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           I dedicate this to Fletch and Flo. 
I wouldn't be here if it wasn't for them getting busy in the bedroom. Honestly!


       And a special shout-out to Dale L Roberts and Oliviaprodesign.
Dale and I never met face-to-face, but because of him, I became acquainted with Olivia.


    A wickedly talented artist with the patience of the Buddha, Olivia is the best god dang book cover designer I have ever worked with. Honestly!
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As she marched with purpose, Sandra's rich, reddish-brown hair contrasted nicely with her bright yellow two-piece outfit. And yet, while its long sleeve midriff blouse fits her well, its pleated skirt doesn't. Moreover, being too tight on her waist has caused the stitching on the back of that miniskirt to give way, creating a swinging door effect. 

Sandra had no clue that more than a sliver of her tight, little butt was making its runway debut. And yet, no one in the audience seemed to take much notice of it either.

And despite her young age, Sandra moved effortlessly in her 6-inch Christian Louboutin silver platform heels, as if she was born to wear them. But Sandra is just one of a group of girls marching up and down the catwalk doing their best to show off.

This fashion show was happening in one of the many halls in the vast Salt Lake City Convention Center, far from the style centers of New York, Paris, and Milan.

However, this show is manageable since 1/3 of the 400 seats were empty. However, that didn't wash away that those who arranged this shindig made an impressive effort from the raised runway and stage to the large curtains made up of black, white, green, and red velour that reached the high ceiling. Making the event appear as if this is taking place in a theater.

As for those who were here acted as if they were at one of those big whoopee do's, with their video and still cameras running while the girls went past one at a time, looking very stern yet so pretty.

While the designers weren't in the same league as Marc Jacobs, Oscar de la Renta, or Karl Lagerfeld, that's not to say they didn't do their best making up stuff that ordinary people couldn't wear on the street.

Nor did it mean that those style slaves in the front row didn't think less of themselves because they weren't in Barcelona or London. After all, this show is a huge deal in this small fashion pond, and that's how they like it.

Among those style slaves was Sandra's mother, Midori. Clad in a purple Ralph Lauren cashmere poncho and matching leggings, she looked about as chic as the girls on the runway.

Despite being well into her 30s, Midori could pass for Sandra's older sister since they shared the same exotic features, such as hazel almond eyes, a delicate bulge of a chin, and that long, vibrant hair.

With the bright lights in her eyes and the Techno thumping sound of DJ Settler's Project Le in her ears, Sandra didn't notice her mother's smile as she watched her from the audience. Even if the lights weren't there, the girl wouldn't acknowledge her anyway because now she was doing her thing, selling the product. And not just the clothes she was wearing.

After completing her loop on the catwalk, Sandra disappears behind the main curtain. Waiting for her is a thirty-ish man in a lime green silk shirt. But that wasn't half as odd as his bright orange hair, which was so unruly, with its peaks and valleys; it seemed like he cut it with a food processor.

He enthusiastically speaks with a German accent, "Excellent, Sandra, excellent. Ooh, you look so marvelous today. The cameras, they love you! And this outfit, it loves you too!"

Trying not to sound sarcastic, she responded, "Right, Karl."

"Come along, come along," he said while taking hold of her unbelievably soft right hand. "Let's get ready for the next costume."

He led the way down a passage that sliced through those high partitions and connected the catwalk with the dressing area. But the atmosphere behind the main curtain was the opposite of what was happening on the catwalk.

The behind-the-scenes area was such a train wreck no one could believe the same people arranged both places, including Sandra. And one clear example of this was the dressing area itself.  

They hired too many models because there needed to be more dressing tables and chairs. And some models had to step in and help others get their hair and makeup ready because of the deficit of dressers or makeup people.

Karl helped put Sandra's makeup on. But that was okay since he was the first man she had known to know his way around a makeup kit.

But what topped off the disarray, and annoyed Sandra, were all the strange people hanging around.

She didn't know if they were friends of the models, the designers, or just strangers off the street who entered the wrong door.

And while some of them were here to record the behind-the-scenes happenings of this show, she didn't like how they were getting in the way.

There was one old guy who was giving her way too much attention. When she was between costumes, he got too close to her with his camera on two occasions. And though she tried to warn him off, it was as if he was trying to get pictures of her naked.

Karl has hired photographers to get footage of her at earlier runway shows, but this old guy wasn't on the payroll.

Luckily, Karl got between them, shooing the guy away the first time; and threatening to hose him down with pepper spray the second time.

However, the chaos backstage isn't shocking to Sandra because with youth comes inexperience. And that applies to the college-age designers still trying to learn their craft.

But that didn't apply to Sandra. Despite being younger, she probably knew more about the fashion world than them.

And while that passage wasn't as chaotic as the dressing area, it was full of bustle as the models lined up, waiting for their turn to go out on the catwalk. And some of those girls seem nervous, as if this is their first-ever runway show, looking like cattle headed for the slaughter.

Suddenly two female voices erupt from that queue. And it wasn't a friendly exchange either.

"Hey, bitch! You just stepped on my foot with your stilettos!"  

"Sorry I didn't see you there."

"Well, look where ya steppin', damn it!"

As they reached the top of some steps that led down to the dressing area, Sandra shouted, "whoops!" Jerking her hand from Karl's grasp, the girl dropped to one knee, causing Karl to swing around. "What's the matter?" he quickly uttered.

"I have a little problem with my shoe," she said while toying the ankle strap on her right shoe.

"Don't tell me you forgot to key your shoes," said Karl, referring to the practice in the fashion world, where models scraped the bottom of their shoes with a key to make them less slick, thus preventing any slip and fall incidents on the runway.

"Of course not. It's something else," the girl uttered.

"Oh, let me help —"  

"No! I got it. Just go on; I'll be with you in a second."

He could not see what the trouble could be with those strappy, glittering high heels since her knee and legs were blocking his view.

She then added, "it's okay, Karl. I got it."  

With a shrug, he said, "all right, all right! But hurry up."

Turning to leave, Karl immediately turned back. He then said as he shook his left index finger at her, "Ever since Christian made shoes for the masses, the quality has gone," he made a thumb-down sign with his left hand and a farting sound with his mouth. "Right into the toilet."

He then turned and went on down to the dressing area.

Sandra watched as he vanished into that throng of people. The girl quickly rose as soon as she thought he couldn't see her.

Sandra found a gap between those high curtains as she moves away from the dressing area. She immediately disappeared down it.

Listening to her heels clicking, Sandra couldn't understand Karl's thinking.

The guy who put together the outfits she's worn so far told her that the shoes cost over six hundred bucks for each foot. That's a price she would find hard to swallow if she got them for herself.

And if these are Christian Louboutin's for ordinary people, she couldn't imagine what a rich person's pair would cost.  

* * *
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Dressed in a charcoal gray suit and matching cloth gloves, Ike looked like an undertaker, but he wasn't behind the wheel of a hearse.

He sat on the edge of a strip mall parking lot in an older gray Chevy G20 Van. Checking his watch, the time was almost 10:30 in the morning. And yet, there was little traffic in that small parking lot, just a few cars and fewer pedestrians crisscrossing it.

Reaching out and tugging at the side-view mirror, he checked out that strip mall with its beige stucco facade and red clay tile roof. But, unfortunately, the businesses that were here weren't exceptional — the places you expect to see at almost any strip mall.

A pizza joint and a dentist's office sat side-by-side with a check-cashing place and a tanning salon, and anchoring the far end was a small market.  

But the business he was interested in was located in the middle of that mall. The store is marked by a rectangular red and white sign that reads the Meir & Dayan jewelry.  

He glanced out the right window at the Chinese/Vietnamese restaurant on the far corner of the parking lot.  

He thought that was an unusual sight. But then he guessed only people who knew of the long, lousy history between those two countries would. He felt that the people who frequent and work there don't discuss politics.

The one thing he was sure of, the garlic and the burnt soy sauce smell coming from the place, was intense.  

But it only became ambrosia for the senses when combined with the aroma of the burnt olive oil and Italian seasoning from the pizza joint. It wasn't a delicious mixture of smells either.

Those odors unsettled Ike's stomach and nose but not enough to make him puke.

It might have bothered him more if he hadn't eaten, though most people wouldn't consider two soft pretzels and a can of Squirt soda a proper breakfast. 

But what is going on in the jewelry shop fills him with unease. Ike then quickly wished that darkened glass display window wasn't there so he could see inside.  

Rechecking the mirror, Ike stroked his smooth, shaved head. Then, gripping the steering wheel, he wondered what took them so long. At least nobody hit the alarm; otherwise, this place would have turned into a cop convention long ago.  

He also didn't like all these people walking around since, as far as it concerned him, one person is one too many. 

Looking to his left, Ike saw four kids coming down the street. That is the last thing this mini-mall needs, he thought: more people running around it. He then quietly hoped that they would walk on past.  

Suddenly Ike heard an old familiar noise he always hated: lots and lots of gunshots. The sound of breaking glass also joined in.

"Shit!" He uttered.  

Checking the side mirror, he saw a lot of broken glass in front of that shop and a gaping hole where the window once was.

But the only thing he could see in that opening was the bright orange flame of guns firing. It sounded almost like machine guns. But he knows it's not from the three guys who went inside because they weren't carrying anything like that.  

Out of the corner of his eye, Ike saw those kids frozen in their tracks, and they were utterly dumbstruck at the sound of real live weapons fire. He then realizes his wishes are coming true, but different from how he liked them. He also noticed the people in the parking lot reacted the same way, but that lasted for only a nanosecond.  

Like fleas on a hot skillet, those people moved in a hurry. Some ducked into the nearest businesses, two others dove behind parked cars, and one frightened woman stood out in the open; her whole body stooped over as she held her hands over her ears.

As he started the van, Ike glanced at the mirror again and saw a single man dressed like him leaping through that opening where the display window once was. Running towards the van, that man had a black bag over his left shoulder and a Walther P99 in his right hand.

Turning sideways, that running man fired his gun repeatedly back into the shop. Not knowing who that man was shooting at, Ike could only guess it was a security guard or perhaps the shop owners.  

But as that shooting continued, Ike noticed the red stain on the lower part of this man's white shirt, which wasn't good.

Reaching the back of the van, that running man immediately stuffed his pistol into his waistband before opening the rear.  

Tossing in the black bag, he then flung himself inside. Grabbing the door as best he could, he shut it behind him with a loud bang.

This wounded man then shouted, "Go! Go! Get us out of here!"

"What about the others!" Ike shouted back. 

As he tried to sit up, the wounded man practically screamed, "get us the fuck out of here, or we're dead!"

Ike didn't want to leave the other two guys behind. But then he noticed the shooting at that shop had petered out.  

Checking out the place with the side mirror, Ike saw nothing. Despite the mayhem that happened just seconds ago, the shop was quiet, like a mortuary.

As he rested his back against the driver's side of the van, that wounded man shouted, "What are you waiting for? The cops!"

The shooting abruptly started up again. But this time, the bullets were coming in Ike's direction. Hearing the hollow bang as bullets hit the van, Ike saw the asphalt of the parking lot crack and pop as bullets hit the ground outside his window.  

"Will you go, goddamnit!" The wounded man shouted at him.  

At that point, a bullet hit his side-view mirror. Not only did the glass shatter, spraying Ike with some of that debris, but it blew the entire mirror clean off its mounting.

Ike put the van in gear and hit the gas without further prompting. Though the G20 wasn't new, its 190 horsepower V8 engine quickly got it out of that parking lot. Unfortunately, the van leaped over the sidewalk and the curb with its rear wheels leaving behind burnt rubber and white-blue smoke. Bouncing into the street, Ike almost lost control of the vehicle as it wobbled wildly on two wheels.

"Goddamn!" the wounded man said, getting knocked right off his butt.

But Ike pulls the van out of a potentially fatal rollover.

Trying to sit back up again, the wounded man added, despite the pain in his gut, "shit, man. You almost killed us." Ike ignored his complaint since they were getting away, and that's all that mattered.  

As the van headed down the street as quickly as its wheels could take it, Ike glanced out his window.  

He sees those kids finally snap out of their surprise. They were running down the sidewalk and away from the apparent danger in the mall.

* * * 
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Squatting in a fake marble toilet stall, Sandra took a one-liter bottle of Smirnoff vodka from her lips. With her cheeks full of vodka, she swallowed it down. Sandra then planted that bottle between her legs. And as she felt its cold, glossy surface on her thighs, Sandra let out a gentle sigh. Finally, a subtle smile popped on her face since she had gotten what she wanted. 

Holding that red-labeled bottle by its neck, the girl scrutinized it. Her eyebrows narrowed as she noticed that the bottle was two-thirds empty.  

Sandra knew the caterers had opened this bottle when she swiped it from the complimentary bar, which means she does not know how much she had drunk.  

Sandra prefers having her vodka in a glass to see how much she's swilling and not overdo it. And she would've done just that before she left home.

Unfortunately, Karl and her mom were buzzing around the house, getting ready, preventing her from getting near the liquor cabinet. 

But now, she worried that taking off the way she did would prompt Karl, or worse, her mother, to search for her.  

Looking to put the cap back on the bottle, Sandra looked down at her lap, but she didn't see it sitting on her tiny skirt. "Oh, great," she uttered. 

Wondering if it slipped into the toilet, Sandra puts the bottle on the floor next to her. Then, spreading her knees apart, the girl flipped her skirt up. Looking into the toilet bowl, she saw nothing but clear water.  

She then glanced to the right side, where she put down the vodka bottle, but the cap wasn't there either.  

Looking over to the other side of the toilet, she saw it on the floor. She must have dropped the thing and didn't even realize she had. 

Picking it up, the girl swung around to get the bottle. But she wasn't watching what she was doing, and her right foot kicked the bottle away from her hand.  

"Oh!" She uttered as the bottle fell over. Making a loud ding as it landed, the bottle didn't break. Instead, it rolled away from her and underneath the opposite toilet stall.  

"Great! Just great!" Sandra griped as she listened to the tinkling sound as it rolled across the gray floor tiles. The bottle traveled underneath a couple more toilet stalls before hitting the far wall with a loud ping.  

Even though she didn't dare look, Sandra felt the bottle probably made a big mess by leaving a trail of spilled vodka across the floor.  

Letting out an exasperated sigh, Sandra felt she shouldn't get upset about this. It wasn't like she could take the bottle back to the bar. Snatching the booze from the caterers was too easy for her, and she might not have the same luck if she tried to bring it back. 

Sandra glanced at the bottle cap still in her left hand. Then, she threw that cap into the toilet bowl without a second thought, making a kerplunking sound as it hit the water. Then, using more strength than was necessary, the girl threw open the door, making a loud metallic bang as it slammed against the toilet stall. 

Strolling towards the sink, her clicking heels seemed unusually loud, but that was because she was alone in this small, windowless space. 

Though she didn't use the toilet in the usual way, she went to wash her hands, regardless. But she pauses upon seeing a sloppy mess on the pinkish-purple Formica sink counter.

It looked too much like the yicky restrooms at her school, with dirty water, liquid soap stains, and used paper towels scattered about.

She checked her breath by putting her left hand over her nose and mouth. Immediately, she shook her head and winced upon smelling the booze; it shocked her with its intensity. But maybe she shouldn't be since she wasn't sure how much she had.  

Scrutinizing herself in the mirror, Sandra flashed a big smile as she thought up a good excuse if anyone asked where she went. Sandra quickly decided to tell anyone who asked that she got lost looking for the little girl's room, which is why she took so long to return.  

And it wasn't a total fib because of the idle equipment and other stuff she had to go through to get here. 

But nearly as quickly as it appeared, Sandra's smile dissolved. She then sighed as her shoulders slumped and her eyes widened. Since the show started, Sandra had not seen her reflection in any mirror. And right now, the girl didn't recognize the person looking back at her.

"You used too much war paint again, Karl," she muttered indignantly. 

The bright violet blush, white lipstick, deep purple, gold, and green eye shadow made their flamboyance all over her face.

Indeed, the girl thought her look was so garish she could be a character from the Rocky Horror Picture Show, one of her mom's favorite movies.

She can do nothing about it now, especially after the audience has seen her like this.                   

Leaving the bathroom, the girl walked up a short alcove connected to a long concrete passageway. Wide yet heavy in the junk department, it was a service conduit that ran along the back of the various halls of this convention center. It also had some weird acoustics, for the variety of music from the fashion show sounded far away yet so close.

She then noticed the song from the fashion show was the brass-infused Guru Josh project's Infinity 2008. She was familiar with EDM, a music industry tag for House, Techno, Club, and more, but that didn't make her a fan. 

And the reason was straightforward; all that stuff sounded too much alike for her. And if the people running this show insist on playing that music throughout, it's just one more thing she must tolerate. Despite all that, Sandra started towards the direction of the fashion show.

However, as she listened to that music, she noticed a different sound. It was a squeak, low in tone but rhythmic. While her clicking high heels almost drowned it out, she heard it with every second footstep she made.  

She slowed her pace, and that weird noise maintained its rhythm with her footsteps. Then, finally, the girl comes to a complete stop, and that noise instantly vanishes. 

Despite the music and the corridor's strange acoustics, Sandra thought the sound was emanating from behind her. Glancing over her right shoulder, she looked back the way she came. She wasn't sure what she expected to see, but the only thing behind her was one long, cluttered hallway. 

She then thought it could be something on her shoes. Cocking her leg, she checked the bottom of her left foot. She then did the same to her right. 

They softly clicked on that concrete floor as she put her feet back down. And yet, she saw nothing on the bottoms of her shoes. Not so sure what that noise was, Sandra continued on her way.

