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          JULY 2012

        

      

    

    
      Kara and I sat at our kitchen table on a Sunday afternoon, staring at my laptop. Kara Simon, my brother Michael’s fiancée, and I had been working on our route to New Orleans for several hours without much success. They were relocating down the road from us, on the shores of Coyote Lake, near Gilroy, California.

      My sister Sabine and her fiancé, Mark, recently returned to their homes in New Orleans but vowed to move back to Northern California before the year ended. While I loved having family around, I felt overwhelmed with the idea of all-family-all-the-time. On top of that, they had decided to convince my mom and stepdad, Tom, who were the final holdouts in the family, that they needed to come with us to Northern California from The Crescent City. They had resisted so far, but once Mark and Sabine came, they would have no one left to keep them in Louisiana, so I figured they’d come eventually, even if kicking and screaming. I loved my mom but hadn’t lived within a thousand miles of her since I turned eighteen. That could be an adjustment.

      Kara traced her finger on the laptop screen over a couple of routes between here and Meraux, Louisiana, our final destination. She looked at me. “I’m so excited to be doing this with you, Miranda. I can’t imagine it not being interesting no matter how we go.” She turned her attention back to the screen. “Now, do you want to go the fastest or the most interesting route?”

      I said, before she had a chance to answer, “Probably the quickest, for your sake.” I patted her stomach. “How are you feeling, anyway? Is the baby making you tired?” I was worried this trip might be too much for my almost forty-something soon-to-be sister in law. Which brought up another question. “Have you and Michael set a date to tie the knot yet?”

      Kara lit up. “I’m feeling great. And I’m glad you asked. Mikey and I were just talking about it this morning. I know you’ll be busy with Tea’s wedding in August, being the Maid of Honor and all, so we were thinking of having a small family thing in September. The weather will still be nice, and we have a couple of months to prepare. What do you think?”

      Tea, my good friend, and co-worker, had recently turned her life around, left her abusive boyfriend, and become engaged to the man of her dreams. Her parents were throwing her an amazing, if not a bit over the top, wedding. I saw it as a touch of a bribe, but what could I say? It made me happy to see her in a healthy relationship too. I thought about the September wedding. “Sounds great. Do you think you’ll have it at your house?”

      She smiled slyly. “Um, I thought we could have it here.”

      I feigned surprise, even though I knew that’s what she wanted. “Oh, you did? Why’s that?”

      She giggled. “Oh, you know, Miranda. We won’t even be settled, and you’ve got more room than we do, at least more usable space outdoors. You’re set up better for entertaining than we are. Please, please, please.”

      I laughed. “Of course, we’ll do it here. I always expected to. I figured you’d eventually let me know the date. September might be tight, but if it’s going to be small, it should be no problem.” I looked back at the map on the screen. “Now, we have to figure out the route we’re driving the box truck back to New Orleans.” I thought for a minute. “Hey, there are two main routes, right?”

      She reviewed MapQuest. “Yes, there’s the Northern route, which is mainly I-40, and the Southern route, which is mainly I-10.”

      I chewed on the end of a pen. “And what are the highlights of each again?”

      She whined. “We’ve already gone through this five times. Okay. The I-40 Route includes Bakersfield, Barstow, and Needles, California; Kingman, Flagstaff, and Winslow, Arizona; Gallup, Albuquerque, and Tucumcari, New Mexico; Amarillo, Wichita Falls, and Dallas, Texas; and Shreveport, Baton Rouge and of course New Orleans, Louisiana.”

      I smiled. “There are several good lyrical towns on that route. I can think of songs featuring, at least Bakersfield, Needles, Winslow, Tucumcari, Amarillo, Dallas, Baton Rouge, and New Orleans. Maybe we could have a contest, and whoever thinks of the most songs with the towns on our trip featured in lyrics wins.”

      She clicked her pen in and out nervously. “I’m not sure about that. I think you already have a huge advantage.” She looked at the screen. “Okay, let’s look at the I-10 route. It features Santa Clarita, Riverside, and Indio, California; Phoenix, Tucson, and Bowie, Arizona; Las Cruces, New Mexico; Juarez, Mexico; Fort Stockton, Auston, and Houston, Texas; Lake Charles, Lafayette, and New Orleans, Louisiana.”

      I bit my lip. “Well, not nearly as lyrical, but interesting places, nonetheless. Okay, here’s what I think. We should return to New Orleans via I-40 and then come back here via I-10. That way, we won’t get bored seeing the same scenery twice.”

      She closed my laptop. “Finally. If I had to stare at that screen one more second, I thought I’d scream.” She checked her watch. “It’s eight o’clock. What time do we have to go tomorrow?”

