what the older woman was saying as she stared at them.

“Great. Now I have to deal with two idiots flapping their hands like a drunk bird with a broken wing.”

The new woman slapped a hand on the counter making her short curly brown hair with lighter highlights bounce. She was a few inches shorter than Alaina’s five-foot eight. Edna took a step back and handed the woman the receipt. Alaina couldn’t see her face, but she must be yelling at Edna. Good for her. She was shaking the receipt at Edna.

A man came up to the counter. His name tag said he was the manager. From the concerned look on his face and Edna’s red skin, it seemed as if she was getting yelled at. They were talking too fast and kept turning their heads, so Alaina couldn’t tell what was happening. After a few minutes of them going back and forth, the man tore up her bill. What?

The woman shook hands with the manager while Edna slunk away glaring over her shoulder at Alaina and the woman. Finally, the woman turned to her and began signing.

“Are you all right?”

Alaina bent her wrist twice for the yes sign.

“I’m Jade. I saw how the woman was giving you grief. I could tell you were deaf, but she was too stupid and lazy to realize it.”

“I’m Alaina. She probably wanted to get back to a break or something.”

Jade shook her head. “Doesn’t matter. You don’t treat people like that—deaf or not.”

“Well, thank you for stepping in. I appreciate it.”

“Would you care to join me?”

How she would love to, but she had to get going. Or did she? She wasn’t expected at the shower until Saturday, so, what was the hurry?

“I already ate, but if you don’t mind, I could use another cup of coffee.” She followed Jade to her booth and sat across from her making sure to sit where she could see the entrance. Even though Nora said she was probably safe, it was best not to take any chances. The same waitress who’d waited on her earlier took her order for coffee and Jade’s breakfast order.

“And the best part? Not only did he tear yours up, but my meal is free, too. Then he fired Edna.”

“He did?”

Jade nodded. “Yes. Said he didn’t condone his employees treating people disparagingly whether they were disabled or not.”

“How come you know how to sign? I can tell you’re not deaf.”

“I’m working on my master’s in Communication Disorders and Child Psychology. I want to work with deaf or hearing-impaired children.”

Alaina couldn’t help but smile. “That’s awesome.”

“You speak quite well for someone who is deaf.”

“I didn’t lose my hearing until I was twelve. It’s been sixteen years.”

Jade frowned. “That’s unusual. How did it happen?”

Should she tell a complete stranger her story? She studied Jade, who seemed like a caring person. After all, she stepped in to help her. Plus, one of the things she’d learned since becoming deaf was how to read people. What could it hurt?

“When I was twelve and my brother, Eric, was ten, my father was in our basement experimenting with a new type of a furniture stain remover. There was an explosion setting our house on fire.” She took a deep breath. Even after sixteen years, it was still difficult to talk about. “My parents died, but because I had been upstairs in my bedroom, the firefighters were able to reach me in time. But the explosion made me lose my hearing.” She didn’t care to mention the puckered scars on her upper legs and arms when flying glass from the exploding windows hit her.

“That’s terrible. We lost both our parents, too.”

“We?”

“I have two brothers and a sister. You?”

“After the explosion, we were raised by an aunt and uncle.”

“My eldest brother, Link, left college to raise the rest of us. It was tough on him. A few years ago we finally convinced him we were old enough to take care of the ranch and ourselves.”

“What is he doing now?”

“He’s married, has a son who is almost two, his wife is expecting again, and he’s pursuing his dream of being a photojournalist. More importantly, he’s finally happy. Our sister, Marie, is married and is a physical therapist. She and her husband are expecting their first child shortly after Link and his wife. Cooper is still at home. Where do you work?”

How could a grown man still live at home? Lazy? Even if it wasn’t with his parents. “I work from home. I ghostwrite and edit textbooks and manuals. I have an English degree. Someday, I hope to write a novel of my own.”

“That’s awesome.”

“It’s something I can do from anywhere. In fact, I have my laptop with me. I have a deadline with a textbook publisher.”

Alaina bit her bottom lip and didn’t sign anything as the waitress brought her coffee and Jade’s pancakes. Her brother had suffered more severe burns in the explosion, damaging his face. He had a hard time coming to grips with his deformity and handling the teasing he’d received from kids in school. It took a wonderful woman to look beyond his injuries and make him realize he was more than his looks.

Jade tapped her arm. “Where is your brother?”

“He and his wife live in Falls City. They are expecting their first child soon. He had a harder time from the explosion. He didn’t lose his hearing but was badly burned.”

Two movements outside the diner caught her eye. Her breath caught. It was them. How did they find her? What if they came inside? Where would she go?

Jade tapped her arm again. “Is something wrong? You’re as white as a sheet.”

“No.”

“Don’t lie to me. I work with children. I can tell when someone isn’t telling me the truth.” Jade looked over her shoulder. “Is Edna back to cause more trouble?”

Alaina shook her head. There was no way she could get someone involved in whatever she was caught up in.

“Please. Tell me. Maybe I can help.”

The men stopped and peered through the window. Alaina slid across the booth so she was against the inside wall. Had they seen her? But if she couldn’t see them, they couldn’t see her. She glanced at Jade. Her concern was obvious. Her eyebrows were knitted together; her eyes narrowed. Maybe Jade could help. How, she wasn’t sure.

Alaina took a deep breath before explaining the last twenty-four hours of her life. Jade didn’t say a word until she was done.

“So, you have no idea why they are after you?”

“No. All I did was give them a dirty look when I passed their booth. Before I knew it, they were following me.”
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