But as she listened to her high heels clicking, that weird sound joined in. And a slight frown popped on Sandra's face as she wondered what that noise was.

Walking a little faster, Sandra turned her head slightly to the left. Despite not seeing anyone in that hallway, she suspects the weird sound is somehow coming from behind her. Quickening her pace a little more, Sandra's footsteps got louder. Despite the sound of her feet and the distant music, she noticed the rhythm of the squeak also became faster. 

She abruptly stops. And she hears the sudden shuffle of someone else's feet as that squeaking sound instantly dies again. 

Letting out a little gasp, the girl realizes she didn't imagine it. That weird sound was coming from behind her, after all. And it only means one thing: someone's been following her all this time. 

Turning her whole body to the right, Sandra was about to see who it was. In that instant, a voice she didn't recognize said, "Sandra." But it did so in a strange breathy tone.

That was enough to give her pause. 

And yet, she was strangely not afraid. And that was because she felt Karl had become impatient and sent someone to fetch her.

With a roll of her eyes, Sandra muttered, with a hint of exasperation, "Oh great!"

As this stranger approached Sandra, she heard that squeaking get louder. It was now clear to the girl that this person had a noisy pair of shoes. 

Ready with her cover story and hoping this person won't notice her booze breath, she spun around in her silver heels to face them. An odd thought then popped into her head. Why was this guy acting like he was trying to creep up behind her?

Sandra quickly finds out why, but in the most unexpected way.  

She heard a pop like a firecracker, and an intense pain hit her dead in the chest. An immense electric shock, something she has never felt in her short life, follows it.

With her eyes rolling up into her head, her body ferociously trembled. It felt like every nerve in her was being torn apart. Sandra opened her mouth and tried to scream, but all that came out was a subdued gasp.  

She then collapses as if sudden death has gotten a hold of her.  

As soon as she hit the floor, the shock stopped. The girl's head rolled over, planting her left cheek firmly against that cold concrete floor. 

Now she was down and utterly knocked out; the person that did it hovered over her. His left hand gripped a yellow and black stun gun with metal wires dangling from it to Sandra's chest. Grabbing those wires, this assailant jerked them out of the girl. 

Wrapping them around the gun, they shoved the bundle into a green fanny pack fastened to their waist. Then, picking up her left leg by the heel, this person held it high.  

"Sandra... Oh, Sandra," They said in that same breathy tone.

Doing the same to her other leg, the stranger dragged Sandra's unconscious body down the passageway and from the fashion show.

* * *
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The gray Chevy van sat on the third level of a multi-story parking garage.

At this time, the structure had many vehicles sitting around but only a few people moving about. That was because it was among some low-level office buildings, and all those car owners were inside working. And that wasn't the only reason Ike had parked here.

Before the robbery, the crew chose this place as an excellent dumping spot for the getaway van since it has an automated parking kiosk system. So there was no worry that a nosy parking attendant might eyewitness their comings and goings. 

But none of this was on Ike's mind at the moment. So he quickly transferred everything necessary from the G20 to a black Lincoln Continental, sitting right next to it. 

The wounded man, however, was in no condition to help him. He didn't look at all well. His face had a glistening sheen of sweat and was deathly pale. And the blood spot that marked the lower part of his shirt had since spread to his chest, turning what was once crisp white to beet red.  

The only thing that seemed to be still functioning was this man's mouth.  

"Easy fuckin' job — two old biddies — in and out," He spewed in a tone tainted with righteous frustration. "Goddamn it!" He shouted. "Why didn't anybody know about the Kalashnikovs those cunts had?"  

But the man had no answer to that question. Neither did Ike, who heard all that as he closed the trunk of the Lincoln.

As he quickly headed over to the open side door of the G20, Ike was more than a bit concerned that his wounded cohort was getting too loud, and some random motorists in this garage might hear him. 

Climbing up into the van, Ike then says to the wounded man, "all right, let's get going." 

But before Ike could get any closer, the wounded man threw up his bloodstained left hand. And his outstretched palm was like a stop sign in more ways than one.

"Stop! Stop! Stop!" The wounded man said weakly yet firmly. "I'm not goin' anywhere, man. I'm gonna fall all to pieces if you drag me outta here."

As the wounded man lowered his hand, Ike saw how that deep red had spread, turning this man into one gory mess.

And the smell of it was like fresh slaughter, and he knew the more he inhaled that odor, the more likely he would toss his pretzels. 

"Just get the stuff to Dupree. He'll make everything right," the man added.  

"I just can't leave ya here. It ain't right." 

And Ike meant it.  

Through belabored breath, the man went on, "don't worry... I'm not gonna sit here watchin' my guts run out." He then put his bloodstained right hand on the Walther P99, sitting on the van's floor next to him. "Just get the stuff back. It's all on you now."  

Leaving the van, Ike felt sick in his heart and his gut. But what could he do since his choices were dwindling quicker than that man's blood was leaking out of him?  

Getting behind the wheel of the Lincoln, Ike started it up. He then glanced back at the man through the still-open side door of the van. Then, putting that black auto in reverse, he swung it backward from its parking spot.  

Glancing over at the back of the G20, Ike noticed the bullet holes in it for the first time.  

Though he didn't make an exact accounting, he could tell there were more holes in it than he had fingers and toes. But he was more surprised that none of those bullets made it inside. Because if they had, he would have been as much a bloody mess as the man he's leaving behind.

Putting the Lincoln in gear and stepping on the gas, Ike got out of there in a hurry. And as he did, that concrete structure became a giant echo chamber filled with the sound of screeching tires.

***
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With a slight flutter of her eyelids and jerking her head sideways, Sandra slowly opened her eyes. Feeling drained, as if she didn't get enough sleep, the girl looked all about. And yet, her surroundings were a totality of light blue and metallic. Though her senses weren't 100 percent, she knew she couldn't be in a large tin can.

All she could feel was cold metal along her right side as she lay there. Then, turning her chin up, she looked over her left shoulder and saw a pair of car seats and the windshield beyond, confirming that she was in the back of a windowless van.

Attempting to move, the girl knew something else wasn't right. Her arms were fastened behind her back with something that felt like twine. And something round was stuck in her mouth, and it tasted like rubber.

Floundering like a dying fish, the girl shifted her arms, trying to break the restraints, but it cut into her wrists instead.  

Suddenly a sense of panic washed over her, and she screamed, but that thing in her mouth muffled it.  

She felt a tear run from her left eye across the bridge of her nose, dampening her right eye. Breathing rapidly, she wasn't sure what to do as terror gripped her. 

Looking again at those empty front seats, she knew she was alone inside. But beyond the windshield, she could see that the hood was up, and she heard someone griping while tinkering with the engine; it was a man's voice she didn't recognize.  

She noticed that her silver high heels were no longer on her feet. Giving her surroundings a quick scan, Sandra didn't see them anywhere. As to what happened to them, she didn't have a clue. But the whereabouts of those expensive shoes is low on her list of concerns. 

However, it made it easier for her to sit up with her shoes gone.  

The girl proceeded to calm down as she did so, but she still wasn't sure what to do. She then noticed an odor that smelled just like an open trash can.  

At first, she thought it was from the junk in the van with her, but then she noticed minor stains all over her sexy outfit, and she suspected the smell was coming from her. She didn't know why, and she didn't care either. All she wanted was to get away from here, but how?  

She quickly looked for something to get the restraints off, but the only thing near her was a dirty blanket and a water hose. 

And on the opposite side of the van were a raggedy, grease-soaked cardboard box and an equally ratty-looking blue and black sports bag.

She scooted towards that box and bag, but her knee hit something metallic underneath that blanket.  

Slackening her wrists, she turned her right hand around in the restraint loop. And with her fingers, she pulls at that dirty green blanket, revealing jumper cables.  

Sandra saw that the clips at the cable ends were like an alligator's mouth, and she could use them to get free.  

Using her right hand, Sandra grabs one of those clips. The clip was a little rusty, and she felt its grittiness in her hand, yet she could squeeze it open.  

Pushing the nose of that jumper cable right up against her left wrist, Sandra nipped away at the restraint.  Unfortunately, some of her flesh got caught in the clip's bite. The pain from cutting her wrist didn't stop her as she chomped on it repeatedly. Then, she felt the restraint break abruptly, and her left wrist was free.

At that instant, she froze. The man had stopped working on the van, and she heard him walking around to the back.

Quickly, Sandra slid back to where she once was. Then, shutting her eyes and lying back down, she became still, so the kidnapper wouldn't know she was awake.  

Sandra then heard the back of the van open. Feeling the van bounce slightly as the man climbed inside, she heard him immediately rummaging in that box.

She heard his voice again as he said, "this bottle's only half full? Guess I have to get some more transmission fluid." 

The girl remembered that voice; it was one of the last things she heard before the attack. A knot formed in her gut as dread rolled over her.  

Though she didn't see this man's face, she was sure she didn't know him, but he knew her. But Sandra wondered what this man wanted with her.

Almost immediately, the girl got an answer to that unsaid question.  

She felt the man's hand fall on her head. And as he stroked her hair, he calmly spoke to her. 

"Oh Sandra, you're so goddamn gorgeous in person I can hardly wait," he said. 

The girl then felt his hand drift down over her chest. Rubbing her breast back and forth, he showed unusual gentleness. His hand then slipped into her blouse.  

Grasping her right breast, he gave it a little squeeze. That was enough to cause Sandra's jaw to tighten as she bit deep into that rubber ball stuck in her mouth. This man's rough and clammy hand then pressed down underneath her bra, touching the soft skin of her breast. 

Sandra then heard a joy-filled moan come out of this man. There was an unexpected kindness in his voice as he said, "Oh! Your nipples — are so soft."

Sandra could only swallow hard upon hearing that.

In her short life, no one has ever touched her this way. She wanted to scream, hit this clown as hard as possible, and run like hell. But she avoided her primary instincts and just lay there. With this man's hand already on her, she knew any move she made now would likely be her last.

Finally, taking his hand out of her blouse, this man stroked her exposed belly. 

"We're gonna have so much fun together, Precious," He says in that same tender tone. "So much fun." 

While fighting the urge to cringe, Sandra acted like a corpse. And yet, she reacted to this fondling in a very subtle way.  

Every time he put his hand on her, her ass cheeks clenched. But this man was enjoying himself way too much to notice.  

Sandra felt his hand drifting over her left thigh before slipping underneath the hem of her tiny skirt. As he flipped it up, the most terrible thought ever popped into her head: this man would rape her, and it will happen now.  

Feeling the tension crawling up her spine, the girl knew she would have to fight off this attack or surrender to it. But something different happens.  

She heard her kidnapper let out a heavy sigh. He followed it up by saying, "groovy!" 

He then flips her skirt back down.  

He was only checking out her thong underwear, which matched the color of her outfit.  

Hearing the hollow metallic thump of that man walking along the van floor, Sandra sensed that he was moving away from her. The girl then felt the van bounce again as the man left.  

Gingerly, she opened her eyes as she heard his footsteps receding. Then, looking over her left shoulder, she heard him tinkering with the van's engine again.  

Sandra immediately unfastened that ball gag and ripped it from her face. Then, taking a few deep breaths, she felt like a resuscitated heart attack victim.  

Continuing to pant, Sandra looked back at the windshield.  

She had never felt so terrified in her short life. Grabbing her chest with her right hand, the girl felt as if she was hyperventilating. And yet, she knew if her fear took over, she might not survive this.

Shutting her eyes briefly, Sandra forced herself to breathe more normally.

Looking towards the still-open van's rear, she quietly slid her thin body in that direction.

Reaching that opening, she cautiously lowered herself to the ground to not make the rear of the van bounce.

Stepping down into that soft, damp sandy soil, she saw the overcast sky and figured it must have rained earlier. She then looked down at her right wrist and at the remains of those black plastic handcuffs that restrained her.  

Using all her strength, she pulled and jerked at that thing, but it wasn't letting her go. Reacting out of frustration, and desperation, the girl, immediately attacked that piece of plastic with her teeth. If Sandra could see herself, she looked like some wild beast caught in a trap. But unlike some dumb animal, she won't have to chew off her limb to get loose.

Lucky for Sandra, she has small hands. And combined with all that spit on her wrist, the girl slowly forced that thing off her. 

Throwing what was left of that zip tie on the ground, the girl finally inspected her surroundings.  

In front of her was a dirt track cutting through an empty wasteland that was nothing more than dust and weeds as far as she could see. However, that rugged path leads to a highway that looks like a black strip slicing through this desolate land.  

That damp dirt stuck to her stockings as she went from a slow walk to a trot. She also looked over her shoulder again and again back at the van.  

Suddenly, Sandra shrieked. Though she was a reasonable distance from the van, she saw the man moving from it. He had seen her and was coming after her.  

Leaving the dirt track, the girl sprinted across the terrain with nimbleness. Bounding over rocks, wildflowers, and other things, Sandra saw a brown pickup truck with a white camper shell coming down the road. Putting her skinny legs into sixth gear, the girl did her best to intercept that vehicle.  

But that pickup blew past her as she ran onto the asphalt. With pure desperation, Sandra screamed at the truck as it roared away. Then, turning about, she saw a black car coming up the road and instantly ran toward it.  

Waving her arms, she screamed, "Help me! Please help me!"  

The black car turned its wheels and swerved, but it still came at her, sliding sideways. Dropping to her knees, the girl turned away and screamed as if it was her last.  

But no damage was done as Sandra's hair was flung into the air as the car missed the rest of her by inches. Then, leaving the highway, the Lincoln made a loud, heavy thud as it landed in a shallow ditch off the left side of the road.  

Feeling wobbly, Ike took his face out of the deflating airbag and shook his head. His last good memory was checking out the dashboard clock, which read 12:31. He then recalled a pale yellow blur in the road that caused him to swerve. 

His eyebrows narrowed as he thought about what he saw. Then, in a low tone, he muttered, "No! Not a ghost!... A girl."

As Ike finally got his wits together, something else unexpected happened. The still-inflated passenger airbag explodes with a bang as loud as a cherry bomb.

A bullet crashes first through the windshield, ripping through that white bag and spraying the car's interior with an odd cloud of white dust.  

Bailing out of the front seat, Ike lands face down in the dirt. He comes eye to eye with the girl he almost hit. Crouched down on all fours, the girl was beside the car's left rear wheel.  

Looking back at him, fear and confusion filled her eyes. Ike had seen this before, mainly from people scared of losing their lives. Then, abruptly, they flinched as they heard another gunshot, followed by a bullet hitting the car.

Reaching inside, Ike pulled the trunk handle. But as the trunk lid flips open, they hear a third shot, and the slug goes right through it. 

Not knowing who was shooting at him, Ike stayed low. Then, looking at the girl, he finally spoke to her. But what comes out of his mouth is a stringent order. 

"Stay down!" he says. 

As this man crept past her, Sandra heeded his advice. Resting her back against the side of the car, she notices the car driver peeking over the edge of the trunk.  

Whether he was looking inside or beyond it, she didn't know. But it seemed like he was doing it for more than a moment.  

He abruptly jumped up and grabbed something out of the trunk she couldn't see. Then, ducking back down, the driver slowly reached up and took hold of the edge of the trunk lid.  

Jerking at the trunk lid, the driver caused it to bounce up and down repeatedly. Sandra didn't know what he was up to, but it got a reaction from her kidnapper. Hearing a loud bang, Sandra witnessed a second bullet striking the trunk lid. That was enough to cause the car driver to cease his actions.

The driver crept by her again as he went to the open driver's side door. But instead of entering, he stayed low and looked. Finally, the driver pointed at her and said, "Don't move!" He then disappeared behind that open door.  

Approaching the black car, the kidnapper, with a .44 Magnum Colt Anaconda in his hand, couldn't see the driver or Sandra. But as he got closer to the car, he moved towards the trunk since that's where he saw movement.  

And as he neared the trunk, the man heard whimpering.  

Still sitting put, Sandra heard a sound like gravel crunching at the back of the car. She looked over just as a man suddenly appeared beside the trunk.  

Middle age, gaunt with shaggy, salt and pepper hair, Sandra finally got the total view of her kidnapper. But there was something about his face, and even his clothes, that looked vaguely familiar to her. 

Noticing the green fanny pack, it finally came to her. It was the old man from the fashion show, the one that was trying to get pictures of her undressing.

At that point, a wave of doom swept over the girl, and it wasn't just because of the big gun he leveled at her. 

The kidnapper had smiling dark eyes along with his terrible, wicked grin. He was thinking about everything he wanted to do to this girl. As his penis slowly swelled in the pants of his navy blue coveralls, a new thought entered the kidnapper's head: where was the car driver?  

He quickly got his answer.  

Having crept around the front of the car, Ike popped up on the opposite side of the trunk. Ike pulled the trigger on the Colt 1911 he took from that rear compartment. The kidnapper's neck exploded in a spray of red as he collapsed to the ground.  

It stunned Sandra that the man who grabbed her was lying near her, dying. And the driver of the car was standing in his place.  

Pointing his gun at the man, Ike was about to double-tap him: putting a bullet in his head and a matching one on top. 

But he quickly changed his mind, figuring that was overkill since this guy made gurgling sounds as he attempted to breathe through that bullet hole. Taking a step forward, he kicked away the Colt Anaconda as if that dying man had enough life in him to try something. Looking up the empty road, Ike worried that the last thing he needed was a passerby to come along and witness this murder scene. Backing up to the still-open trunk, he tossed the gun inside. 

Looking down at the girl, Ike finally noticed her sexy yellow outfit with all its dirt smudges. And yet, all he could say to her was, "Are you all right?"  