      I’d been doing a bit of calculating the old-fashioned way, on a pad of paper. “Okay, now the total trip is 2,179 miles, and it’s supposed to take thirty-one hours and fifty-one minutes. I’m sure that doesn’t take side trips or stopping to sight-see into account, so we should probably figure twelve hours a day. I’d say we should be on the road by six. That way, we have a few hours to collect ourselves and eat before we have to do it all over again. Based on that, we should stay overnight in Winslow, Arizona, and Wichita Falls, Texas.”

      Kara stood with her hands on her hips. “Are you sure you never worked for AAA?”

      My mapping handiwork made me proud. “I did think briefly about working as a travel agent and seeing the world for free, making commissions on other people’s expensive vacations. It sounded too good to be true. And to a certain degree, that’s how it turned out. This thing called the internet came along, and suddenly, we all became our own travel agents.”

      Kara patted me on the back. “You can handle my travel plans any time.” She headed out the back door. “I can’t believe I can walk home now. I’m so excited to live so close. What doesn’t thrill me is that our stuff is scattered everywhere, and it’s going to take us forever to move in.” She whispered just before she headed home, “Thanks, Miranda, for taking this trip with me so I don’t have to deal with moving in. By the time I get back, Mikey should have it all done.”

      I laughed. “You don’t have to whisper. Michael’s at your house, and Jason’s out somewhere. Come to think of it, he never told me his destination.” I scratched my head. “He’d better have a good explanation. He’s not going to see me for a week. He should be at my beck and call at least for the next few hours.” I winked.

      She waved as she walked down the driveway.
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      I snuck out of bed at 5 a.m., readying for our adventure. It felt nice getting back to normal after Kara and Michael had spent nearly two months with us before moving down the street. Because I am a light sleeper, Jason and I rarely shared a bedroom, but since I was leaving town for a week, last night proved to be a heavenly special occasion where he clearly let me know that he would be missing me while I traveled.

      Kara tapped lightly on the back door at 5:45 as I served up the coffee. She still looked half asleep as she dragged her suitcase behind her. I passed her a mug. “Ready for the adventure of a lifetime?”

      She nodded as she breathed in the nectar of the gods. “You’re lucky I got here at all. With that puppy dog look on Mikey’s face, you would have thought I was leaving for a year. I finally had to pry him off of me or I’d still be over there.”

      I smiled. “How sweet. I didn’t know he had it in him.” I whispered. “I know what you mean, though, Jason was extra lovable this morning. I could barely get out of bed.”

      She grinned. “Anyway, are you one of those control freaks who has to drive the whole way, or are we going to take turns?”

      I grabbed my suitcase as we approached the box truck parked next to the barn. This would be our home away from home for the next three days. “Oh, I’m definitely switching off. There’s no way I’m going to drive thirty-six hours straight while you get a free ride. You guys have two vehicles, right? So, we’ll have to drive all the way back separately. That doesn’t sound like such a good a time. So, at least let’s have a little fun in this direction.”

      She laughed. “I know. Who thought of this anyway?”

      I chuckled. “Um, I think you guys did. I was more than willing to fly back and have your vehicles shipped but my brother is too damned cheap.”

      As we approached the back of the box truck, I pulled up the rear door. “Okay, let’s throw our suitcases in here. At least we’ll have more room in the cab. Do you have a lock?”

      Kara stared at me blankly. “Um. No. Don’t you have one?”

      I pulled the door closed. “No. We’ll have to get one on the road. I’d just hate to worry about someone ripping us off every time we go inside to use the bathroom or get something to eat.”

      She nodded. “Good idea. See, that’s why I need you with me. I would never have thought of that.”

      I figured I should see if she needed anything before we left. “Okay, speak now or forever hold your peace. There’s no turning back now. It’s almost six. Our first destination is Needles by 1 p.m.”

      We chatted as we walked to the cab. She asked, “Do you really think we can get that far in seven hours? It’s almost five hundred miles.”

      I shrugged. “It’s all going to depend on traffic on the 5. Once we pass Bakersfield, we’ll have a good idea of how we are doing because then we’ll start heading west, and the rest of the traffic will be going east.”

      Kara climbed into the passenger side and said, “You might as well drive first since you might know the area that will help get us out of town quickly.”

      I agreed. “Smart girl.” I got into the driver’s seat and started the engine. We both waved out the window at the landscape as we pulled out of the driveway.

      We talked off and on while I negotiated the canyons and mountains between Coyote Lake and the I-15, but mostly she dozed. Around eight, Kara woke up enough to ask, “Hey, Miranda, remember the game we were going to play with song lyrics?”

