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The last time Hardley and I took a trip together, it was unplanned and we were practically kidnapped at gunpoint. We had been hired by Mr. Edwin McMasters to find which one of his adult children wanted him dead. We expected a quick interview with our client, but the old man got himself killed and we were forced to stay the weekend at the McMasters’ estate to solve the crime. As lush as it was and as pampered as we were, it was very far from a vacation.

This time was different. We were going on our own free will—no client, no case, no crime to solve—and after that fiasco, we needed a break. Hardley agreed to come to Chicago with me while I mended a few family fences.

My brothers and I had a falling out after our father had died. They pretty much left me on my own to take care of him while he was sick, and I hated to admit it, but I grew bitter. I left Chicago in a huff, moved to western Pennsylvania, and hadn't been home since. I hadn’t sent a Christmas or even a birthday card to either one of them, but when I saw how poisonous the McMasters’ family was, I wanted to fix my relationship with my brothers before it was too late. They were all I had left. Well, except Hardley who was like family to me.

While I purchased our tickets, Hardley hauled our suitcases to the luggage compartment at the side of the bus. He said he wanted to keep me company on the trip, but as I watched him flipping through a small stack of cards, I wondered if he had other motives for wanting to come along.

“Did you get the tickets?” Out of breath, Hardley wiped his forehead with a handkerchief. “This humidity is going to be the death of me.”

I gazed up at the overcast sky and felt a twinge in my stomach. Dark clouds were rolling in. The sky looked like it was about to unleash something fierce. “You think we should cancel?”

He looked up. “We'll probably drive out of it.”

I gave him his ticket. “You better be right.”

The bus driver snatched our suitcases and shoved them into the luggage compartment. “Name's Alfie, folks.” He was a tall, slightly balding, middle-aged man with dark hair and dark eyes and a smile that could light up a room. “We won't be leaving for another half an hour, so if you folks want to grab a cup of coffee at the counter, it'll pass the time.”

“Thank you. We might just do that.”

He tipped his hat and continued loading luggage onto the bus. 

“I thought we weren't going to drink anything before we boarded.” Hardley fanned himself with his hat. “Once we get on the road, it'll be at least another two hours before we make a stop.”

“I was just being polite.” Thunder roaring in the distance caught my attention. I tensed up. “I don't know. I have a funny feeling about this.”

“You know, maybe we should get a piece of pie. I heard the bus station has a really good cherry pie.”

“You go ahead. I'll stay here.”

“Be sure to make a pitstop before you get on the bus.”

While Hardley ran off in search of pie, I leaned against the side of the building and watched people coming and going. The bus was going to be nearly empty for this part of the trip, but that would change once we got on the road and made a few more stops. At least Hardley would be able to stretch his legs out and sleep. 

An older couple stood in line, waiting for Alfie to take their suitcases. The woman jerked her head about like a squirrel on the lookout for danger. When someone walked by her, she clutched her purse to her chest, like she was protecting something inside it or using it as a shield to protect herself. Her husband ignored her and fiddled with the tags on their luggage. She saw me watching her and flashed a nervous smile. 

I waved. It was going to be a long trip, so I had better start making friends. “Let's hope the weather holds out.”

“The weatherman said we're in for a big one,” the husband said, grabbing his back as he tried to straighten up. “Haven't seen clouds like this since the tornado of ‘44 tore through here.”

The woman gently smacked her husband's arm. “Stop it, Sam. I'm anxious enough as it is.” The woman dug in her purse nervously, pulling this and that out only to shove it back inside. “I haven't been on a trip in so long,” she said to me. “Sam has been on me for the past five years to get out of the house and do something fun. So, we're going to do something fun, although why we’re going all the way to Cleveland to do it is beyond me. What's wrong with Pittsburgh, I asked him? It's close. We could always go to a museum.”

The man sighed heavily. “And I told her there's more to this country than Pittsburgh.” He looked to me. “Samuel Worth, ma'am. This here is my wife, Edith. Where you headed?”

“Back to Chicago to see my family.”

“Chicago?” The woman fiddled with the top button on her high-necked blouse, making sure it was securely in place. “Aren't you afraid of being so far away from your family?”

“Everyone in my family is a cop. I know how to defend myself.”

Her eyes searched to the left and right of me. “Is your husband with you?”

“I’m traveling with a friend.”

“Two girls alone on a bus without a man to keep them safe?” She tsked. “That’s asking for trouble.”