Sandra didn't answer him as tears filled her eyes. Turning away, she wanted no one to see her cry. 

Putting her right hand to her face as she quietly wept, the girl noticed something about the car driver. His brown sugar-colored skin reminded her of some kids she knows at school who hang out at tanning salons. Whether this stranger does the same, she didn't know.  

Looking back at the dying man, Ike saw him twitch and grunt as he was about to exit this world forever. And that growing red puddle he was soaking in was too much of a reminder of the carnage he left at the parking structure.  

Ike felt he was leaving a trail of bodies everywhere today, and he detested it. Ike then abruptly shouted, "what a goddamn mess! Can this day get any worse?" 

Ike slammed the trunk shut before walking past the quietly weeping girl as he headed to the front of the car. He wanted to get away from here, but he was more than a little worried that the Lincoln Continental was kaput. 

Ike brushed nearly every bit of dirt staining his jacket and pants with both hands. Then, re-entering the car and shutting the door, Ike took a quick breath. He then turned the ignition. The Lincoln started on the first try as if nothing had happened. Then, giving it enough gas, Ike heard all eight cylinders of that 4,600 cubic centimeter engine growl back to life.  

The performance of this car shows Ike why for decades, the Lincoln Continental was the flagship of the Ford Motor Company.

The rumble of this car also prompted Sandra to get off her butt and stop crying.

Putting it in gear, Ike only used part of its 260 horsepower to get that big hunk of metal out of that ditch. The scrape-scrape sound of the car's bottom against the highway shoulder was the only sign of distress.  

Ike freed the Lincoln from the ditch and lined it up with the road's solid yellow lines. But a big snag prevented him from driving off, and it had nothing to do with that girl.

He realized he had to do something with these deployed airbags, especially the one right under his nose. He couldn't drive with these things flapping around, nor did he know how to get rid of them.

Grabbing the one in front of him, Ike balled it up and jammed it back into the steering column as best he could. Then, slamming its plastic cover down over it, he knew it would not hold, but it was all he could do now.  

Still standing where the car once was, Sandra wiped away her tears and inadvertently messed up her makeup.  

Looking down at the bloody body of her kidnapper, she instantly put her right hand over her nose and mouth. The smell of that blood made her ill enough to puke.  

But then she looked over at the man who saved her as he appeared to be rummaging in the front seat. She tried to say something, but nothing came out of her mouth. She sounded like a panting dog, and she didn't know why. 

Her throat felt dry and tight, and she didn't know if it was from her breathing or some dirt she may have ingested.  

Looking back over at her kidnapper, she noticed the fingers of his right-hand twitch; this caused her fear to erupt again. Sandra also felt a sudden terrible pain in her chest.

The girl found her voice again, and it exploded across the road.

"Wait!" she shouts at the man in the car.  

Running over to him, she grabs his car door and screams, "don't leave me!"  

Running around the front of the car, she grabs the passenger side door and hops right in. Despite the surge of fear, Sandra looked over her left shoulder and out the left rear window. The girl was clearly hyperventilating as her eyes focused on the kidnapper's body. After a moment, the girl turned away and closed her eyes. 

Clutching her chest, the pain subsided, as did her rapid breathing.  

With two big sighs, Sandra felt relieved that her kidnapper had finally stopped moving because she wouldn't know what to do if he got back up again.

Ike, however, was thinking something different. When the girl hopped in, he had just finished stuffing the other airbag in its compartment. 

And seeing pure terror written all over her face, Ike wondered what the hell he had blundered into. Putting the Lincoln in gear, Ike got out of there as quickly as its wheels could take him. And he had to accept that as a bonus for playing the hero; he gained himself a passenger.

* * *
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Sitting across from him, the girl looked forlorn and a little shell-shocked.  

"What's your name?" He asked.  

The girl said nothing while gazing at her hands in her lap and the red cuts on her wrist where she freed herself.

She finally answered.  

"Sandra... My name is Sandra," She said in a monotone while feeling like she was forcing herself to speak. 

Ike gave his new passenger a sideways glance as he took an in-depth view of her sexy yet dirty outfit; and what it didn't conceal. His eyes followed the slope of the girl's long, slim legs down to her plum-colored toenails, poking through the holes in the tips of her stockings. And yet, there was one more thing about the girl he couldn't ignore. She looked and smelled as if she had gone dumpster diving as to why he didn't have a clue.

Ike then thought there might be a sweet girl underneath all that degradation.  

And that prompted him to say, "All right... Sandra. You may think it's none of my business, but a girl your age shouldn't sell ass. It's a dangerous way to earn your bread."  

Immediately, the girl's eyes widened, and her jaw dropped slightly. She couldn't believe what the car driver accused her of, especially since they had just met. Then, looking over at him, Sandra burst to life as she said, "I'm... I'm no ho! I'm a model. And that man you saved me from kidnapped me from a runway show I was doing."  

Skeptical of her story, Ike said, half-jokingly, "So he grabbed you right off the catwalk?"  

"It happened backstage."  

Sandra knows well that titillation is an unspoken part of the modeling world. And yet, she felt this man's remark, which riled her, was unnecessary.

"Well, you look a little young to be a model too."  

"You have no idea how old I am!" The girl said in a very unexpected way.

"Well, how old are you?"  

"Nineteen," she lied without hesitation. 

Sandra's blatant fibbing about her age was an odd thing. But, for some unknown reason, the exchange she had with this stranger caused her to feel so self-conscious that she reacted in a very defensive way. 

"Well, I don't have a phone, so when we get to the next town, you can call whoever you have to and let 'em know you're okay." 

Glancing up at the bullet hole in the windshield, he added, "in fact, there's something I better do right now."  

Pulling over to the side of the road, Ike popped the trunk and got out. Looking over her shoulder, Sandra watched him as he went to the back of the car. She couldn't imagine what he was doing while listening to him rummage back there. The trunk lid obscuring the rear window reminded Sandra of when her kidnapper was tinkering with his van. And it gave her a spark of unease. 

The rummaging noise ceased. And as Sandra looked over her shoulder again, she glimpsed a shadow moving along her side of the car.

The rider's side door suddenly flew open, and the driver stood there. 

"Can you get out for a second?" he says to her.  

Seeing a tire iron in his hand, she responded with a pinch of fear, "what are you going to do with that?"  

Catching that tone in her voice, he immediately assured her, "I'm not gonna hurt you, okay. I need you to get out for a second."  

Sandra slowly moved out of the car. But once she cleared the door, she quickly took a few more steps away from the vehicle. She didn't know what this man intended to do and wanted to be ready for a quick escape. Stepping up to the left front fender, Ike reached out his left hand as if he was about to touch that hole in the windshield, only to pull it back. He was gauging the distance.  

Gripping the tool, Ike held it like a baseball bat. He then took a stance he had seen from the starting lineup of the New York Yankees.

Ike swings the tire iron making a fist-size crater where that bullet hole once was. And though he wasn't hitting her with the tool, Sandra jumped as he smashed the windshield. She was jittery, despite no longer being in danger.  

"Okay, you can get back in now," Ike said as he passed her.  

A slight breeze came up, and Sandra instinctively folded her arms, despite not feeling cold. As she returned to the car, she couldn't help looking over at the man as he put the tire iron back in the trunk. She wanted to know why he smashed the windshield but was afraid to ask. 

She saw jagged little glass pebbles all over those ash-colored leather seats. 

Bending down, Sandra did her best not to cut her hand as she brushed that glass out the door. But then another breeze came up, and she got a chill. 

As goosebumps spread from her thighs to her back, the girl couldn't help feeling awkward about her sexy outfit since it covered so little it felt like she was wearing only underwear.  

And though she didn't need reminding, that slight breeze underlined what was all too obvious. She better not leave any glass on the car seat; otherwise, it will get stuck in her ass.

Hearing the trunk lid slam, Sandra glances up as the man returns to the front of the car. Having left the car door open all this time, Ike was about to hop in when he noticed the jagged pebbles on his seat. Not showing a tenth of the girl's carefulness, Ike took a few swipes at that glass with his right hand, knocking nearly all of them out into the road. 

Once behind the wheel, Ike looked over at the girl as she picked the glass from the seat.

"Anytime, princess!" he says. 

Looking up and realizing the man was waiting for her to finish, Sandra uttered, "Oh... Alright, alright!" 

She climbed in and hoped nothing was left on the seat to scratch her butt. But now wishes she had done the same for the floor mat as she felt little hard things beneath her stocking feet. 

Once they were back on the road, Sandra gathered enough courage to ask the driver what the windshield smashing was about. But as the question came out of her mouth, he gave her the answer. 

"Why did you...."  

"Because we left a dead body back on the road," Ike rapidly replied. "And when the cops find it, they'll be looking for the guy who did it. And what do you think would happen if I rolled up into the next town with a shot-up windshield? I become suspect number one. "

"If you tell the cops what happen, it should be okay?" 

"No, it won't be okay!" Ike said, glancing over at her.

"Why?" 

"Because the main problem with the law is that it's always out for someone's blood. You may think you did nothing wrong, but the law never sees it that way. Or as my mom once said, 'the man with the badge isn't a priest, and a police station ain't a confessional.'" 

"Oh," she uttered. 

"Besides, police entanglements are the last thing I need."

Looking back through the shattered windshield at the road ahead, Sandra couldn't help giving the driver of this car a quick sideways glance. She then wondered: Who is this man? And, more importantly, is he a danger to her? 
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At the fringe of a high desert town, whose name Ike & Sandra didn't notice, laid a commercial strip with big signs that stood out like radio towers. It's an excellent way to get people to see the shops there, but it was no guarantee that people would stop there to shop.  

Stopping at the first filling station he came to, Ike pulled into a simple-looking place. Its high sign was a pure white square with the letters S & L in red. It had four gas pumps underneath a single large canopy with orange and red bordering; the pinkish convenience store also shared the same design scheme.

And while the place looked well maintained, it also was like something from the 1970s. One clear sign of that was the gas pumps.  

They had the most basic digital display, while most modern ones look like full-scale computers, with many features you wouldn't believe. 

Ike goes around to her side of the car and opens the door.

He says, "Well, there should be a phone inside where you can call whoever you have to." 

Not looking at Ike, Sandra's response is a simple nod. 

Removing his worn black leather wallet from his pants, Ike pulled out a card.

"Here, take this phone card," he handed it to her. "Since you don't look like you have any money on ya."

Glancing at that blue and orange card, the girl looked up at him. Her expression was utterly blank, and it caused Ike to think there was something wrong.

Grabbing the top of the car door, Sandra slowly pulled it shut. 

"I can't go in there," she said while turning away from him. Then, looking at the dashboard, she quickly added, "I probably look like a real wreck."  

Looking back at him, she says, "Can we go someplace where I can clean up? Like a motel, perhaps?" 

Putting his right hand on his hip, Ike didn't know what to say to that suggestion. Glancing over at the store, he thought the girl's appearance would draw too much attention way too fast.

Letting out a little sigh, Ike turned back to the girl. Then, raising his left palm and waving it feebly, the driver surrendered to Sandra's proposition. And he confirmed this by saying in a tone dripping with resignation, "Alright, alright, we'll go to a motel since you are a mess." 

As he put the card and his wallet away, he asked while nodding his head towards that mini mart's entrance, "You want anything while I'm in here?" 

"Yeah, can you get me a..." 

The girl's speech halted in mid-sentence, and that's because she almost asked for a bottle of vodka.

Sandra was uncertain that the driver would get it despite claiming to be nineteen. But another reason for her hesitation was the memory of the Liquor Store incident. 

Once upon a time, she gave money to a stranger and asked him to get her some vodka. She ordinarily would never do such a thing, but she was desperate. Her mom had drunk the last of the Grey Goose days before and was in no hurry to get anymore. But when she later met up with the guy down the block from that store, he wouldn't give up the booze until he saw her tits.

She refused, and the guy took off. She ended up not getting any booze and losing her money too. 

She had no clue if this man would treat her the same way if she asked for some booze. Therefore, she decided not to try her luck. Especially since she had no money on her; and no intention of showing her tits either.  

Noticing that uncertainty in the girl's voice, Ike repeated himself, but with a little more directness. "Well, what do you want?" He said. 

"Just get me something to drink; it doesn't matter."

As Ike turned and went towards the store, his remark about her looks stuck in her head. Sandra then wondered, does she look worse than before the kidnapping? Adjusting the rearview mirror, the girl tried to find out. But then she saw something unexpected in that mirror, a white patrol car for the Utah state police.

As it rolled up to the service island opposite the Lincoln, Sandra's reaction to it was also unexpected. 

The girl slowly slid down into the seat. And then she slid more until she was partway underneath the dashboard. Obviously, she didn't want those cops to see her, and it wasn't just out of vanity either.
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Browsing around the store, Ike was looking for specific things. He snatched a spool of silver-gray duct tape from the inconvenient little hardware section. He then found some black Krylon spray paint further down the aisle.

Snagging two water bottles from the refrigerated section that covered one wall of this store, Ike headed to the front. 

He then saw a small TV mounted on the ceiling over the front counter, and there was a rerun of Gilligan's Island on it, but it was going off now. 

He always thought it was a stupid show, the way those people couldn't get off that island no matter what, but since someone turned the audio down, at least he didn't have to hear its silly theme song.

About to reach the cashier, there was something else Ike didn't want to see, the chocolate-brown uniforms of a pair of Utah state troopers. 

He went past them without hesitating as they looked over the small open freezer with the cheap frozen treats inside.

But he didn't notice that those troopers were giving him more eyeball time than the Eskimo pies, Popsicles, and Snow Cones in that small freezer. 

"$22.30, Sir," said the clerk with blond hair and usually deep suntan. Paying the man and getting back his change, Ike couldn't help noticing his weather-beaten face. Ike could tell that this man was a lot younger than he looked from his voice. 

And as the cashier stuffed his items into a beige plastic shopping bag, Ike wasn't about to get into this man's business by suggesting he use sunscreen. This man wanted to be this generation's answer to George Hamilton for all he knew.  

Grabbing the plastic bag, Ike went out the door. But what he didn't know was that those troopers were shadowing him.

He didn't get halfway to his car when he noticed the girl wasn't in it. And before he could absorb that little surprise, one trooper shouted, "Is that your car, Mister?" 

Stopping in his tracks, he slowly turned to face them.

"Yes, it is," he said with a smile.  

"We were wonderin' what happened to the windshield?" the other cop says. 

"Oh, some debris in the road," Ike lied smoothly to them.

"What kind was it?" 

"Don't really know. Something kicked up by some truck in front of me." 

"Yeah, that happens a lot," said the first trooper. "Well, you know you can't drive around like that."

"Yes. I'll try to get it fixed as quickly as I can." 

"You don't understand," the second trooper spoke up. "You can't take your car out on the open road like that. Otherwise, we must ticket you and..."

The trooper's radios squawked, but only one of them responded. And Ike couldn't help but hear the conversation.

The first trooper grabbed the shoulder mic attached to his left shoulder and said, "This is Zero 17, over." 

"Zero 17, we have a report of a possible 10-57, between the 141st and 142nd-mile marker, Route 6," the female dispatcher said, using the police code for a hit and run. She continued to speak as smoothly as a Slip 'N Slide, "Will you be a real sugar and check it out for me, dear, over."

With a slight shake of the head, a silly grin grew across the second trooper's face because the dispatcher had a sweet spot for his partner, which was the worst-kept secret in their division. 

The first trooper finished that call by saying, "right, we're on it, code three." 

Finally, noticing his partner's silly grin and knowing why it was there, that first trooper had absolutely no interest in bringing up his social life, especially in front of a civilian. 

With a quick suck of his teeth, he said to his partner, "Oh, come on already!" 

With obvious discomfort on his face, that first trooper and his partner hurried over to their car. After that, it only took a moment for that patrol vehicle to cut a full half-circle out of the station. And with the siren and flashing lights going, the patrol car crossed the highway lanes before racing back the way it came at high speed.  

As that smile disappeared off his face, Ike burst as if he was holding his breath, "God, they finally left."

Ike didn't understand what was happening between those two cops or the emergency call that took them away, but it was all good as long as they were out of his face. And that was because; if he kept grinning any longer, he would look like a doofus.

But just as he was about to figure out what happened to the girl, Sandra suddenly came around the right side of the convenience store. Zipping over, she hopped in the car without saying a word. 

Ike entered the car and pushed up the armrest that partitioned the front seats. He then dropped the beige plastic shopping bag right between them. 

"Where did you go to?" He asked.

Sandra settled into her seat and replied, "The little girl's room."

As Ike started the car, he glanced at the service station's mini-mart entrance. Despite the broken windshield, he can see a blue, arrow-shaped sign marked "restrooms" pointing towards the left side of the building. That made him wonder what she was doing. 

But as he put the Lincoln in gear, Ike decided not to question the girl. So instead, Ike made an utterance in response to her answer, dripping with sarcasm. 

"Rrright!" He said.

Once leaving the filling station, Sandra looked into the bag. But, not knowing what that duct tape and spray paint were for, the girl had no interest in asking either.

Sandra focused on the other items in the bag, and disappointment tainted her voice as she blurted out, "Water!" 

Hearing that disapproving utterance, Ike says, "What? Don't you want it? You said it didn't matter what I got."

"It's okay. I was expecting soda," the girl lied.

Taking one of those bottles and twisting off its cap, she took a swig of that water, which was so unsatisfying.  

She wanted booze, but she was unsure how to get it.

* * *
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High in the late afternoon sky, the stratocumulus clouds were a bright orange-red as the Lincoln Continental turned into the parking lot of the Lackaday Inn. 