      It surprised me that she remembered about the game because she hadn’t seemed very keen on the idea when I brought it up. I nodded. “Uh-huh.”

      She turned to face me. “Let’s do this. When we enter a place where either of us knows a song that includes the name of the locale, we repeat the title, a line containing the location, and another identifier, like who wrote it or performed it. You know, something to prove that we know it. And no using phones except to check our answers if there’s a dispute, like Scrabble.”

      I nodded and smiled. “And whoever brought it up has to sing at least part of the song to prove they know it.”

      Kara stuck out her hand. “You’re on.” We shook hands to seal the deal. She laughed. “I don’t know why I’m doing this. You already demonstrated a definite advantage when you came up with the idea in the first place. Besides, you wouldn’t have suggested it if you didn’t think you were going to win.”

      I had to agree. “Well, you got me there. I’ve been trying to kick that habit, but it’s a hard one to break. Why do you think I picked ‘Kick the Can’ back at the house a few weeks ago?”

      She looked at me out of the corner of her eye.

      “Because I made up the rules as we went along, knowing that I could win. I knew I would at least beat Jason. Let’s face it. He’s not a fast runner, so all I needed was to create a rule where you had to beat a person from point A to point B, and I knew I wouldn’t lose.”

      She shook her head. “You’re very sneaky. I had no idea.”

      I thought for a second back to our song game. “I have a rule I want to modify. Rather than having to be in a place, we have to see it on a sign. That’ll give us a lot more options. Like, we aren’t going through Las Vegas, but I’ll bet we’ll see a sign for it somewhere along the way. Right?”

      She nodded. “Good thinking. Hey, wait. What song are you using for Vegas?”

      I grinned. “I’ll never tell.”

      I figured I had a significant advantage because my grandpapa had been an avid collector of records dating from the forties to the seventies, everything including standards, jazz, rhythm and blues, soul, country and western, rock and roll, country, and rock. During my high school years, I could often be found in his music room with headphones surrounded by empty record jackets, listening, reading, and learning. I found it more comfortable than being in school.

      However, I had no idea of Kara’s musical background. We were around the same age, so she could have had every opportunity that I had to hear the greats. As we reached the five near Los Banos and headed south, I asked, “So before the games begin, I’m interested in finding out about my opponent’s musical background. I realize it’s too late for me to do anything about it, but I still would like to know who I’m up against.”

      Kara laughed. “Shouldn’t you have done a touch of research before you brazenly decided to take me on? Mikey helped me to pinpoint one of your weaknesses; your overconfidence, especially when it comes to musical history. I quizzed him for weeks.”

      I tried to keep my eyes on the road but felt compelled to look her in the eye to figure out if she was pulling my leg. I tried another angle. “Kara, are you serious?”

      She giggled. “I guess you’re going to have to wait and see. This will be so much fun. You so thought you would dominate me, and now you’re feeling unsure. I love it.”

      I mock pouted. “You’re mean.”

      She touched me on the arm. “Oh, Miranda, you have no idea. But I’m not being mean here. I’m letting you know we might be on more even footing than you thought when you developed your game.” We spent the next several miles working on the details of the game.

      While, she absorbed them, I looked over at her while keeping one eye on the road. She appeared to be dead serious. “Let the best woman win. What is the prize? We never agreed on that, the most important thing.”

      I noticed that Kara concentrated hard out the window as we conversed, traveling down the 5. Suddenly, she shouted out, “I have a song!”

      I could barely see the sign ahead: Bakersfield 90 Miles. “Okay, smarty-pants, what’s your song?” I challenged.

      She could barely contain herself. “‘Streets of Bakersfield’ is the song. Buck Owens is the artist. A line is ‘Trying to find me something better on the streets of Bakersfield’.” Then she sang the first few lines with her best country twang. She practically jumped up and down in her seat. “Four points! Four points!”

      I rolled my eyes. “Who had the idea for this game anyway?”

      She looked at me, askance. “Yeah, we’ll see what you say if I get too far ahead.”

      I nodded. “Okay, so you know me too well, already.”

      Right then, a red Corvette convertible with two guys in it passed us at a high rate of speed. They made a rude gesture on the way by which I couldn’t make out, but they definitely hadn’t waved. Their Nevada license plate said it all. WE R FST. Less than a minute later, a guy in a White Porsche 911 coupe, circa 1980, with North Carolina plates passed us at 90 miles an hour. He had a vanity plate but he moved so fast I couldn’t read it.