Oh dear. I tried not to roll my eyes or burst out laughing. “My friend is a man.”

“Oh, I see.” She pressed her lips together and turned away from me slightly. “Is this man your beau?”

I glanced away and scratched my ear. “No, we work together.”

The woman's face puckered up in disapproval like she had just sucked on a slice of lemon. “I see.” Unable to even look at me, Edith took her husband’s elbow. “Well, we best be going. See you on the bus.”

I shrugged and went back to people-watching. A young couple, probably newlyweds, who couldn't take their eyes or hands off each other, dropped their luggage on the sidewalk and started hugging. She looked like one of those Gil Elvgren pin-up models: curvy, platinum blonde hair, and full lips painted red. She dressed stylish, yet practical, in a pair of cuffed slacks, crew socks, and loafers. The husband, on the other hand, was nothing to write home about as one of my best friends back home used to say. He looked like he had spent too many days in the sun and it was catching up to him. 

I smiled and nodded as they walked past me, but the young woman scanned me up and down, curled her lip, and dragged her husband along by the elbow. Everyone’s a little touchy this morning.

“That pie did not live up to its reputation.” Hardley covered his mouth as he burped.

Startled, I turned. I was so caught up in the pin-up wife’s reaction that I didn’t hear him sneak up on me. “I'm glad I didn't eat it, then.” A raindrop landed on my cheek. I jerked my head upward and sighed. The sky had grown darker in only a few minutes, and after that Samuel fellow mentioned the tornado of 1944, I felt even more uneasy than I did before. “It’s just going to get worse.”

Off to meet the young couple, Hardley left me standing there talking to myself. Or so I thought.

“Oh, don't worry, little lady,” came a gravelly voiced man to the right of me. Gray-haired, weather-worn face, and smoking a cigarette, the man stood about five-feet-eight inches tall and had intense, deep-set eyes. “The bus driver knows what he's doing.” He narrowed his eyes and watched as Alfie, the bus driver, Samuel and Edith, laughed and carried on. To be fair, it was more Samuel and Alfie than Edith. She was still on the lookout for danger, it seemed. “With a good set of tires, the bus will stay on the road,” he added.

Not if a tornado comes and picks it up off the road, I thought to myself. “I’ve been afraid of storms since I was a girl.”

He took a long inhale of his cigarette and blew it out slowly. “What’s to be afraid of? A little rumble, a flash of light, a bit of wind. What you need is someone to keep you safe.”

“Someone like you?” I said, sarcastically. 

“Well, I don’t see a wedding ring on your finger, and I only meant it in a fatherly way.”

Father? More like grandfather. “I’m not alone, so you don’t need to worry about me.” I pointed to Hardley who had gotten chummy with the younger couple. “That big lug over there is with me.” 

“You keep company with him? Doesn’t seem your type.”

I glowered at him. Why were total strangers so interested in my private life all of a sudden? To put an end to this conversation, I lied and said, “I hate to disappoint you, pops, but that’s my man. Isn’t he dreamy?”

“You have a bit of a tongue on you, don’t you?” He stared at me intensely. It didn’t happen often when a man did that, but my muscles twitched nervously. I had a sudden urge to poke him in the eye. “Must be the red hair.”

I forced a laugh.

“My name’s Richard Matthews, but my friends call me Dickie. What’s your name, little lady?” 

He stuck his hand out for me to shake. I looked down at it and back up into his face. “Look, I’m sure you mean well, and I do mean to be rude, but what do you want?” I stood directly in front of him with my hands on my hips and met his gaze without flinching. “I already told you I was with someone.”

The man laughed in my face. “I’m a retired cop. Worked the beat for over twenty years. Everyone tells me I’m gruff.”

My father worked the beat for years, too, and he was the sweetest man with the smoothest voice. He was never gruff unless he was going to punish one of us for something we, no doubt, did wrong. My mom always told him he missed his calling in life and should have gone into radio. Gruff, my eye. Some people used any excuse to justify bad manners.

“I’m just looking out for you, that’s all.” He said this in a way that sounded like he truly believed he was doing me a favor.

“Well, Dick—”

“Dickie, if you don’t mind. I don’t like being called Dick”

“Dick, I’m going to leave now.” I dashed off and stood next to Hardley. I glanced over my shoulder at the so-called retired police officer to see if he was going to follow me and start trouble, but he was distracted by whatever was going on at the front of the bus.
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