The place looked as if it had been around for a while and hadn't aged well either. With its white italic handwriting style, the blue-green marquee sign formed a gateway you had to drive under to get into the lot. 

On the right of the entrance sat the manager's office, while on the left was a simple black & white sign that read, "No pool, color TV, basic cable only. Internet available in the manager's office." 

The motel was a dull, orangey two-story L-shaped building inside the lot. And its dozen rooms had shit green doors, the same color as the tarpaper roof. 

Bringing the Lincoln to a stop in the parking space across from the manager's office, Ike exited the car. Then, glancing at his passenger, he says, "stay in the car." 

Heading to the manager's office, he couldn't figure out what was going on with that girl, but he figured the longer she stayed out of sight, the better. 
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Once inside the manager's office, Ike found it had a splash of flair. Green-yellow walls, a big picture of the Landscape Arch at Arches National Park, a hanging plant next to the picture window facing the street, and a small stand covered with touristy T-shirts. Sitting beside that stand was a sign that said, "Buy one get one free."  

Behind the glass-topped counter was an old gent in a blue-checkered shirt with stringy white hair. Waving his hand, he says in a very cheerful way, "Come on up, sir. Come on up."

As Ike did so, the manager quickly added, "How long will you be stayin'?"

"Don't know yet." 

"No problem," he said while opening an old-style guest book. "Would that be single or double?"

"Make it a double." 

"No problem," he answered while handing Ike a pen. "Now that will be $30 upfront plus $25 every night afterward." 

Once Ike signed his real name, the manager looked at the book before saying, "cash or charge, Mr. Dreyer." 

Taking out his wallet, Ike answered that question by handing the man a fifty-dollar bill. 

"Money! Money! Money!" The manager says as he rings it up. The old gent gives Ike the change and the room key, then says, "That will be Room 8, on the second floor."

Tilting His head, the manager focused on something beyond Ike's rear. Ike noticed this, but the old gent clued him in before he could find out what was drawing the guy's attention.

"Do you and your lady friend have any underwear— I mean luggage?"

Though he probably didn't need to look for himself, Ike turned his head anyway. Looking back through the glass door of the manager's office, he saw the girl standing beside the open passenger-side door. 

Turning back to the manager, Ike could see that his eyes were lit up, and a slight toothy grin had plastered his face. The old gent liked what he saw, even though, on closer inspection, the girl looked like someone had dragged her down a country road. 

Ike then gave him a big smile. He instantly followed that with a nod and a wink. 

Like a secret signal between guys, the manager nodded his head approvingly. 

The manager then said with a shrug, "Who needs luggage?"

He then made an odd gesture of waving his hand in front of his nose. He then followed it up with an unexpected burst of laughter.
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Outside, Ike took off his charcoal gray jacket as he returned to the car. And it wasn't because he was getting too hot to wear it, either.  

Taking in her surroundings, Sandra seemed oblivious to Ike's approach until he was right next to her. 

Holding the jacket tight in his left fist, Ike pushed it on her. 

"Here, put this on," he says to her. Looking at the jacket, then at the man, Sandra had a curious expression roll over her face.

He quickly added, "Will you cover yourself because what you got on stands out like a giraffe at a dog show."

And he wasn't kidding either. Because while he noticed how skimpy Sandra's outfit was when they first met, it was in the manager's office that he realized how scant it was. Namely, he saw a big split in the girl's skirt that allowed her ass to hang out in the breeze. It also explains why the manager's eyes looked like they were about to stumble right out of his head.

Finally figuring it out, Sandra slipped the jacket over her shoulders. It covered her pretty well, including her peek-a-boo bottom, and the jacket only did that because Ike is a big-shouldered guy. Pleased that the girl listened to his advice, Ike had more to tell her. 

Taking hold of her soft left hand, Ike slaps the room key into it. Then, using his right thumb as a pointer, he gestured at the motel's second floor.  

"Go right up to number 8. No sightseeing." He says.  

Sandra nods to him and mouths the words, "OK." 

She then heads off towards the exterior staircase at the front end of the building. 

They were very unforgiving to her almost bare feet as she climbed those metal stairs. And to make matters worse, all kinds of rust was poking through its slapdash yellow paint job, which made her wonder if these stairs were safe to use. 

But she abruptly halted before reaching the first landing. Suddenly hit by what smelled like rotting milk, but worst, Sandra shouted, "Oooooh!"

She then covers her nose and mouth with her right hand. Looking down through the gaps in the stairs, she saw an open green dumpster infused with rubbish and decorated with flies. 

She thought that was a great way to greet hotel guests with the stink of nasty garbage. But as she continued, she also felt it was a good distraction from her funky smell. 

Reaching the upper floor, she went right on down to the room.
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Once inside, she could see that it was elementary. Two small beds with green covers and headboards like tombstones sat on the right side of the room. At the far end of the room was the open doorway to what she presumed to be the bathroom.

Two paint-by-the-numbers landscapes hung over each bed on the beige-colored walls. Facing those beds was a chest of drawers made of imitation wood flanked by a pair of tall, skinny, brass floor lamps and a wall-mounted TV hung above it all.

Sandra didn't expect the lavishness of the Four Seasons New York, the last hotel she stayed in, but at least it wasn't some crappy shithole with rats and roaches running around. 

The only thing nice she could see about this room was that it had carpeting, which was excellent for her stocking feet since she's been walking on nothing but hard surfaces for most of the day. But the carpet had a dingy, off-white coloring, which means it's probably old and worn.

Dropping the room key on the bed nearest the bathroom, she pulled off the jacket, tossing it on top. 

Entering that white-tiled bathroom, she found it a narrow fit. And yet, it was a full-service restroom, which included a decent-sized shower with an ugly, green polka-dot plastic curtain.

Drifting to the sink, Sandra saw its white porcelain stained with green corrosion from the worn chrome-plated brass faucet fixtures. 

Right above the sink was a slightly tarnished stainless steel counter. Lined up across its narrow surface were a small bottle of shampoo, another small bottle of mouthwash, a small tube of toothpaste, and one toothbrush. 
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But with their plain black and white labels, it's a clear sign the hotel is thrifty with the complimentary supplies to its guest. But the most significant sign of stinginess to Sandra was the single white towel hanging on the wall, just right of the sink. Sandra felt this motel was doubtlessly cheap since this room for two had only one towel.

That didn't matter when Sandra finally looked at herself in the mirror above the sink.

While Sandra figured her makeup was a mess, what she saw startled her.

The left side of her hair was slick with something sticky. Touching it with her left hand, she looked at her now-stained fingertips. Then, getting the whiff of automobile fluid off them, she remembered her kidnapper stroking her hair with his filthy hands. And he left similar dark stains all over her sexy outfit when he fondled her.

"Bastard!" she uttered. 

She didn't think it could get any worst until the mirror gave Sandra a full view of her face.

The colors that made up her makeup were now horrifying smears that made her look like a monster from Dawn of the Dead, another of her mom's favorite movies.

And the more she stared at herself, it made her want to cry again.  
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Outside, Ike had already started work hiding the evidence of his deadly encounter on the road. Pulling off pieces of that duct tape, he covered the bullet hole in the lower passenger side door. He was way too lucky that those troopers didn't notice it. 

It's easy for him to imagine what would've happened if they had. A bunch of pesky questions he couldn't answer, followed by a short trip to the back of their patrol car wearing police-issue bracelets.  

Shaking up the paint can, he sprayed it over the tape until it was well coated. 

Hearing the hum of an engine, Ike looked over to his left as a car suddenly appeared. Though it came too close to his rear bumper, there was enough room for it to pass. 

Halting his repair job, he looks over his right shoulder as this car stops about three parking spaces down. That was fine with him since he wanted no one getting close; otherwise, they might get a good view of what he was doing.

And to top it off, it was one of those ubiquitous silver-gray Asian excuses for a car he would never own. He can only tell Toyotas, Nissans, Hondas, and Hyundais apart from the hood ornament, and sometimes not even then.

The elderly couple that got out of it looked like a pair of typical tourists, with their sunglasses, baseball caps, and baggy shorts. 

They didn't look in his direction as they headed into one of the lower rooms. 

Turning back to his repair job, he thought too many people today are so damn preoccupied they'll walk in front of a bus, trip over homeless people, or not notice a felony being committed right in front of their noses.  

At the moment, that's OK with him. But he also knows that there will always be one that lives to stick their noses up everyone else's business. So, he can't let his guard down.

Touching that patch job and finding it more or less dry, Ike moved on to the back of the Lincoln.  

Making sure he blocked the manager's office view with his body, Ike fixed the bullet holes in the trunk the way he did with the one in the door. Finally, Ike looked over his handiwork with the spray paint, and its sheen was lackluster compared to the rest of the trunk lid. Ike knew this stuff wasn't on the same level as the paint used by the Ford Motor Company; he could only hope that no one else noticed.

Glancing over at the left side of the rear end, something Ike didn't expect made its appearance.  

It looked like the spray pattern you would get from a gigantic sneeze, but what tainted that part of the car wasn't snot. Those maroon-colored dots stood out despite the car's color and the taillight's red. Ike touched the edge of the bumper with his left hand, and the stain felt sticky to his fingertips, just like the paint on his repair job. But looking at that red staining his fingers, Ike knew that this was blood from the man he shot.

And the first thing that entered his head wasn't how gory and messy this discovery was but how lucky he was that those troopers never noticed this bloodstain. 

He knew to leave that stain there wasn't a good idea because if someone else noticed it and was a nosy type, it could turn out badly for him.

At that point, Ike sees a pair of guests exit a different motel room. He moved to the car driver's side as they headed towards him. But as he got into the Lincoln, he could see an older woman and a teenage boy who gave his total attention to the device in his hand. 

Using the rearview mirror to check them out, Ike watched as the woman veered towards the manager's office while the teen didn't. 

The woman then snagged the boy by his neck, jerking him in the right direction. Ike quietly snickered as those two disappeared into the manager's office. 

If there was ever a clear example to Ike of how people can be so not here, that was it. He's sure that if the girl were still out in the parking lot in her skimpy outfit, that kid would never lift his nose to notice.

At least he didn't have to worry about those two seeing that blood on the car, but he knew he had to get rid of it. Looking down at the girl's plastic bottle on the floor, Ike immediately found his solution to that problem. The girl didn't want that water since the bottle was more than half-filled. He wouldn't have downed all his water and tossed the empty bottle out the window if he had known about that bloodstain.

Turning his attention towards the steering wheel and the used airbag poking out, Ike pulled off another piece of tape. 

Though he had stuffed it back into its space once before, he knew it wouldn't stay put by itself. And he had no interest in getting the airbag replaced, not for a car he had no intention of keeping. 

Looking too much like an oversized used condom, Ike took that airbag and shoved it again into the steering column. But this time, he used several pieces of duct tape to make sure its plastic cover stayed shut.  

Unspooling more pieces of tape, Ike used it to seal the passenger side airbag. Although he wasn't having any problems with that airbag, Ike was ensured he wouldn't.  

Tossing the paint and duct tape behind the passenger seat, Ike looked up at the broken windshield. He then concluded that one problem with the car was gone, but he had one more. But looking beyond that spider-web-like fractures in the glass and at the motel's second floor, he knew he had a girl problem that needed solving.

***
[image: image]


Leaving the bathroom, Sandra went to check out the chest of drawers. Finding a Bible in the first one, she rambled through the rest of the drawers, which turned out to be empty. But opening the large door at the far right end of the cabinet, nearest the bathroom, she found it wasn't part of that furnishing. Instead, just inside was a slightly smaller stainless steel door.  

She opened it and found it was a mini-bar instead of a mini-fridge. Kneeling, she looked over the cluster of miniature liquor bottles on the top shelf, and two overturned, low-ball glasses on the bottom.  

But hearing the room door open, she quickly closed it up. 

Stepping inside, Ike immediately says to her, "I thought you'd be cleaning up?" 

Rising to her feet, Sandra felt like a mute again, unable to answer a simple question. But then, as her right hand glanced across her stomach and touched the grit and filth the kidnapper left behind, she suddenly reconnected with herself. 

"I would if I had something to wear," she abruptly replied. Then, drifting over to the bed where the jacket lay, she said, "Or did you expect me to wear the same dirty clothes."

Letting out a quick sigh, Ike knew the girl was right, but there was a problem.

"It's getting late, and I don't know where any clothing stores are or even if they're open."

"I hafta wear something. You don't expect me to keep this thing on till tomorrow," Sandra griped while tugging at the little skirt of her once sexy outfit. "I feel so icky now; I want to rip this thing off!" 

At that point, Ike thought, an impromptu striptease from the girl would liven things up here. But then he realized it probably wouldn't be much of a tease if the girl caused a ruckus over not having anything to wear. 

Letting out another sigh, Ike says with a dip of the head, "All right! All right! I'll go see if I can find something."  

Ike went over to the bed his jacket lay on. But as he reached down to grab it, the girl suddenly took hold of his left arm. 

"Thanks... for saving me," Sandra said in a tone that was a lot less confrontational than just a second ago. "I should have said it sooner."  

As she spoke, Ike noticed the girl squeezing his arm as if she didn't want him to leave. Sandra felt the firm muscles underneath his white shirt, and touching those solid biceps was comforting. 

Realizing she was now leaning against him, she pulled away slightly. 

"Oh! Sorry," she uttered, thinking he might object to her being so close to him. But she couldn't help it since she felt anxiousness slowly rising inside her.

"Hey, it's OK," he said while slapping her left shoulder with his other hand. And he did so while saying that in a soothing tone. 

That was enough to keep her nerves at bay. But Sandra then felt she had to say why she felt this way. 

"It's just that... That man," she used the phrase referring to her kidnapper. "I don't know who he was or where he came from," she said with a slight head shake. "But I know he was gonna do something terrible. And I ... I've been scared ever since." 

Considering how the girl looked, Ike felt something awful had happened to her already, but he decided not to press her for details.  

Sandra looked Ike directly into his eyes and said, "I don't even know your name."

"It's Ike." 

"OK, Mr. Ike."  

"No, just Ike."  

With a sudden exhale, she said, "All right!... Ike." 

She followed that with a very subtle, if not weak, smile.  

No longer feeling so apprehensive, Sandra released his arm.  

Snagging his jacket off the bed, Ike then slipped it on.  

Once he picked up the room key, Ike said to the girl, "Sandra ... breathe."

"Huh?" She uttered, unsure what he meant. 

"Go ahead. Breathe deeply!" Ike said while making a circular motion with his right hand. 

Somewhat confused, the girl finally followed his advice. She took a few deep breaths through the gap of her mouth as he continued that motion with his hand. 

Suddenly Ike put that hand in front of her face like a stop sign as he said, "OK, good. Now take a nice, warm shower because that asshole ain't gonna hurt you or anyone else again." 

Going over to the door, Ike said over his shoulder as he left, "I'll be back as soon as possible." 

Once he was out of sight, Sandra suddenly suspected Ike was a personal trainer, which would explain why he is firm and toned. And that breathing exercise was similar to what her mom does when she watches her Billy Blanks workout videos. But, whether Ike is or not, she feels less tense now. 

Glancing at the bathroom door, Sandra felt his advice on bathing was also wise; while she had no clothes to wear, a nice warm shower should help clean her up emotionally and physically. 
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Outside and down the stairs, Ike suspected something amiss about this girl. And it wasn't just her holding back on contacting her family earlier, but a weird vibe he's been getting off her, as if she's hiding something. 

Despite looking traumatized, Ike still didn't quite buy her story. And the fact that she looks too much like the hoes he sees daily at his regular job doesn't help her credibility. Ike thought it might have been her pimp he killed or a Jon who went crazy on her because he didn't like the service. 

As he neared the manager's office, he put all those things aside because trying to figure out all the angles about this girl gave him a headache. 

Once inside the office, Ike immediately says to the old gent, "excuse me. I need to know; are there any clothing stores around here?" 

"Country-western or that backpacker's stuff? Because we got some nice trails in these parts." 

"No. I mean..." 

Ike paused as he looked over at the pile of T-shirts. Then, reaching over and grabbing one, he unfolded it thinking he could appease the girl with one of these. But he quickly finds it's a little kid's size.

Holding it up, with its rainbow-colored "Welcome to Utah" logo across the front, Ike says, "are any of these things bigger?" 

"If you're looking for one your size, what you see is what you see."

Tossing the shirt back on the pile, Ike approaches the counter. And as he did, Ike explained his situation with a fib.

"What I need, well... it's my girlfriend. She wanted to do something nice tonight, but she forgot..." 

"So you're lookin' for ladies' stuff?"

"Yeah, that's it."

Leaning over the counter, the manager said, in a low tone, with a slight grin, "and you mean real pretty things girls like to wear?"

"Yeah, that will do." 

As he scrolled back off the counter, the manager said, "Sorry, there ain't no lingerie shops in this town."

Despite the manager misinterpreting what he meant, Ike felt he was out of options. Stroking his smooth head with his right hand, he didn't know how that girl would react if he returned with some lingerie. But if he returned empty-handed, she probably won't dig that. 

At that point, his stomach grumbled, and they both heard it. 

"When was the last time you ate?" The manager asked. 

"Uh, breakfast, I guess." 

"That's no good; a man needs to eat." 

The manager gestures towards the entrance and adds, "You get yourself over to the Golden Star a few blocks down, and you tell 'em Willie sent ya over, and you're hungry." 

"Is the food any good?"

"Their pastrami burger is the best in the state. And their roast beef salad and chili sausage dog ain't shabby either. My favorite is the onion rings. If Raymond's over there, you tell 'um to give ya my discount, 10 percent off everything."