      I yelled, “Jerks!” for our own benefit since they’d never be able to hear us. We went back to talking and I forgot all about them.
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      We chatted about the upcoming wedding and possible baby names for the next hour and a half. She and Michael decided they didn’t want to know the baby’s sex so they could be surprised. They were very traditional, and I loved it. You couldn’t find that much these days in people.

      Just south of Bakersfield, we passed a sign for a tiny town called Tehachapi. It suddenly hit me, and I yelled, “I have a song!”

      Kara smirked. “What is your likely song that could possibly have Tehachapi in it?”

      I had to think for a minute to make sure I had it right. “The name of the song is ‘Willin’. It was performed and recorded by Linda Ronstadt or Little Feat and written by Lowell George. The line about a trucker driving every kind of rig ever made.” Then I started singing in my best Linda Ronstadt voice.

      Kara dug out her phone. “I’m gonna have to look that one up. I’ve never heard of it.”

      I laughed in disbelief. “You’re kidding me. When my partner Melissa and I drove from North Carolina to Vegas, we got invited to a party in Tehachapi commemorating Lowell George’s birthday. It was quite a time, as you can imagine from the lyrics of the song.” This seemed like the first time I had ever been able to mention Melissa’s name without a stabbing pain in my heart. Therapy had done wonders for me. She had been my best friend, and I had so much guilt about her brutal murder for so long. I held my breath, hoping Kara didn’t ask me any questions about her. I wasn’t sure I’d gotten healthy enough to have an extended conversation about Melissa yet.

      Kara had been playing with her phone and brought the Linda Ronstadt version of the song up on YouTube. We both listened in silence until she finished it. Kara shook her head. “I love her voice. I think ‘When Will I Be Loved’ is my favorite.”

      I threw her a curve. “Oh, hands down, my favorite Linda Ronstadt song is ‘Poor, Poor, Pitiful Me.’ You have no idea how many times I’ve walked up the beach singing that one to myself. It’s funny how much more miserable I felt when I had money. I didn’t know how to handle those men. Once I came down to earth where I belonged, the men did too.” I felt encouraged to continue when Kara didn’t interrupt me. “Those rich men have huge houses and sports cars for a reason. They are making up for something else they don’t have. It’s usually in the emotion department. I met so many emotionally unavailable men when I lived in Malibu; it wasn’t even funny. Besides, none of them understood me. I always got the impression they wanted me to shut up and look pretty. Well, I have no trouble looking pretty, but the shutting up part isn’t an option.” It felt good to speak my pent-up thoughts out loud.

      She looked thoughtful for a moment, then surprised me by saying, “I would have pegged you for a ‘Blue Bayou’ girl, but I hear what you’re saying.”

      I nodded, glad she changed the subject. “You’re right. I love that one too.”

      She then got me back on topic. “Well, according to my phone, you got four points. So, we are tied. Did you know that we were near Tehachapi before you saw the sign, or did that just hit you?”

      I chuckled. “I had no idea where Tucumcari was. I don’t know where the other towns in the song are either. So, I got lucky.”

      She showed me her phone. “Tonapah is in Nevada. Like mid-point between Vegas and Reno. Tucumcari is in New Mexico.”
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        * * *

      

      Kara slept for the last two hours from Barstow to Needles, our first destination and the final town in California. We made it a few minutes shy of one p.m., which meant we were right on time.

      I pulled into a Valero station directly off the exit as her eyes fluttered open. Not to be outdone by my opponent, I said, “I’ve got a song.”

      She whined. “That’s not fair. I’m not even awake.”

      I responded, “Okay, wake up. I’ve got a song.”

      She rolled her eyes. “What is your damn song?”

      I smiled gleefully, having waited for what seemed like forever for her to wake up. “The title is, ‘I’ve Never Been to Spain.’ Three Dog Night recorded it, and Hoyt Axton wrote it.” I sang the line that included Needles. “Four points! Eight to four.”

      We got out to stretch our legs, grabbed tacos at the Jack in the Box next door, and jumped back in the truck to eat. Kara’s turn to drive finally arrived, and I couldn’t have been happier that I could rest for the next several hours, and then we could take a break for the night. The first leg of the trip to Needles hadn’t been easy but Winslow would now be a piece of cake, only three and a half hours from here. We could have an early dinner and a good night’s sleep before we did it all again tomorrow.

      As we were eating in the Jack in the Box parking lot, I saw the same red Corvette go through the drive-through that had passed us on the 5 almost five hours ago. I wondered why they hadn’t made more progress, considering how fast they were going when they passed us on the highway. They parked a few spots away, seemingly oblivious to our existence, which was fine by me because they just looked like trouble.

      In a couple of minutes, we were finished eating so we jumped out of the truck to throw away our trash and take one final pee before we took off for Winslow, Arizona. As we headed back to the truck, I noticed the back door stood open. As I pointed it out to Kara, I saw in the shadows of the box truck; the two Corvette guys rummaging through our suitcases, laughing wildly wearing our underwear on their heads.

      I didn’t know whether to laugh, cry or shift into serious cop mode. I had a feeling the outcome of this encounter could depend completely on how we addressed it.

      While I had this conversation in my head, Kara took over the situation and screamed, “What the damned hell do you think you are doing? Put our stuff back now and get out of our truck, or I will call 911.” She wasn’t bluffing. She had her phone out, ready to dial.

      These guys clearly were smoking something, and it wasn’t cigars. They wouldn’t stop laughing. I couldn’t deny the humor in the situation, but she wasn’t having it, and I had to support her.

      I stepped forward. “Please step out of the vehicle. I have police training, and I can only warn you that if we get into arm-to-arm combat, it’s likely that you will sustain injuries, and that’s the last thing we want right now. What we do want is you out of our truck so that we can continue our journey in peace.”

      They appeared to consider what we had both said and slowly lifted our underwear off their heads and placed it back in our suitcases, closing them up. They then jumped out of the truck, closed the rear door, turned, and walked back to their Corvette without a word. They started up the ‘Vette and, with tires screeching, accelerated out of the parking lot, hopefully never to be seen again. As I watched their sports car go out of sight, I couldn’t help but wonder if I had seen those guys before.

      Kara looked at me before we pulled onto the highway ourselves. “Do you think that was random or premeditated?”

      I shrugged. “Hard to say, although they’d have to have made a lucky guess which direction we were headed in for it to be planned. I figure they smoked some weed and thought they’d have a laugh on us. They’re probably harmless. At the speed they were going on the 5, I’d be surprised if we see them again. But that said, I’m not sure how we caught them here. They should be hours ahead of us. I guess they may have stopped and gotten into other trouble as they did here. I hope to God they don’t decide to spend the night in Winslow.” An unexplained uneasiness overtook me, but I tried to shake it off.

      Kara stared at the road. “You and me both. Like you said, we should have bought a padlock for the back of the truck.”

      I slapped my hand on my forehead. “My fault. I should have remembered. Next time we get gas, we’ll get one. They usually have them somewhere.”

      Kara smiled. “Thanks, Miranda. Now I’m probably being paranoid, but those guys kind of freaked me out.”

      I agreed. “I’m right with you. Who would have expected to find them in the back of our truck, and I honestly didn’t know what to do. I debated treating it like a joke and trying to coax them out, but I think you had the best response. The fact that you were seriously going to call 911 scared the bejesus out of them. So, good thinking.”

      About an hour outside of Needles at Kingman, Arizona, we stopped for a rest at Mrs. D’s Route 66 Diner for some coffee and dessert. The only shade was behind the building under some huge shade trees. We backed the truck in to keep it cool while we stretched our legs.
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      I gave Sabine a call while we were off the road so I didn’t have to yell over the road noise.

      She answered, sounding stressed. “Miranda, is everything okay?”

      I laughed. “Yes, we’re fine. I just missed you.”

      Her voice relaxed a little. “I miss you too, ma belle. How is your trip going? I can’t wait to see you when you arrive.”

      I wondered how much I should tell her. “Well, it’s been interesting. We had a little incident with a couple of guys in a sports car, but we handled it.”

      She asked, “You be careful, Miranda. I know how you can be. So, what happened?”

      I didn’t know how much I wanted to share. It all seemed silly now. “Well, as I said, there were a couple of guys, and they sped by us on the 5, so I figured they were just out for a joyride, and we wouldn’t see them again. But oddly, like five hours later, we ran into them again at a Jack in the Box parking lot in Needles, on the border of Arizona. It made no sense since they had been going so much faster than we had been, but there they were.”

      She seemed concerned. “Do you think they were waiting for you?”

      I thought for a minute. “I doubt it. They would have had no way of knowing if we were going east or south at the point they passed us. We could have been traveling to LA or Mexico, for that matter. I think it had to be a coincidence.” That might have been a bit of a lie, but why would they be targeting us?

      She warned me. “Well, don’t forget that two women traveling alone can be very appealing for sick men. If you see these guys again, you have to assume it’s on purpose and take decisive measures.”

      I wasn’t quite as concerned. “I think we can take care of ourselves, but we will be on the lookout.”

      She wasn’t letting up. “I’m serious, Miranda. I know that you and Kara are capable women, but you can’t overpower crazies on drugs, especially if they have weapons.”