"All right, I will," Ike said as he turned to leave the office.
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Sandra finally hopped in the shower but wasn't doing much to clean up. Those warm, wet streams from the showerhead rolled over her head and shoulders and down her back. Her long locks looked like liquid dark chocolate following the water's flow. 

However, a red velvet tint is visible in her hair when the light is just right. And both she and her mom have noticed these copper highlights invading her hair for a few years. But the freakiest thing about this color issue is that no one in their family has red hair. 

She wondered what her mother and Karl were doing as she stood there.

Did they think this was a replay of the New York incident, or did they accept that she was a kidnap victim? And if they do, are they helping the police in any way they can? Sandra also wondered if her mother was crying for her, not just because her cash cow had gone missing. Yes, she would very much want to know that. 

Sandra looked at the complimentary soap tucked in its niche below the showerhead. She then figured she should get this dirt off her before the hot water ran out. 

Ripping off the soap's pink paper wrapper, Sandra flung it on the floor without a thought. But the first thing she noticed, beyond it looking like a hunk of white chalk, was its weird smell, sweet to the point of being funky. And while Sandra wouldn't ordinarily use anything this strong, she had no alternative. 

As she lathers up, a sudden pain smacks the girl. And it was of such intensity; that she ended up dropping that stinky soap. 

"Owww!" she uttered as her face twisted up. 

Sandra then rinsed off the soap from her chest. That's when she saw the two red marks. One was right above her heart, and the other below the lobe of her right boob. So this wound and the soap don't mix, she thought. And it looks to her like an animal bite.

But the girl knew this wasn't from a bear or wolf, but a villain caused it. And in that instant, pieces of her memory came together, and she recalled the moment That Man hit her with a stun gun, leaving these marks. She then remembered the horror of her captivity and the fear of being raped. 

It was all too much, and she collapsed against the shower wall. Holding herself tightly, Sandra felt a crying fit coming on. Biting her lip and digging her fingernails into her arms, she tried to steady herself; but it was no good.  

The tears flowed like Victoria Falls as she crumbled to the shower floor. The girl sobbed inconsolably with her head resting against those white tiles and her wet hair acting as a hood shielding most of her face.  

Feeling she was being eaten alive by fear, self-pity, anger, loneliness, and more, Sandra wished there was a way to rip out all the pain in her life.
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With a few thin, pink clouds marking the remnants of the day, the sky finally surrendered to dusk over the Golden Star restaurant. 

Like everything else in this town, it was an old-school place where people sit down and eat, unlike present-day fast-food joints. Likewise, the design of the building was a throwback to the past, with its long, sloping roof highlighted by blue and white neon lighting. And to underline that mid-century tone was its animated neon sign out front. 

Like the high signs on the edge of town, the gold star on top looked like a smiley face whose right eye winked repeatedly. Right below was the place's name, matching the same color scheme as the neon illuminating the building. And directly below that is a smaller black and white sign that claimed, "established in 1969." 

But the message on the marquee sign, at sidewalk level, seemed to say it all about this eatery: "you've tried the rest; now try our bunfulls. They're the best."  

Exiting the place, Ike dodged two little boys as they rushed inside ahead of their overweight parents, who visibly needed a diet. That made him think about what he was carrying in his white paper fast food bag. 

Getting a pastrami burger and onion rings for himself, he only got a Golden Star burger for the girl: A single patty deal with lettuce, pickles, sautéed onions, and a star-shaped slice of cheddar cheese. Whether she is a model, Ike figured that skinny girl doesn't look like she always stuffs her face with junk.

But one thing that rubbed Ike wrong was paying $20 for what he got. It would have helped a lot if he had found Willie's friend to get that special discount. But Ike figured the price here is low compared to his hometown since it has a fancy restaurant selling hamburgers for $777 a pop, but you get a bottle of Dom Pérignon with it. 

And while he didn't get champagne with his food, it smells damn good. In fact, the atmosphere around this restaurant was thick, with the smell of grilled meats, secret sauce, and other seasonings.  

So much so that Ike remembers coming up the street and smelling that cooking when he could only see the top of that restaurant's sign.  

And even before it got dark, he found the place packed. This means it's not just Willie who thinks the food is good at that joint.  

Stopping beneath the orange light of a street corner lamp, Ike looked over at the lone payphone that shared the space. He wondered if he should contact his friend Vince and tell him that the job had turned into a total shit stain. He then thought if his friend watched the TV news today, he already knew.  

But Vince doesn't know he is the lone survivor and has all the loot. 

Ike picks up the phone receiver, but he pauses. What would be the point of informing him now since there is nothing his friend can do about it? He thought. Ike then contemplated that he should wait till tomorrow to let Vince know he was OK.

Hanging up that phone, Ike continued down the street towards the motel. And as he did, he reconsidered his previous thought. Ike concluded that maybe it was best not to get in touch with Vince until he did something about that girl, who was the cherry on top of all his problems.  
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Sitting on the bed and wearing just a towel, Sandra had finally washed after that crying fit. And she wished she had a spare towel to wrap around her wet hair. As well as a comb, a brush, a hairdryer, and some hair care products. 

Letting it hang loosely along the sides of her face and down her back was the only way Sandra could think of to get it dry. 

At the moment, her real focus was on TV. With the remote in her hand, Sandra flipped through the channels. Looking for any news about what happened to her, she only found a 24-hour news channel. But the people on-screen were sitting at a round table gabbing about how dysfunctional Washington politics is; and whether the coming 2012 presidential election will bring about any real change. 

Switching off the TV, the girl tossed the remote on the nightstand between the beds where she found it. Sandra then figured her kidnapping didn't make the national news since people get snatched off the street daily.

Sandra isn't much of a news geek. She only watches the TV news at home if it's a big story. And even then, she'll scan the Internet for as much information as possible. Because, in her short life, Sandra has discovered that broadcast news rarely tells the whole story about anything. She doesn't know why; it's just the way it is.  

Getting a slight chill on her left arm, she gave it a quick rub to warm it up. But in doing so, she felt a roughness there and looked down to see the scratched skin and redness where she had clawed herself earlier. 

While that crying fit was over, Sandra still felt a little uneasy. And she certainly didn't want to turn on the waterworks in front of that man who saved her. 

Getting off the bed, she drifted over to the cabinet. Opening the door to the mini bar, she looked at those little bottles inside. 

Those bottles tinkled as Sandra searched for some vodka, but there was none. The 13 bottles sitting there were stuff she rarely touched, especially the whiskey and rum. 

She finally settled for the Burnett's London dry gin and the 1800 Tequila, though she didn't want to drink that stuff.

Grabbing a fistful of that booze, she looked down at the emerald-green and sapphire-blue labeled bottles. She then figured it should be enough for now.  
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Stepping into the motel parking lot, Ike looked up at the room, and all he could think of was what he could say to that girl. 

"Sorry about the clothes, but I got some food." Or "you can wrap yourself in a blanket for the rest of the night. I don't mind." Or "how about I get naked? That way, you won't feel so naked." 

Pushing those potential remarks out of his head with a grumble, Ike knew they were silly, but he needed a solution and quick. 

Looking over at the manager's office, he wondered if Willie had something she could wear. But remembering their conversation, he doubts he's the married type. It wouldn't surprise him if the last nude woman Willie had seen was in some porn video. 

At that instant, something Ike had blanked out of his mind since the robbery suddenly came back to him. While going to the Lincoln, he pulled the car keys from his back pocket. Immediately opening the trunk, a pensive expression popped on his face. Looking back at him were four tote bags made of imitation leather, each a different color. But what pained him was the three that belonged to the robbery crew. "Why am I holding on to these things?" Ike wondered aloud.  

He should have left them behind when he switched cars, but he didn't think about it. And he would've dumped them out in the desert when he met the girl, but that would've been too stupid. 

It was bad enough that he left a dead body, but to discard such big pieces of evidence in the same place would be like dropping his wallet on the guy he shot.

But the purpose of him looking into the trunk had nothing to do with reminiscing about the robbery. 

Ike felt a temporary solution for the girl's lack of clothing may lie in his brown tote bag.  
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Sandra stood in front of the sink in the bathroom with her head tilted back. The last of the Burnett's London Dry Gin went down her throat with a big gulp. And while she hoped it would smooth out her nerves, she knew it wasn't vodka. Instead, it was like drinking a liquefied Christmas tree since the taste of pine needles filled her mouth. However, this starkly contrasted with the tequila, which tasted like a kooky mixture of orange juice and pepper. 

Dropping the empty green bottle in the sink, it clashed with the other two already there, but none broke.

But then the girl heard a different sound coming from outside the bathroom. It was the sound of the motel room lock jiggling as someone was about to enter. 

Turning her head, Sandra shouted over her right shoulder, "Don't come in; I'm not decent!"

Ike had just cracked open the door when he heard the girl hollering. So he says through that crack in the door, "I got something for you to wear and some food. Go into the bathroom, and I'll give you the clothes through the door." 

Ike didn't know she was already in the toilet, but that didn't matter as Sandra proceeded to hide her boozing.  

Noticing a plastic wastepaper basket tucked underneath the sink, she dropped those empty bottles in that orange bin. Then, she quickly pulled a large stream of toilet paper off its roll.

Taking that paper in her hand, which wasn't soft, she balled it up and pushed it down on those bottles to hide them. She then grabbed the complimentary mouthwash and swallowed a mouthful. 

Immediately, her face scrunched up as that strong yellow stuff went down her throat.

She let out a few coughs and uttered, "Oh, gross!"

Though it wasn't booze, that no-name mouthwash had a lot of something besides alcohol because it felt like she had just gulped down acid. 

But if it kills her booze breath, she must accept the aftereffects, which are an awful burning feeling from her throat to her gut? 

Pushing up the bathroom door until it was cracked open, Sandra shouted, "OK, you can come in now." 

Doing so, Ike put the tote and food bags on the chest of drawers. 

"I don't know if these will fit, but they must do for now," he says. 

Unzipping the tote bag, Ike looked down upon the Colt 1911. This wasn't unusual since he chucked the gun into the bag back at the car. And the reasoning was simple: this thing might accidentally discharge if left rolling around in the trunk.  

Pushing the gun off to one side and down a little deeper into the bag, Ike felt it wouldn't be a good idea for the girl to see it. It might be an unwanted reminder of what happened to her. 

Grabbing a fistful of clothes from the bag, Ike went to the bathroom. 

"Here are the clothes," he said, pushing them through that gap in the door. The girl took hold of that bundle. But just as she was about to thank him, Sandra paused upon noticing that this wad of clothes was relatively small. And she found out why when she finally unraveled it. Sandra couldn't believe what Ike had just given her. 

"Is this a joke?" She says at the sight of the man's size T-shirt and briefs. 

"It's part of a change of clothes I had in the car. I'm sorry, but it's the only thing I could think of. But don't worry; I'll get you something proper tomorrow."

The girl looked down at those items, twisted her lip, and wrinkled her nose. Wearing someone else's undies, especially some guy she barely knows, was borderline gross to her.  

Sticking her nose to them, she noticed the aroma of what she could only describe as lilacs.  

"At least they're clean," she muttered.  

Unwrapping the towel from her thin body, the girl flung it into the sink. Tossing the underwear on top, she tried on the T-shirt first. But as she slipped it on, she abruptly shouted, "this is so embarrassing!" 

And she did so because after wearing a skimpy outfit for most of the day, she wanted to wear something with more coverage.  

Though the girl wasn't addressing her new companion with that shout, he heard her and responded. 

"Well, I'm embarrassed that you're embarrassed," He said, openly mocking her. 

Detecting that sarcastic tone in his voice, Sandra shouted with a hint of distress, "is that a joke! Well, it's not funny! Nothing that has happened today is funny at all!"

The girl's response was like a verbal slap to Ike. But it also caused him to recall all that happened that day.  

He murmured, "Ya, sister, I guess you're right." 

Finally, putting on the underwear, Sandra views herself in the mirror. Though it covered her naughty bits, she didn't feel right in this stuff. So much so that she seriously contemplated staying in the bathroom for the rest of the night. 

But then her nose caught a whiff of something that smelled good. It was the food that Ike said he got. After which, the girl felt a slight rumble in her gut, and it wasn't some chain reaction between the booze and mouthwash. She then figured there were better ideas than camping out in the bathroom.

As she continued to smell that food, Sandra recalled that the only thing she had today was a protein shake, which ended up in the sink because Karl spiked it with anchovy paste.

Indeed, just before she went out on the catwalk, Karl admitted doing it. But he claimed pumping her drink with extra protein would prepare her for the show. And while she didn't say it to his face, Sandra wished Karl wouldn't do her any more favors like that. 

Once he closed up the tote bag, Ike opened the fast-food bag. And the smell that burst from it was so damn good he was ready to eat everything in it himself.

Glancing over at the bathroom door, he knew it wouldn't be right. But he also knew if the girl took any longer to get dressed, he would eat without her. 

Ike then shouted, "Are you coming — oh?" 

He stopped in mid-sentence as Sandra exited the bathroom. 

His shirt just hung on Sandra like a rag on a hook. 

Grabbing the blue and white hem of the underwear, the girl jerks them up since they threaten to slip off. That was more than a signal to Ike that his undergarments were too big for Sandra's frame.

Ike thought she looked cute without the dirt and smeared makeup. In fact, he felt he had just won the lottery, having such a pretty girl with him and her wearing so little to boot.

Taking a smaller food bag out of the bigger one, he hands it to her. "I don't know what you model types graze on," he says, still not entirely convinced she was one. "But I hope this burger's OK."  

"Thanks," she uttered as she took the bag. 

The girl then settled on the bed nearest the bathroom. And as she went right to work on that sandwich, Ike put his butt down on the other bed.

After two bites, she proclaimed, "This is good. It's really great!" Then, looking over her left shoulder at him, she added, "This is the best burger I've had in — I don't know how long." 

She added, "I almost forgot what hamburger tasted like, but that's because I'm not allowed to have red meat. So if I have something like this, it's made of chicken, fish, or..." She then shuddered as she went on, "tofu, which is totally gross on a bun!" 

Ike didn't respond to her truth-telling, but that was because his mouth was full of food. 

Taking a few more bites, Sandra quietly relished every bit of her tasty sandwich.

But with her eyes looking down at her food, she said with a hint of humility, "I'm sorry I bitched at you earlier about the clothes. I appreciate all you're doing..."

"You want an onion ring?" He interrupted her while holding out that bag of crunchy brown things. 

Looking at that bag, the girl didn't respond. So Ike then shook the bag at her and said, "go ahead, take a couple."

Sandra did just that.

She grabbed the one on top of the heap and pulled out two stuck-together rings. 

Despite having only one free hand, the girl got both rings in her mouth. As she munched them down, Ike said, "You're not the first demanding woman I've been with, so I'm not taking it personally."

"Are you always this patient?"

"I try to be. But, I guess a lady in trouble brings out the Prince Charming in me."

Sandra huffed as a slight smile popped on her face, and it was pure and untainted by distress.

Once they finished their food, Ike and Sandra were interested in today's news, especially if it had anything to do with them. But neither of them wanted to turn on the TV in the other's presence. Therefore, this ad hoc couple went to bed early after having such a tough day. 

After washing secret sauce and other condiments from her hands, Sandra exited the bathroom and returned to the closest bed. Although she had no nightwear, it didn't matter to Sandra since nightgowns weren't her thing. The girl then recalled how her mom had drawers full of those pretty things, and she would sometimes lounge around the house in them till well past noon.

But Sandra's idea of nightwear usually depends on the seasons. In the wintertime, she would wear a T-shirt to bed. And she will add legwarmers to that if a blizzard comes. And in the summer, she wears panties. But if it becomes disgustingly hot, she won't even bother doing that. 

But since she doesn't have room to herself, she'll have to keep on what she has. 

Ike, however, was quietly getting undressed as he sat on the opposite bed. Then, as Ike faced the door, he planted his pants on a pea-green polyester chair between his bed and the room's only window. Ike also was allergic to traditional night clothing since they always made him feel too hot under the sheets. 

As he undid his tie, Ike kept on his T-shirt and briefs. That way, Sandra won't think he's about to attempt to do the nasty with her by getting naked, which is how he usually sleeps. Pulling back the bed's top coverings, Sandra caught a whiff of a weird smell like chemicals or detergent. 

That prompted her to say, "Oooh! What's that?" 

The question was purely rhetorical and not directed at her companion, but Ike didn't know that. Turning counterclockwise just enough to where he could look over at the girl, Ike asked, "What is it?" 

"It's this bed," she answered while waving her hand over it. "It smells funny."

"Humph. That's not surprising. Knowing these cheap motels, it's disinfectant, which means someone died in that bed, or they had lice." 

"Oh, Gawd!" she thundered. 

As her face scrunched up, the girl considered sleeping on the floor. But, unfortunately, that option is less inviting than the bed. Waving her hand in front of her nose, the girl sighed. Having two bad choices on where to sleep, Sandra swallowed her reservations and used the bed since someone attempted to clean it.

Gingerly, Sandra climbed into the bed. But she quickly realized that the bed was as flat as a board, and it felt like one. She then thought it would be a surprise and a half if she got any sleep on this thing. 

With most of his clothes on that chair, Ike was about to get in his bed. He noticed the brown telephone on the nightstand between the beds. That prompted him to say, "Did you get in touch with your family yet?" 

With the bed coverings up to her chin, the girl turned her head slightly and said, "huh?"

He then gestured at the phone and said, "yeah. Did you let them know you're OK?" 