      I had to agree. “I hear you. I’m pretty sure these guys were smoking something.”

      Kara, who was standing next to me, nodded vigorously. “I get it, Sabine, I’m going to let you go, but if we see these losers again, I’ll let you know.”

      She reluctantly agreed. “Okay, Miranda, but call me if anything else strange happens. I’m worried about you two out there on the road.”

      I made myself sound confident, even if I didn’t quite feel it. “Oh, we’ll be better than fine.” However, even I had to admit the whole incident had freaked me out a little.

      When I disconnected, Kara exclaimed, “Don’t tell me that you’re buying into her fear. They were a couple of joyriders. It could have been anyone’s undies they raided. We just got lucky.”

      After a half-hour stop, we were back on the road. As we headed down the straight highway of Arizona, we drifted quietly off to our own worlds. I thought about how life would change with Michael and Kara in the neighborhood, and probably Sabine and her future husband, Mark, would move to Northern California this year. When we got to New Orleans, my goal was to convince my mom and stepdad, Tom, to do the same. I had no idea where they stood on the topic, but they had both lived in the Bayou for their adult lives, and I suspected the West coast might not be on their radar.

      Kara stared down the highway. “Uh-oh. Looks like someone is having trouble ahead.”

      I strained my eyes to see a box truck, similar to ours, off the side of the road. Flairs were lit a couple of hundred feet ahead of the vehicle. As we got closer, I could see a young woman standing next to the truck. The hood was open and steam bubbled out of the radiator. Kara poked me. “Do you think we should stop?”

      When I hesitated, she looked at me sideways. “Imagine if that were either of us. I think we’d rather someone like us came to our assistance instead of those two in the Corvette, right?”

      I had to agree. “You’re right. We should stop.”

      She slowed down and pulled to the side of the road. We jumped out and headed down the highway. We were probably about a hundred feet past the truck once we slowed down and parked. We jumped out and head back toward the broken down truck.

      The woman, in her mid-twenties with jean shorts and a tank top, stood in front of the truck, watching it steam over. She turned around and smiled. “Boy, are we glad to see you. I couldn’t believe no one stopped until now.” Eyeing her outfit, I couldn’t believe it either.

      She said ‘we,’ but I didn’t see anyone with her. “You’re not alone, are you?” I asked. Just then, a guy about her age appeared from the other side of the truck, pointing a handgun in our direction. He smirked at us and said, “No, she ain’t alone. And kindly hand over your keys so we can get outta here.”

      I couldn’t believe my eyes. I assumed from this guy’s vocabulary and mannerisms that he probably wasn’t very bright, so I decided to appeal to his level of intellect. “Oh, come on, buddy. You’re not gonna turn a simple highway breakdown into grand theft auto, now, are you?”

      He looked briefly confused, then responded. “You think you’re so smart. We already stole this truck, so it doesn’t much matter now, does it.?”

      I tried to call his bluff. “So, it’s the old two for the price of one. If you don’t think the judge isn’t going to double your sentence when you get caught, you’ve got something coming.”

      The girl pleaded with him. “Come on, Bobby, I told you this wasn’t a good idea. We’re just getting in deeper. Why didn’t we just ask them for a ride to town like I said?”

      He screamed at her. “Shut up, Cindy. I got enough problems without hearing you whine.” He sweated profusely.

      He motioned to us with the gun. “Git over to this side of the truck, and there won’t be any trouble. Now, give us the keys to your truck and we’ll be on our way. I ain’t gonna ask again.”

      He had the upper hand and didn’t seem particularly stable, and I had run out of ideas, so Kara and I moved near the side of the truck where we couldn’t be seen from the road. I wondered if I could reach in my pocket and dial 911 about the same time I saw him looking toward the rear of their vehicle. I hoped someone else had pulled over to help so that he’d be distracted with them while we figured out what to do. Just then, I saw a blue flashing light reflecting off his face, and I felt immediate relief. The jig was up for this loser.

      However, he tossed his revolver toward me and stepped toward the flashing light with one fluid motion. For some crazy reason, I caught the gun.

      He said to the officer as I stood, dumbfounded, “Thank goodness you are here, officer. We stopped to help these two women, and they tried to ambush us.”

      The cop, seeing the pistol in my hand, stood with his weapon drawn, ready to shoot. “Ma’am, put the gun down slowly on the ground. Now!”

      I tried to explain. “This is not my gun.”

      He repeated himself. “Drop the gun now! Hands on the side of the truck. Legs spread. That goes for all of you.”

      I put the gun down but refused to be part of the problem. “You don’t understand, officer. This guy pulled the gun on us. We were trying to help them.”