Looking over at that phone, it was strange that she didn't notice it before since that was the same place where the TV remote was. Sitting up slightly, the girl seemed hesitant as she reached over and picked up the receiver. 

Looking over at Ike, she said with an almost cheery tone, "you know what. I'll call them tomorrow." 

Once she put the receiver back on the phone, Sandra said, "g'night, Ike." 

As she rolled over on her side, away from him, Sandra pulled the bed coverings past her shoulder. 

Looking dead at the girl, the only thing Ike could say to her was, "yeah. Same to you, sister." 

Once Ike hit the light switch near the door, the soft luminosity of the town bled into the room through that window, giving everything in that interior a very subtle bluish glow. 

But as Ike moved over towards his bed, the girl's kidnapping tale was falling apart inside his head.  

Once he got under the covers, Ike looked over at the girl. He then felt that his first instincts about her were on the money, that she must be a prostitute. Ike also presumed that she was in no hurry to contact her pimp. 

Letting out a slight sigh, he thought it wasn't suitable for such a pretty girl to be in that racket.  

If Sandra worked in his regular ZIP code, she would be a high-class call girl. 

Unfortunately, he knew they would never meet, at least not as the ho and the client. Because while he bumps into girls like that all the time at his regular job, there's no way he can afford to hire one at $2,000 an hour for the whole girlfriend experience. Ike then wondered what working on the girl underneath the sheets would be like.

Ike then thought her pussy must be yummy, and that little ass must really be tight.

He definitely would have propositioned her if he had met her under different circumstances, like the night before. And since things are cheaper here than in his regular ZIP code, she'll likely charge him less.

Hearing Sandra grumble as she shifted below her sheets, Ike turned away. Then, as he slowly tried to sleep on his own not soft mattress, Ike knew having sex with this girl would only be a dream in every sense of the word. 

A sense of gladness slowly grew inside the girl despite lying in a strange place. And while this feeling started when she ducked out of calling her mother a few moments ago, its real spark occurred when they first reached this town. 

She realized that this total stranger had no intention of picking up where her kidnapper had left off. 

Sandra hadn't felt this way since the New York incident because it wasn't just gladness she was feeling. It was that she could do whatever she wanted, anything at all.  

Even eat a real cheeseburger with onion rings. And Sandra smiled at that thought despite having an oniony breath from her meal. 

With no insight into what may come tomorrow, the day after, or the remainder of the week, Sandra was sure of one thing; she didn't want the way she was feeling now to stop.

* * *
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Blood in the dirt in the early morning sun.  

That large bean-shaped red stain grew dark overnight along the shoulder of the two-lane blacktop. 

But in the light and heat of the day, only the flies show any interest in it. Buzzing around it and crawling around in that gore, they were getting their fill. A life has ended, but life goes on. 

The Utah state police took the owner of that bloodstain away the day before. And yet, those investigating what happened have not finished their work. 

Having gone up the dirt track, a pair of state troopers has parked their patrol car behind a dirty blue van.

They soon identify it as a 1976 Ford Econoline E-150 Van. But when they ran its Kansas license plate, the information said it was registered to a 1987 Buick Regal, making it instantly suspicious. So not knowing whether this vehicle had anything to do with the corpse, these cops moved to find out. 

With his flashlight out, the lead trooper went to the open back of that van. Looking inside and seeing what he thought was junk, the cop says, "We're wasting our time here."  

"Maybe, but the captain said to check it out," His partner replied. 

With his big black flashlight propped up on his left shoulder, the lead trooper tugged at the dirty blanket with his right hand. Then, not liking the way it felt, he quickly dropped it.  

"Who knows how long this thing has been here," he said to his partner, who walked along the van's right side. Then, he added, "You have any idea how many cars, trucks, and covered wagons this desert has swallowed?"

"Don't have a clue," his partner finally answered him. 

"Probably more than there are coyotes." 

The other trooper reached the passenger side door and looked through the window. He then saw something on the passenger seat he didn't expect. Grabbing the door handle, he gave it two good tugs to get it open. 

As the lead trooper continued to shine his flashlight throughout the back of the van, his partner suddenly shouted to him. 

"Hey! Look at this," he says. 

The man held up a pair of silver high heels. 

Shining his light on those shoes, which dangled from his partner's right hand by their straps, the lead trooper responded in an unserious tone.

"Maybe a woman owns this van."

"Yeah, like you believe that. Besides, these things look new." 

"What are you tryin' to say? That the dead guy out there was some homo?"

"Transvestite is the proper word," his partner corrected him.

"Whatever."

"And no, I wasn't saying that." 

The trooper thought the shoes looked pretty but also expensive. 

He added, "I'm just sayin' that this van doesn't look like it's been here long."

"Ahh, just keep looking." 

The trooper put down those glittery shoes and turned his attention to the glove box. And just like the door, he mashed its button-down twice to get the glove box to open. 

Instantly, a cache of papers dumps out of that compartment and all over the cab floor.

At that exact moment, he heard a thumping behind him. He saw the lead trooper enter the van and move toward the grease-soaked cardboard box.

The trooper then turned back to those spilled papers. Though the cop isn't a computer geek, he knew these were computer printouts. The cop also noticed that someone had glued a few of these papers together. But what he saw on the others was a huge surprise.  

Each page was a picture of the same pretty, dark-haired girl posing in various sexy outfits. And on the bottom left-hand corner of each page was a web address he had never heard of before: Lovely-Sandra.Net. 

The lead trooper moved on from the cardboard box to the sports bag next to it. This cop quickly notices the famous Nike logo underneath the bag's grime. And though the bag looked new, the trooper felt it had suffered the same neglect as everything else about this van.

The lead trooper zipped it open with no effort, and what he found looked like someone's dirty laundry, with T-shirts, underwear, and two pairs of black jeans. But as he pushed past that clothing, things got more interesting. Underneath the glare of his flashlight, the trooper discovered a pint-size bottle of partially used Pepto-Bismol. And along with it were a bunch of little bottles of extract whose flavors ran from rum, almond, and lemon, to vanilla and coconut.

And while this sight was strange, the trooper was undeterred as he continued to rummage through that bag. 

Listening to those little bottles tinkle as he pushed them aside, the trooper came across a black expandable baton, a few disposable plastic handcuffs, a type M62 taser, a tactical folding knife, and some stray bullets. These things were familiar to the trooper thanks to his eight years in law enforcement, and they also were a telltale clue that connected this van to yesterday's homicide.  

Scrutinizing those computer printouts, the trooper in the front realized he had seen this girl before. He and the other cops of his unit got a briefing this morning on a girl who vanished in Salt Lake City yesterday. Realizing he had found a big clue to that missing girl, something else came to the trooper's mind. 

During that briefing, he and the other members of his patrol unit heard that the girl may have been taken by a sexual predator since there was no ransom demand. Instantly figuring that the dead man might be her kidnapper, the trooper wondered where the girl went.

But then, another mystery bothered the trooper almost as much as the whereabouts of that girl. Picking up a clump of those pages, he wondered why they were glued together. 

He ripped two stuck pages apart and saw weird dark stains between them. He also caught a whiff from those pages that didn't smell like glue. 

The trooper sniffed those papers to see if he could tell what it was. But the smell was bizarre, a weird mix of human funk and something else he couldn't name.

The trooper had an awful idea of what he was dealing with; the dark stains were from someone jacking off on those pictures. 

Immediately dropping those pages, he shouted, "Ahhh, shit!" 

Digging further into this sports bag, the lead trooper made more odd discoveries. Finally, coming across an Olympus E500 camera, he saw it was in excellent condition. 

He then found a stainless steel chain with metal clips at both ends and a strange-looking whip made of multiple strands of black and red leather. But neither of those quasi-torture instruments compared to what was at the bottom of that bag. 

"What the fuck!" The trooper uttered as he took hold of a big black rubber dildo. Pulling this sex toy out of the bag, the cop found it as cold, clammy, and large as his forearm. In fact, vaguely resembled a large summer sausage to the trooper. And yet, he had never handled a dildo before, and he couldn't imagine ever using one. He felt you could easily choke a horse with this thing.

At that precise instant, the lead trooper heard the shout coming from his partner. Immediately dropping that sex toy, he demanded, "What is it?" 

Despite wanting to take a long, hot shower, the trooper in the front picked those disgusting papers once more. "You better look at this!" He says while shaking those pages at his partner.  

***
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With a big helping hand from Willie, Ike found a place that worked on automobile windows. But when he arrived there, the layout of the repair shop surprised Ike.  

Situated right next to Andersen and Grimm Pre-owned Cars, Jon's Body Repair looked nothing like its used car lot neighbor. 

It looked less like a garage and more like somebody's house. The dingy, white, wood-frame structure had a front porch, but some planks were missing from its railing. It also had a brown, dead lawn with two pathetic stunted shrubs.

Also poking out of that lawn was the business' black and white sign, which claimed, "If it's broke, we can fix it or get your money back."

But the sign looked as weather-beaten as the house, which didn't give Ike much confidence in this place.

On the front door, which had a black metal security screen, a small sign pointed to the right of the building. And that sign read, 'please enter through the side door.'  

Along the right side of the building was a long concrete driveway that ended at a doorless garage, which matched the house in every way. 

Motoring up into that driveway, Ike saw two cars already sitting there, one with its hood up. And resting along the entire length of that house were many used car doors, trunk lids, windshield glass, and other miscellaneous automobile parts. 

Exiting the Lincoln, Ike headed to the building's side door, which had the same security screening as the front. Suddenly, a short man appeared from beneath the car with an open hood. Clad in dirty coveralls with a hole in one knee, he had a big bald patch in the middle of his black hair and a thin mustache.

"You, Willie's friend?" He asked.

"Yes. Are you Jon?"

"No one else here by that name," the man replied.

Rising to his feet, Jon then said, "Willie said you'd be driving a black Lincoln." 

Moving over next to Ike, he gave the busted windshield a good look. 

"Oooo wee! Someone did a job on it," he says. "You pissed somebody off?" 

At first, Ike was about to repeat the same fairy tale he told those state troopers, but he said something different. 

"No ... I was parked on a side street to do some shopping, and when I came..."

"Yeah, well," Jon interrupted him as if he already knew what he would say. "They used a pipe or tire iron because it went right through."

Ike asked, "how long will it take cause I can't wait around here all day."

"You got a plane to catch?" Jon asked snarkily. Not waiting for an answer from Ike, he quickly added, "Fine! Give me an hour or so. But I have to tell ya, the windshield I have is from an older model Lincoln, but it should fit."

"That's all right." 

Stroking his head, Ike made an inquiry that had nothing to do with the Lincoln Continental. The big man then says, "I was wondering. I saw a store a couple of blocks down ... uh, Missy's, I think it was called?"

"You mean Minsky's?" Jon corrected him.

"Yeah, I guess. Anyway, I was wondering, does it sell women's clothes?"

"It sells all kinds of stuff, including spark plugs."

"Good. I'll see you later."

As Ike disappeared out of that driveway, Jon wondered why a big man like that had any interest in women's clothes. But since his customer looked like he was from somewhere else, the short man figured his friend Willie was hanging out with an unusual crop of people.                           

* * * 
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As he came up the street towards Minsky's, Ike felt lucky to find a department store in this out-of-the-way town; then again, he suspected it wasn't just luck. 

Minsky's is one of those mid-sized retailers that used to be prevalent in every corner of the country. 

But that was before corporate America decided that the world would be better without them. And yet, here was this boxy, gray stucco building with its name written in big, cursive black letters along one side. 

The only reason Ike noticed the place was the two display windows with headless mannequins showing off children's clothes. Minsky's can only exist far from those mega-malls and superstores that gobbled up and sucked dry what was once called the shopping public. 

Ike was about to go inside when he paused. A black newspaper rack for the Salt Lake Tribune was on the curb in front of the store's double glass doors. 

On its front page, right below the old English script of its letterhead, was a story about yesterday's jewelry store heist. Ike dismissed that banner headline since it was all second-hand news to him. 

Once inside, the first thing Ike noticed was that it was cold here, almost like stepping into a large refrigerator. He then saw the signs. Some hung from the ceiling white with lights. Others were on the walls and popping out of the various aisles of merchandise like weeds on a lawn. 

These red and white placards shouted two messages: 'sale, sale, sale,' and 'going out of business.' Giving the place a quick look around and seeing it was thin in both customers and staff, it was clear to Ike that this store would die a slow, quiet death, and the world won't notice. 

Once he got past the chrome turnstile, which lost its shine from too many hands, Ike bypassed a few elderly customers as he went down the main avenue. 

As Ike looked for something for the girl to wear, he saw that the windshield man was right on the money about this place. Though this store wasn't large, it appeared to carry almost everything. Each aisle had a yellow and brown sign telling what was there: automotive parts, canned goods, jewelry, household appliances, and on and on and on. 

And next to each yellow sign was a duplicate that read, 'you buy for less at Minsky's.' Apparently, it was this dying store's motto. 

Ike immediately headed into an apparel section split into two segments, men and boys and ladies and girls.  

Though Ike isn't a fashion slave, he knows what he likes to see women in. So as he looked through the carousel-shaped racks in the ladies section and at the headless mannequins propped up amongst them, he found the garb here very unappealing. He can describe these outfits as lumpy, frumpy, and dumpy. 

Knowing this stuff won't work with a skinny girl like Sandra, Ike then drifted to the girl's section. 

A tall man like him looking through young girls' clothes would seem weird in any store, but he is too conspicuous in conservative Utah. Therefore, Ike decided not to linger around here a second longer than he had to.

At first, Ike planned to get the girl a simple dress, but that was impossible because every outfit looked girly, with bows, ribbons, and ruffles galore. This stuff looked like something he once saw on TV; a weird fashion style out of Japan called Lolita because it mimics the dresses on little girls' dolls. 

And while these outfits might be okay for a kid to wear to church, he thinks Sandra would instead go naked than be in any of this stuff. A thought then came to Ike that maybe this is why this joint is going out of business. Somebody here thinks the women in this town deserve outfits that look like something out of the mid-twentieth century.  

––––––––
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As he was on the verge of giving up, Ike saw large display tables against the far wall. As he moved closer to them, a sign was planted in the middle of each that read, 'bargain basement prices! All items must go!' 

He then saw what was on that table. And it caused him to snicker. It was a bundle of yellow shirts with 'I'm pretty and young, get used to it' written in purple. He thought it was cute and an item he could see Sandra wearing. 

Realizing he didn't know the girl's size, he picked a shirt a few sizes smaller than he gets for himself. But, considering how she looked in his T-shirt, what he had in his grasp should fit her. He then went over to another table with many pairs of pants sat.

He picked up a light blue pair that looked as if they had been acid-washed. But the real reason he chose them was that the inseam was about 3/4 of the size he usually wears, which means this pair might fit Sandra since she had some long legs.

Tucking those items underneath his left arm, Ike immediately looked for shoes since the girl couldn't go around barefoot. But as he moved around those clothes racks, he saw nothing. For a store that seemed to have everything, Ike thought that was a glaring omission since many women have a real fetish for shoes.

As Ike drifted into the men's and boys' section, he realized he didn't know the girl's foot size. So even if he found some shoes, Ike felt he'll get a massive migraine trying to figure out a suitable size. Ike reached the edge of that central passageway that cut in front of the aisles. And sitting before him was a solution to his shoe problem. 

It was a large, white chicken wire basket filled with flip-flops with all the rainbow colors. And sticking out of the top of that pile of rubber sandals was a sign that read 'two 4 one sale! Get them while they're hot!' 

The girl did not need two pairs of flip-flops, so Ike grabbed one right off the top of that pile. Then, bundling up those bright orange flip-flops with the other clothes underneath his arm, he felt these things should fit anybody.

Minsky's usually would have all five checkout lines up and running, but today was different from those days. Moving fast, Ike reached the only open checkout line ahead of a pair of older women. As he puts those items down on the conveyor belt, Ike notices those women giving him smoldering glances. 

And though they said nothing, he felt there was more to it than him cutting ahead of them in line. He saw one of these women narrowing her eyebrows at what he was buying. That was enough to make him self-conscious about having stuff that wasn't for a guy. 

Clad in a white blouse and blue vest, the cashier, curiously looked at Ike's purchases. As her bespectacled, gray eyes looked upon him, he felt like a high-energy laser was burning through him. Ike decided he had to say something to blunt this woman's gaze.  

"I'm... I'm getting these for my niece," he said, but not convincingly. 

Regardless, the cashier didn't respond to that lie as she rang up those things.  

Seeing another copy of today's paper at the edge of the checkout counter, Ike figured the cashier was reading it. 

And while he glanced at the paper outside, he couldn't help scanning the full banner headline underneath his nose.

'Three dead in lethal jewelry heist,' that headline shouted. Ike flipped the newspaper over to avoid looking at that story anymore. But what was on the bottom half of that folded front page grabbed him by the throat and caused his eyebrows to jump. It was a headshot photo of a smiling Sandra with the headline, "MISSING GIRL."

"$67.33," the cashier said. 

At first, Ike acted as if he didn't hear her, but then he uttered, "What? ... Oh!"  

Once he finished the transaction, Ike grabbed the white paper shopping bag with the pink and yellow flowers.

He also unconsciously picked up that newspaper, but in less than a nanosecond, that cashier shouted at him in a loud and firm voice. 

"Excuse me, sir! You can't take that!" She said. 

"Oh, sorry about that," he apologized. 

Handing back that newspaper, Ike got out of that store as quickly as possible since he had thoroughly embarrassed himself. 

Once outside, he went right over to that paper machine on the curb. Putting the white bag down on the ground, Ike used the loose change from the store to get himself a copy of today's newspaper.

Flipping that paper over, he immediately read the rest of the caption beneath the girl's picture.

'Aspiring model Sandra Verhoeven vanished while participating in The Art Institute's regional fashion show at the Salt Palace convention center in Salt Lake City on Tuesday. After questioning those at the fashion show, including her family, the police believe she was abducted,' it read. 'The 15-year-old is 5 ft. 6 in., weighing 109 pounds, with long dark hair and hazel eyes. If you have any information on Sandra's whereabouts, contact Salt Lake City police at (801) 799-3720.' 

This revelation validated the girl's story, but one part of that news alert hit Ike like a spike right through the head.

"15!" Ike shouted. "Ahhh, fuck me!"  Ike then, briefly shutting his eyes, as he shook his head in disbelief.

Folding the newspaper in half, he immediately slammed it down on the machine with his right hand. Then, picking up the shopping bag, Ike hurried down the street. 

As he headed back to Jon's shop, he felt odd and conflicted over what could have happened last night.

Ike doesn't need the trouble sleeping with an underage girl can bring. But he wouldn't have hesitated if Sandra had given him the signal to put his man meat in her.

In retrospect, it's a relief to Ike that no fucky sucky happened between them. He felt that even if she were street-legal, taking advantage of someone in apparent distress would make him a scumbag.

***
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With the sunlight as bright as ever, and the pain in her shoulders, legs, and butt too much to ignore, Sandra realized she would not get another ounce of sleep.  

Throwing off those bedclothes, the girl spread her limbs out as far as they would go. And in doing so, those minor pains didn't hurt as much.

This achiness reminded Sandra of when she went to summer camp and made the mistake of playing flag football with the older kids. Unfortunately, some of them ignored the rules, and they tackled her multiple times. 

Though she wasn't happy about them breaking the rules, it was hours later when Sandra felt like a truck had run over her. 

Luckily, the camp counselors had plenty of Bengay to ease her pain. But today, feeling like a compact car had done it to her, Sandra wished she had that ointment. 

Letting out a loud sigh, the girl slowly sat up. Not seeing a clock anywhere in the room, Sandra could only guess what time it was. She thought it could be afternoon as she scrutinized the light penetrating the window, but she wasn't sure. Despite sleeping late, Sandra was more curious about where Ike could be.

Right at that moment, the girl heard a knocking at the door. The sudden sound made her jump, not just because it was unexpected.  

Not knowing who it could be, Sandra stayed motionless on the bed. But then the knocking repeated. 

Glancing over at the other bed, the girl thought maybe it was Ike, and he had taken off without the room key. Seeing no key on those green bed covers, Sandra looked back at the door. 

She worried about who that might be, but the girl finally got an answer to her unspoken question. 

"Hello! It's housekeeping," a female voice announced through the door. 

Instantly relieved that it wasn't some scary stranger on the other side of that door, Sandra was about to speak up when she heard a different sound. It was the maid using her passkey to open the door. 

The girl froze, not knowing what to do. But as the door opened, she sprang to life. 

Completely ignoring her minor pains, the girl leaped off the bed and ran to the entrance. 

Throwing her entire 109 pounds against the door, Sandra slammed the woman into the doorjamb. 

"Ow, Goddamn it!" The maid shouted.

"Oh, so sorry! I am very sorry! We don't need any cleaning in here today. Sorry!" The girl shouted back. 

"You don't hafta slam the door in my face," the woman said as irritation spiked her voice. "Next time, just say yes or no like a normal person." 

"I will! I will! I'm so sorry about that!" 

Unfortunately, Sandra's many apologies weren't enough, as the maid said, "are you going to open the door so I can get my leg out?" 

Looking down, the girl saw something unnerving to her. She saw the woman's bare leg along the lower part of the doorway, from her knee to her black orthopedic shoe. 

Immediately taking her weight off the door, the girl said, "oh gawd! Are you hurt bad?"  

As the woman withdrew her leg, her face immediately appeared in that door gap. But staying right behind the door, Sandra ensured the woman couldn't see her. 

"You could have broken my leg!"

"I know, I know! I'm sorry! I'm very sorry!"

"But it looks like you only bruised it."  

But then the woman noticed she couldn't see whom she was talking to, and she quickly added, "Hey, where are you?" 

"I'm here."

"Well, like I said, next time, answer like a normal person."

"I will. I will. I'm so sorry about that, it's just that I was doing something, and you surprised me," Sandra lied.  

That middle-aged woman finally retreated, allowing the girl to close the door. 

Staying put, Sandra glanced over at the window. She then put her right ear against the door and listened for the sound of the woman going on her way. And sure enough, she heard the squeaky wheels of some pushcart as the cleaning lady slowly left.

With a gentle sigh, Sandra avoided what she felt would be an embarrassing situation. Having this stranger see her and presume that she is a slut because she is lounged about in some guy's underclothes. 

She also didn't like Ike seeing her wearing so little, but he hasn't acted creepy or perverted toward her. Sandra wondered if Ike was gay, just a nice guy, or perhaps both. If he's in the third category, Sandra felt that's rare, especially knowing her experience with guys. 

Returning to the bed, Sandra plopped down with her legs stretched wide. Looking over at the TV, she quickly realizes this is a great time to check for any news about her kidnapping. Reaching over, the girl took the TV remote from the nightstand.

Lying out on her belly, her long legs and feet dangling in the air, she turned on the TV and flipped through the channels. Her search didn't take long either. Catching a snippet of someone mentioning her hometown, she flipped back to what turned out to be a local news broadcast from there.

On the TV screen was an attractive, thirty-ish female newsreader. And while she wasn't talking about her abduction, Sandra watched, anyway. And yet, Sandra couldn't help noticing that the most striking thing about this woman was her abundant blond hair that seemed to flow in all directions.  

This woman reminded her of the older models she has crossed paths with within her profession; women who are not young anymore but are attempting to seem that way. However, Sandra can see that this woman didn't check all the boxes for her appearance. Noticing this woman's dark brown eyebrows meant only one thing to Sandra: this woman's big blond hair was a dye job, or worse, a wig. 

Despite her less-than-authentic appearance, this woman's job was reading the news. And at this moment, she was doing a recap on the big news story from the day before: A daylight jewelry heist that went bad.

She explained how the robbers all wore identical dark suits. And that two of them died in a shootout with the store owners, who were armed with unregistered, fully automatic AK-47s. The newsreader then said that one of the store's owners, a 64-year-old woman, later died at a local hospital after a fatal heart attack. 
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Sandra then thought they might not even mention her kidnapping because, with the TV news, a big shootout, with blood and bodies everywhere, would probably trump a mere abduction. 

The newsreader said, "for the most recent developments on the story, here's Herschel Savage."

The image on the TV then switched to a scene outside a police station. Standing on the sidewalk, in sight of that station's main entrance, was a beefy, middle-aged man with a graying crew cut. 

Speaking directly into the camera, he says with a slight New York accent, "law enforcement sources have confirmed that a third wounded suspect in this brazen hold-up is in custody after being found in a parking garage a short distance from the robbery site. What they haven't said is how many outstanding suspects there are. And according to the surviving store owner, the thieves that got away took an estimated half a million in merchandise. But our sources tell us that local and state investigators are on the case. Back to you, Jenna." 

The female newsreader said, "In a stunning development in the ongoing disappearance of Sandra Verhoeven, here's Marc Davis." 

That was enough to spark the girl's interest, causing her to scramble from her partially prone position. 

As Sandra planted her butt firmly on the foot of the bed, a handsome man came on screen. He had a smooth, shaved head and a sprinkle of gray in his otherwise dark goatee.

With a hint of an English accent, he said, "a source close to the investigation has told this reporter exclusively that recently discovered evidence shows that this man, Roscoe Lee Howard, was directly involved in the disappearance of the aspiring model..." 
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A mugshot of her kidnapper abruptly flashed across the screen. And though the image of that man filled the TV for just an instant, it caused Sandra's eyes to swell and gave her a sudden pain in the chest. A sudden rush of heat instantly followed, rolling over her entire body. Grabbing her chest, Sandra gulped air as if she couldn't breathe. And yet, she continued to look at the TV as the reporter went on. 

"Having a lengthy criminal history of assaulting young women and girls, the 58-year-old Howard had an outstanding warrant in Michigan after failing to register as a sex offender when paroled eight months ago.  

All the facts, in this case, aren't known, but our source says investigators believe he may have stalked the girl for weeks before the abduction. And they haven't yet determined how Howard got the girl out of the convention center undetected." 

The girl's panic attack gradually subsided as a thin layer of sweat covered her body. And though she wasn't looking directly at the TV screen anymore, she continued to listen, as that reporter added. 

"As we reported yesterday, police found Howard along Route 6, over 100 miles south of the city, killed by a single gunshot wound. And our confidential source says investigators are looking at the possibility that Howard had at least one accomplice still holding the girl." 

The man on the TV went on, "As for Sandra's mother, the only statement given to reporters was by her boyfriend, Karl Honecker, who said, and I quote, " 'we all have one wish. That Sandra returns home safe and unharmed.' " 

"What!" Sandra uttered as she looked back at the TV. What attracted her attention was not the reporter's statement from Karl but his declaration that Karl was her mother's boyfriend.

In that instant, Sandra's next thought leaped out of her mouth.

"Karl is not Mom's boyfriend!" she shouted at the TV. 

Picking up the remote, the girl rapidly uttered, "idiots!" as she switched the TV off. 

The reasoning behind her reaction was simple; Karl is one of the few openly gay persons she has ever known. 

Unfortunately, her home state isn't known as a gay-friendly territory. Indeed, when Karl started working with her to break into the fashion world, he suggested they all move to a ZIP code that wasn't so anti-gay. But eventually, he learned the road rules in Utah: If you're gay, stay undercover, in every sense of the word. 

And while Karl has slipped up occasionally, usually when he gets excited about all things fashion, He regularly gives off the appearance of an asexual person.

But then an idea came to Sandra. Karl might have put on a show for the people with the cameras and microphones, making them think he and mom are lovers.  

Rejecting that idea with a huff, Sandra uttered, "Yeah, right." 

Stretching out on the bed, the girl put the remote control back on the nightstand. Sandra looked down at her once sexy outfit, which sat in a pile near the far wall.

Remembering how she smelled like a dirty trashcan right after her kidnapping, the girl needed no TV reporter to help her figure out the little mystery of how her kidnapper snuck her out of the Salt Palace. 

Rolling onto her back, Sandra looked up at the ceiling. And as she did, she couldn't understand what had just happened to her a moment ago. She couldn't figure out how seeing a picture of her kidnapper could have unnerved her. 

It's one thing for her to be that way when he pointed a big gun at her head, but he's dead now, so a stupid picture shouldn't frighten her.

The girl's hair fell partially over her face as she sat up. Pushing her hair back with her right hand, Sandra looked down at the door to the minibar.  

Although there wasn't any vodka in it, she was ready to drink almost anything as long as it smoothed out her frazzled nerves.
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Rolling into the parking lot, Ike sprang from the Lincoln. But instead of going upstairs to the room, he went straight to the manager's office. Upon entering, he found no one behind the counter.

"Willie! Hey, Willie, are you here?" He shouted. Hearing what sounded like bumbling and stumbling from an area he couldn't see, Ike got his desired reaction. The manager appeared from an open doorway just left of the front counter.

"Yup! Yup! I'm here," said Willie, holding an electric razor in his right hand.  

"Oh, hi, Ike. Did everything work out at Jon's?"

"Yeah, fine." 

"Did he pump up the bill on ya?"

"I don't know. The guy only charged me 150. "

"Good, 'cause I told him not to. Jon usually charges extra dependin' on the car his customer is rollin'." 

In that instant, Willie noticed for the first time that Ike's garb made him look like an undertaker, or at the very least a session musician to some boogie blues band from the mid-20th century. The manager quickly added, "... and the outfit the fella might be wearing."

"Willie, I need to see your computer. You know, the internet."

"Well then, come on, come on. I'll show you where it is."

The manager then gestured at the gap at the far right end of the front counter. Moving through that gap, Ike then followed Willie through that open doorway. 

––––––––
[image: image]


Out of sight of the customers, the back of the manager's office looks like a display of somebody's life. 

The first room was just an aisle with a dark wooden desk, and a tall, white particleboard cabinet had eaten up most of the space.

Used pens, invoices, and a heap of bills shared the desktop with an old calendar from 1981 and a hula girl figurine from The Royal Hawaiian Hotel. 

Dusty LPs and 8-track tapes by The Who, Deep Purple, Rod Stewart, Led Zeppelin, and Pink Floyd filled the cabinet's open shelves. And sitting along with them were manila envelopes, empty booze bottles, and a collection of pint-size Frusen Glädjé and Häagen-Dazs plastic ice cream cups. 

Entering the next room, Ike saw it was a little better in the space department. 

Two pictures on the wall next to the entrance showed the motel when it was new. And right below them was an ugly green paisley sofa. Across from Ike was a new flat-panel TV with a DVD player and a short stack of discs underneath.

Behind the TV was a window where he could see the chain-link fence marking the next-door property. The partially opened bathroom door was to his left, while another piece of new electronics was over to his right: a PC-based computer workstation.  

Willie messed with the wireless mouse and wide-screen monitor to get the system up.

"It's all ready for ya," Willie said, pulling out the chair from the computer desk.

"I didn't take you to be a technophile."

"Me? Oh, I had some spare change when I returned from Reno last year, so I indulged a little. Now for you, I'll charge half the usual Internet fee."

"All right," Ike said, surprised that he even knew what technophile meant, which means Willie was modest over his technical know-how. 

But glancing down at that computer workstation prompted Ike to say, "Willie, have you ever heard of Wi-Fi?"

"You mean that thing they have at Starbucks. Yeah, I heard of it," He replied with a nod.

"Wouldn't it be easier for your guests to access the Internet if you had it here?" 

With a good laugh and showing off his bright, white teeth, Willie responded, "Are you kidding. This isn't New York or LA, it's the Utah Desert, and few people here have computers or the internet, but I've seen what happens at Starbucks. All those people sittin' around with their noses stuck in their laptops doin' God knows what. No wonder the coffee's so god-dang high there; they obviously gotta pay for that Wi-Fi. If you need anything, I'll be over here finishing up my face, all right," He gestured at the bathroom with his right thumb.

As Willie headed to the bathroom, Ike sat down and went right to it. 

Bringing up the first available search engine, Ike was about to enter the girl's full name. And it was only then he realized he didn't remember how to spell the girl's last name.

But this was nothing new for Ike since he has always been atrocious with remembering people's names. And as far as his spelling goes, he was lucky to graduate grade school. But, thanks to the spell checker and autocorrect on modern computers, it's no longer an issue for him. 

Remembering what the newspaper said about the girl's kidnapping, Ike entered 'aspiring model kidnapped from Salt Palace convention center' in the search engine window.

Thanks to that little trick, Ike got more than a handful of hits, mostly from news sites. 

Skimming through these, he found the same info, including some new bits about the man he killed, particularly his name and criminal history. But he didn't like the speculation about some unknown accomplice, a mystery man who killed Howard and took off with the girl.

He then found a tabloid website with speculation galore, but it was about the girl's profession. 

As Ike read the article, it recounted horror stories in the fashion industry. From tales of shady organizations that pretended to help would-be models break into the industry, only to cheat them out of their money, to sleazy characters who regularly sexually harassed and even assaulted young models like Sandra.

And putting their spin on current events, the tabloid claimed Howard might have pretended to be a photographer and lured the girl away on the pretense of giving her a job.

Remembering how scruffy that Howard guy was, Ike knew he couldn't lure flies from a horse's ass.

"These people are full of shit," Ike murmured since he realized the clown that slapped together this clickbait didn't care about models. Instead, they're trying to get eyeballs to look at their BS tabloid site. And what confirms this for Ike is at the bottom of the article. This shill of a journalist claimed Sandra's personal website, Lovely-Sandra.Net, was likely the cause of her kidnapping.

Ike thought that was way over the top. Indeed, he was so incensed that he was about to click off the entire tabloid page. But then he looked down at the hyperlink to Sandra's website. Curious about what kind of site the girl had, Ike clicked it.

As the computer jumped over to the website, Ike found it surprising that the girl had one. But then he figured its okay since most people in show business do, and he's using that term loosely in Sandra's case.  

He also thought the idiot who wrote that article needed to get his head checked. Just because a girl wants to break into the fashion racket doesn't mean she deserves to get kidnapped. 
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Finally arriving at the girl's website, Ike sees an oval-shaped picture of a smiling Sandra on a pink screen. And right below her photo was a gray banner that reads 'join Lovely Sandra right now. Get it all inside the site'. 

Clicking that banner, Ike entered the website. Looking around, he quickly realized that it was a paysite. And that was obvious from the offer of monthly membership for only $19.95 or $69.95 for six months. 

At the top of the page, a silver banner with bold black lettering commanded Ike's attention. It shouted, 'this site is updated twice a week.'

And an equally loud proclamation followed it, 'our member's area now has 406 galleries with 49,126 images. Our members also have exclusive access to over 100 hours of video from Sandra's many photoshoots. 

That banner also proclaimed in red lettering, 'Coming soon! Exclusive behind-the-scenes footage from Sandra's runway shows and other public appearances.' And below it was an equally encouraging message that read, 'join now and get full access to Lovely Sandra.'

Ike then saw what the so-called members got for their money. Right below that sales pitch were dozens and dozens of thumbnail photos of the girl, each representing an entire gallery, and below each thumbnail was the upload date. Scanning the whole page, Ike could see the time stamp on those thumbnail photos ran back nearly four years, which told him that the girl had been very busy building this site. 