      His demand intensified as he moved toward us. “All of you. Hands on the truck!” I heard a level of fear in his voice I hadn’t picked up on earlier. Kara already stood in position, as did Cindy. Bobby and I were still in a stand-off.

      Bobby insisted. “I didn’t do anything. You need to take these two into custody and let us go.” He pointed at Kara and me.

      I decided we had pushed the cop and his partner, who had come around the other end of the truck with similar instructions, about as far as we could. I turned around and put my hands on the truck.

      They both had their guns trained on Bobby, who finally put his hands in the air and retreated to the side of the truck.

      So, there we were. Two cops with guns pointed at four of us, with our hands up on the side of a truck with our legs spread like common criminals. I hadn’t planned to spend my day this way. We were wasting precious time en route to Winslow and, more importantly, New Orleans. Just when it seemed like it couldn’t get any worse, another police car pulled up with lights flashing and sirens blaring. I got a feeling this may have been the most exciting thing that had happened in these parts for a while.

      I would have loved to pull out my phone to see exactly where we were but moving my hands didn’t seem like a good idea, especially with reinforcements arriving. The two new arrivals jumped out of their vehicle with guns drawn. You’d think we robbed a bank or something.

      The police officers grouped together and had a brief meeting before announcing their plan. One of the new arrivals yelled through a bullhorn. “We need to take a moment to straighten out who did what to whom here. We understand that there may be some of you who didn’t do anything wrong, and we trust that this process will help us to sort things out.”
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      They zip-tied all of our hands behind our backs and placed Kara and me in one squad car and Bobby and Cindy in the other. I had to wonder if they were their real names or if they had borrowed aliases from the Brady Bunch. We sat in the back seat while the officers typed various letters and numbers into the terminals in front of them. Things had changed a lot since I was a cop, but I figured they were running the plates on the trucks. We weren’t the owners, but I was confident that Kara could explain who the owner was, and we would be on our way.

      The cop in the driver’s seat, evidently named Lieutenant Samuel Stollings, a handsome, military-looking cop, asked, “So, which one of you is Mario Stenhouse, the reported owener of that truck up there? I’m assuming the lead truck is yours, not the truck in the rear, showing as a stolen vehicle.”

      Kara stuttered, “Well, I am, sir. Well, not me exactly, but I’m the party who borrowed the truck from Mario. He’s a friend of my husband.”

      He smiled. “It’s okay, Miss. It’s not illegal to borrow a truck as long as the owner gives permission. You don’t have anything verifying that he allowed you to borrow the truck, do you?”

      Kara’s face reddened. “Well, my husband arranged it, so I don’t think we have anything in writing. But I can call him if that would help.”

      He asked, “Do you have Mr. Stenhouse’s number? Then, we could get this straightened out and get you women on your way.”

      Kara looked pale. “You can try to call my husband. He works for the military, so he doesn’t often answer his phone during the day, but it’s worth a try.” She gave him the number.

      He dialed and got an immediate response. “Hello, this is Lieutenant Samuel Stollings of the Yavapai Arizona County Sheriff’s Department. No, no, they are fine. I needed to resolve a small issue out here on Interstate 40. Can you tell me about the truck that your wife and her—” he looked at me for guidance.

      I mouthed, “Sister-in-law,” even though they weren’t quite married. Since Kara started the lie, I had to carry it through.

      He continued, “sister-in-law, were driving? You know, the basics, who the owner is, what were the circumstances of their driving it, that sort of thing.” He then hesitated to listen, nodded, and said, “Uh-huh periodically.” He hung up after saying, “Thank you for your cooperation, sir. And yes, we’ll take good care of them both.”

      His partner, James McMurtry, was tracking down the weapon they confiscated. He gave us the bad news. “Seems that this weapon has been reported stolen. We’re going to have to detain you pretty ladies a little bit longer while we search your vehicle.”

      Annoyed at the further delay, I had no choice but to agree. “That’s fine if it’ll help us get out of here. I think we can still get to Winslow almost on schedule if we get out of here soon.”

      Sam said, “Okay, we’ll be right back. Is the back of your truck locked?”

      Kara responded. “No, we were going to get a padlock but never got around to it.”

      They both opened their doors. Officer McMurtry said, “We should be back directly.”

      Our vehicle was probably a hundred feet in front of their truck, which we now sat behind, so we couldn’t see them from where we were. I was hopeful. “Well, they seemed pretty positive. Maybe we can get out of here, no harm, no foul.”

      Some color had returned to Kara’s face. I thought she might pass out when they zip-tied us and put us back here in the squad car. I felt it was up to me to keep a positive outlook since I’d had a lot more experience with the police. She said quietly, “I pray that we get out of this without having to spend any time in jail. I’m claustrophobic. Being imprisoned would not work well for me.”

      I figured the officers would be back in a minute or two since the rear of the truck was empty except for our suitcases, and there was nothing in the cab except for some snacks and a few empty coffee cups. But when they returned, I knew immediately something was wrong. I saw them talking animatedly to the other officers, and then they headed out of sight toward our parked vehicle. I had a sinking feeling, wondering what they’d found, and felt it had to be worse than underwear thrown out of our suitcases.

      We sat quietly for another fifteen to twenty minutes when our officers returned to the vehicle. The lieutenant spoke first and in a far more formal and less friendly tone than he’d had when they left. “Well, ladies, we have a big problem. Just how long were you planning to drive before dumping the two bodies that you have in the rear of your truck?”

      This wasn’t good, and it really took me by surprise. At first, I was speechless, and then I figured the best defense was a good offense, even though we were in a relatively vulnerable situation. “Now, wait a minute here. We, obviously, had no idea there were any bodies in the rear of our truck. Think about it, had we killed two people and were carrying them in our truck, would we have stopped to help these two on the side of the road?”

      Officer McMurtry offered another explanation. “Perhaps you didn’t stop to help them but to perform a bait and switch. Maybe you thought that one of you could distract them while the other moved the bodies to their broken-down truck.”

      I chuckled sarcastically. “Excuse me? Have you seen Kara or me? Did you ever try to move a corpse? There would be no way that one of us could have done it alone.” I indicated Kara, who was turning paler by the moment. “Besides, she’s pregnant!”

      He glanced at Kara then agreed reluctantly. “Okay, you’re probably right. But perhaps you thought you could immobilize Bobby and Cindy, both of you working together could move the bodies from your truck to theirs and take off scot-free. And once they came to, they’d have no idea there were corpses in their truck.”

      I was starting to get annoyed. “Does that even sound feasible to you? How would we have immobilized them? Do we just carry elephant tranquilizers with us just in case we kill someone, and we need to get rid of a couple of bodies?”

      The lieutenant decided to take control of the conversation. “Okay, we could hypothesize all day, but we don’t have many options here. We need to take you down to Prescott and book you two for murder⁠—”

      I interrupted, feeling like we had nothing to lose. “Can we, at least, see who it was we were supposed to have killed? This is outrageous. It makes no logical sense. Another case of police arresting the most convenient suspects instead of the most logical ones. As an ex-cop, that’s a real pet peeve of mine.”

      Officer McMurtry offered, “Okay, smart girl, just who would you arrest if you were the cop in this case?”

      Lieutenant Stollings jumped in. “Okay, all right, let’s not get into a pissing match here.”

      I agreed, trying to keep my voice calmer. “Lieutenant, if you are going to place us under arrest, I guess there is nothing we can do. But I have a hunch regarding the identification of these two. Could we, or at least I, if Kara can’t stomach it, see the victims?”

      Officer McMurtry jumped in, “I don’t think that’s nec⁠—”

      Lieutenant Stollings interrupted his partner. “Jim, what would it hurt?”

      The officer wasn’t happy. “Fine, Sam.”

      They got out of the car and led us to the truck. My feelings were confirmed when we got close enough to the truck to see their clothes. I didn’t want to look any closer. Kara stood behind me, not really looking. I said to her, “Those are the guys who got into our suitcases.”

      She looked horrified. “Oh my God! How did they get back here? And … and dead?””

      Officer Jim said, “Okay, have you seen enough?” He was obviously disgruntled since he didn’t want us out here in the first place.

      “Yes. Thank you,” I responded calmly, though I was becoming very worried about Kara.

      The lieutenant didn’t waste any time. “You two are under arrest for the murder of,” he referred to the IDs he had taken off the bodies, “Juan Hernandez and James Joaquin Sanchez.” He then read us our rights and asked if we understood them.

      We both nodded. I was furious. “Of course, we understand them! This is ridiculous. We’re as surprised to find these bodies in our truck as you are.”

      Officer Jim was less patient than Lieutenant Sam. He grabbed my arm, “You have no idea how many times a day we hear the same thing. Granted, you’re a better actress than most, but it’s your truck, and you even appear to recognize the victims, so we’ll let the courts figure out the rest.”

      I wrestled my arm from his grasp and hissed. “I can walk without your assistance, thank you.”

      We rode silently in the back of the squad car, realizing it was too late to have any impact. I wondered just what would become of us as we arrived at the Prescott station on Gurley Street. We were led toward two separate small interrogation rooms across the hall from one another.
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