Ike was more than interested in seeing what the girl was selling, but he didn't want to use his credit card to thoroughly access the website because it would leave an unwanted paper trail. 

He then decided to check out those sample photos instead. The first thumbnail photo he clicked swelled to full size in front of his eyes, and Ike got more than he expected. 
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It showed Sandra posing on a gravel road in the countryside, wearing a red-checkered tank top, cut-off jeans, and sky-high red stilettos. 

"Not your typical country girl," Ike mumbled. And that wasn't an idle comment from him because these galleries had names that went along with the dates. The title of this photo gallery was Country girl Sandra. 

The very next one he clicked was a studio shot of the girl. In front of a sky blue background, Sandra was clad in a gold sequin mini dress and clear high-heeled sandals. But what truly caught his eye was the neckline of that dress, which ran to her navel and exposed a significant sliver of her naked chest.

Clicking another photo, Ike saw the girl posing in a corner office, with the sight of an unknown city through the panoramic windows behind her. With her butt propped up on a slightly cluttered, glassed-topped metallic desk, the girl's long legs were resting on a black office chair. She wore a white blouse, pink vest, black pencil skirt, and matching platform stiletto heels. 

With her long hair flowing everywhere, and the sight of her white panties peeking out from underneath her skirt, Sandra looked like a wet dream version of an office worker.

But the following image was like a kick in the face for Ike. 

Posing on a concrete patio with a fabulous-looking swimming pool behind her, Sandra wore gold platform heels and the bottom half of a metallic blue micro bikini. 

And the only thing that kept the photo from becoming a topless show was that her long hair covered her boobs.

"Damn!" Ike mumbled. 

"Ooooweee! That girl is mighty fine!" Willie said as his face hovered right over Ike's shoulder.

Jerking his head around, Ike almost choked on his tongue. But he uttered, "What! Oh, uh, yeah." 

"I had a feeling you're the kind of fella that has excellent taste in women, Mr. Ike," Willie added. "Now, if you wanna print up a copy of this little honey, I'll hafta charge you extra."

"No, no, that's all right. I've seen enough," Ike uttered.

He made Sandra's site disappear with two mouse clicks as he shut down the entire web browser. 

Ike shot out of there, almost knocking down the manager. Steadying himself, Willie wondered what would have happened if he had come out of the bathroom two minutes later. Would he have caught Ike jerking off to that girl's picture? 

Back in the parking lot, Ike was taking the shopping bag off the rider's side seat of the Lincoln. Then, shutting the car door, he headed towards the exterior staircase.  

As he ascended those steps, something bothered him. 

Willie is goddamn right; Sandra is mighty fine. Indeed, the girl can easily pass for a 22-year-old on her website.

And if Willie knew her actual age, would he give a fuck? Ike had no answer, but it put a real twist on his naughty thoughts about her.

So much so that he wondered if there was a difference between himself and freaks like that Howard guy?

Ike concluded that the world is full of perverts.  
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Entering the room, Ike saw no sign of the girl. But, noticing the closed bathroom door, he didn't have to guess that she was inside.

"Sandra, I got your clothes," he says.

But there was no answer. 

Calling her again, she finally spoke up.

"Oh, thank you... I'll be out in a minute."  

With her hands bracing the edge of the sink, Sandra can only think about Ike's perfect timing. Looking down at the three empty bottles of 1800 Tequila and the last Burnett's London Dry Gin, she knew she had to ditch this stuff fast.  

Without hesitation, Sandra scooped up those little bottles from the sink basin. The tinkling sound they made in her hands underlined the urgency to hide the evidence of her boozing.

Pressing those bottles as far down in the wastepaper basket as she could, Sandra spooled off another big wad of toilet paper, shoving it down on top. Then, grabbing the tube of a generic minty toothpaste, the girl squirted a big blob in her mouth. She then followed it with a mouthwash chaser. While that awful stuff went down her throat once more, Sandra worried it might not be enough to kill her liquor breath.

She always knew tequila could mess up her mouth as severely as whiskey, so she never touched the stuff. And yet, she drank it out of desperation after finishing all the gin. Knowing it was a mistake, she only hoped Ike won't notice the smell somehow.  

Exiting the bathroom, she saw Ike sitting on his bed and a shopping bag on hers. She went directly for it, but looking inside, she stirred around the contents before saying, "did you forget the underwear?" 

The girl then rummaged through that bag a little more. 

Looking up at Ike, Sandra spouted in a harsh tone, "You forgot the underwear!"

Ike touched his forehead with his right hand as a sign of weariness, and the reason was simple.

While it was an honest mistake to forget that one item, he is no longer digging being a gofer for this girl. 

"Can't you wear the ones you had?" he uttered. 

Narrowing her eyes at him, the girl barked, "Is that supposed to be a joke?" 

Not giving him a chance to respond, she quickly said, "Well, it's not funny!"

Glancing at the messy heap that was once her sexy outfit, Sandra couldn't believe he was serious.

It would be beyond gross for her to put any part of that filthy outfit back on. 

"Gawd!" she uttered with exasperation.  

Snatching the bag, she spun around and went into the bathroom, shutting the door.  

Once the girl set that shopping bag on the toilet tank, she changed her clothes. Removing those borrowed undergarments, Sandra dropped them onto the floor without care. Digging into the shopping bag, she pulled out the T-shirt first. The girl finally saw the slogan that Ike thought was amusing when he first bought it.  

But the girl didn't feel the same way. She twisted her lips slightly to the right and guessed he got this shirt for her as a joke. The slogan looked similar to one she saw once on a greeting card at the supermarket, and she didn't think it was funny then either.

Putting it on, she found the shirt an excellent fit compared to her once-sexy blouse. And while both had the same banana color, at least this shirt covered her entire torso. However, the pants were something else entirely. Taking them from the bag and looking at them, the girl wondered what Ike was thinking. The pants looked worn and faded, and she suspected he got them from a second-hand store, like Goodwill.

But as she slipped them on, she quickly found other problems. First, they were short in the leg, hovering high above her ankles. Second, despite her slim figure, they were also tight in the seat. 

So much so that she might end up with a camel toe. But as she looked down at her crotch, she didn't see a noticeable one appearing. Then she realized something else. These pants would be tighter if she wore panties or even a thong. 

Removing the flip-flops from the shopping bag, the first thing that popped into the girl's head was that she wouldn't have picked this color if she had gotten them herself since these sandals reminded her too much of Karl's hair. But, slipping them on her feet, she was at least satisfied that they fit.

Looking over in the mirror, Sandra was about to review her new clothes, but she focused on her hair. It was the first time she had inspected it since she air-dried it, and she didn't like how swirling waves replaced her hair's natural straight sheen. 

While many girls probably wouldn't complain about having such a hairstyle, Sandra knew that the waviness in her hair was one step from a tangled mess, and she had no way of fixing it.  

Turning her focus on her new outfit, Sandra didn't think much of it either. But at least it was better than what she had on before, and she wasn't just thinking about those borrowed undergarments. Despite her life in the modeling world, Sandra doesn't consider herself a cliché.  

She always wears chic outfits, but she only does so when working the runways or on her website. Wearing such stuff out on the street is a no-go area for her, and it has little to do with the conservatism of her home state.  

Unlike her mom, who has many designer things, like Prada, Versace, and Dolce & Gabbana, she likes to wear comfortable ordinary things.  

Sandra then recalled the only time she ever honestly wore anything stylish in public, and it was during the New York incident. And she only did so because Karl and her mom made her do it. And since it was New York, she convinced herself that nobody would notice a 15-year-old girl strutting around in a tiny, Valentino red lace dress and 5-inch Jimmy Choo suede platform pumps.

Putting her left hand against her cheek, the girl let out a gentle sigh. She doesn't enjoy remembering what happened, how that trip turned into such a mess.  

Leaving the bathroom, Sandra tossed the shopping bag and the things she had been wearing on the bed. 

Still sitting on the opposite bed, Ike immediately says, "well, how are the clothes?"

Glancing down at her crotch, the girl was still concerned that she might have a camel toe she couldn't detect. However, she tried not to show any anxiety about something that most would see as trivial.

"I guess I could've given you my measurements before you left," she answered.

But the girl didn't know that Ike also noticed the pants were tight around her crotch and thighs. 

And though he wasn't looking for one, he didn't see a prominent camel toe. But he noticed he needed to judge women's clothing sizes better.

And that prompted him to say, "yeah! I guess you should've given me your measurements." 

Ike couldn't help but think the girl looked cute in a trailer trash way. But nowhere near as good as she does on her website.  

"What's wrong?"

"Huh?" 

"Do I got something on my shirt or something?"

"What? Oh, no! You're fine."

Ike realizes that the girl has noticed that his eyes were on her too long.  

Getting his butt up off the bed, he announces, "Well, it's my turn to clean up and get ready."

"Get ready? For what?"

"To leave, of course," he said, pulling off his jacket.

As he unbuttoned his shirt, Sandra felt a little nervous watching him undress. But even more so when he undid his belt and dropped his pants. She didn't turn away or avert her eyes, especially after he took off his undershirt and revealed his nicely built torso.

But when he turned to fold up his things, she saw the scar on his lower back. It was larger and darker than the surrounding skin and stretched from his spine to his right side. And running right through the middle of this old injury is a visible surgical scar. 

The girl realized she shouldn't be staring so hard, even though this was the first time she had been alone with an almost naked man.  

Ike went around to the opposite side of the bed where the tote bag was sitting. And as he did, he noticed the girl giving him some eyeball time. Opening the bag, Ike was about to take out a few items but decided against it. Figuring this change of clothes might get damp if they sit in the bathroom while he's showering.

But as he raised his head, he noticed the girl still had her eyes on him. So, with reverse sarcasm, Ike says, "see something over here you like, Sandra?"

"What?" The girl uttered as her hazel eyes widened for a second.

Realizing he had caught her staring at him, the girl quickly lied, adding, "Oh no! I was... looking out the window." 

Ignoring that lie, Ike presumed that the girl was checking him out. If she had done that the night before, he would say she wanted to get hot and sweaty beneath the sheets with him. But now, that just made him feel awkward.

As he headed to the bathroom, Ike continued what he said about leaving. 

"Anyway, I have to... Get back on the road. And you, " Ike gestured with his right hand. "Have to let your family know you're OK." as Ike went past her, Sandra plopped down on the bed, and it wasn't just to get out of his way.  

She felt like a giant helium balloon that someone shot a hole through, causing her to crash to earth. "Ugh, Can we get something to eat?" She says out of the blue.

"Yeah, sure," Ike responded over his right shoulder. He then disappeared into the bathroom. 

Hearing the muffled sound of running water, Sandra had ideas about what she wanted to do. And going back to the reality she's always known wasn't on the list.

Immediately going over to the other bed, she went through his pants pockets. Then, getting his wallet, she saw his Nevada driver's license and assorted shopping, banking, movie rental, and other business cards. But it was the eleven hundred dollars cash she wanted.

Sandra was about to go out the door with his money in her pocket. Then, abruptly, a terrible thought hit her: what if she ran into another perv? Sandra had never traveled alone before, and even if she made it safely to the east or west coast, she needed to protect herself. So, taking the car keys from his pants, she left.  

With the slapping sound of her sandals on the stairs, Sandra headed down. And as she did, taking off in Ike's car popped into her head, but for only a nanosecond. It wasn't because Sandra had no stomach for carjacking; she just didn't know how to drive.  

Though she planned on taking Driver's Ed. when she hits 16, her mom got ahead of things months ago when she offered to buy her a brand-new Porsche. But after the New York incident, her mom became so pissed that giving her a car equals buying her a Gulfstream.

Besides, Sandra would rather have an Audi if it were her choice since Porsches are too fast for her taste.  

Suddenly, Sandra stumbles, crashing against the railing of the stair landing. Shaking her head slightly, she wasn't sure what had just happened. It was as if some invisible hand pushed her. Looking down, the girl frowned. She then uttered, "oh, great!" 

Her left sandal came off her foot, and she thought she had torn up her brand-new footwear. She picked it up with her left hand and saw it was fine.  

But a weird feeling came over her when she slipped it back on her foot. Sandra felt weak in her legs and light-headed. Then, leaning upon the railing, the girl shook her head again, and that odd feeling faded. 

Touching her right temple, the girl didn't know why it happened. Then she thought maybe, just maybe, she didn't get enough sleep.

Continuing down the stairs, she hoped that wouldn't happen again. 

At the bottom of the stairs, the girl went straight to the back of the Lincoln. She then removed the keys from her snug pants pocket. Instead of opening the trunk, she quickly looked around to see if anyone had their eyes on her. But the lot was devoid of people. She then saw the manager through the glass door of his office, but his eyes were elsewhere. 

Popping the trunk, the girl immediately looked around for the gun, but she didn't see it. But Sandra didn't know that Ike had put it in his tote bag long ago. Wondering where the weapon could be, Sandra saw little in that gray carpeted compartment beside the spare tire and jack. Instead, she noticed a large, black vinyl drawstring bag on the right side. 

Grabbing the bag by its strings, the girl quickly realizes it is heavy. But that didn't deter Sandra as she dragged the bag over. Opening it up, she saw no gun but found out why it was so weighty.  

It seemed like everything that sparkled in the world was in that bag. Looking back at Sandra are necklaces and rings made of shimmering gold and platinum, bracelets and earrings, all drowning in every kind of precious stone imaginable.

"Oh, my gawd!" She spouted with maximum surprise. Then, reaching into that bag with both hands, the girl quickly realizes that most of that stuff is loose gemstones.

As those hard, glistening things slipped through her fingers, something else came to Sandra's mind. 

Looking up at the motel room, she recalled the TV news report about yesterday's jewelry store robbery and the part about some robbers getting away with the jewelry. 

If Sandra was a news reporter, she could add one extra detail to that report: the one surviving robber is Ike Dreyer.

As Sandra's breathed through her mouth, confusion inundated her. Ike is a wanted criminal, yet he saves her from a horrible fate. 

Looking down at that loot bag, Sandra wondered if her kidnapper was the only person he had killed that day. But then she remembered the TV report saying the store owner and two robbers had died.

Letting out a sigh, the girl convinced herself that Ike wasn't some evil, cold-blooded murderer, especially after all the good things he did for her. 

Looking up at the room, the open gape of her mouth turned into a slight smile. It wasn't just because Sandra regained her faith in someone who, for a moment, she started to fear. Instead, an idea appeared in her mind that might solve many of her problems. 

But what Sandra didn't know was that Willie had his eye on her. He had been watering his hanging plant, but since she bent over into the trunk, he's been enjoying the view of her tight teen ass.

Closing up the bag and shutting the trunk, the girl shot back up the stairs as fast as those flip-flops would let her. 
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When re-entering the room, Sandra noticed no running water sound. Quickly she went to Ike's bed and put the car keys back in his pants. 

Hearing the bathroom door open, she spun around as Ike stuck his head out. 

Gesturing at the undergarments on her bed, he says, "Sandra, can you hand me my things?"

"What for?"

Thinking that was a stupid question, he replied with a slight smirk, "why do ya think? I may have forgotten yours, but I'm not gonna forget mine."  

Glancing down at those underclothes, the girl suddenly flashed back to the Underwear Incident. A boy who came to her home to help with her homework was later caught stealing dirty underwear from their laundry hamper.

Turning back to Ike, she says, "but I was wearing those."

"you're afraid I'll catch your cooties? Well, it's too late since I used the towel you left in here," he said with a humorous tone. 

Not finding that funny, the girl squinted her eyes at him before barking, "I don't have cooties!"

Grabbing those undergarments, she threw them at him. But they landed at the bottom of the bathroom door, instead of his face, where she was aiming.

Picking up those undies, he says with a wink and a grin, "If you say so."  

Once he vanished into the bathroom, Sandra couldn't help thinking Ike had a high tolerance for icky stuff because she wouldn't put on someone else previously worn undies.

Looking over at Ike's pants, Sandra realized she better put his money back before he finished; but the bathroom door opened again just as she was about to do so.  

Sandra immediately jumped since she didn't expect him to dress so quickly. 

But she swiftly realizes he has not finished. 

Sticking his head out the door once more, Ike says, "You might as well give me the bag too." 

The girl quickly thumped her chest with her right hand as her back was turned to him. She was putting her heart back in place after it metaphorically leaped across the room.

Fully recovered from that sudden shock, the girl uttered, "OK."

Moving around to the opposite side of his bed, the girl retrieved the tote bag from the floor. But as she handed the bag to him, Ike grabbed her hand instead of the bag's handle. He noticed something odd about the girl, and it wasn't just her body language, which seemed a little nervous. Continuing to hold her right hand, he asked her directly to her face, "is something wrong?"

Sandra looked into his brown eyes and had a weird feeling he was reading her mind, if not looking into her soul. But that sensation came and went in seconds because she knew he couldn't do that.

Therefore, Sandra answered his question with one of her own. 

"Is something wrong?" She asked.

But there was a hint of nervousness in her voice, and she heard it, and so did he.  

"I asked you first."

"No! Nothing's wrong," she replied while suppressing any unease she felt.

She then flashed him a bright smile that could've come off her website, and that was enough to short-circuit the tenseness in their exchange.

Letting her go, Ike took hold of the bag. And with a slight smile, he added, "Right. I'll be ready in a few minutes."

"OK," she uttered with a shrug and a quick head shake.

As soon as he disappeared behind the bathroom door, so did her smile. Then, immediately returning to his bed, she took the money from her rear pocket and put it back in its place.

Leaving the bathroom wearing jeans, a white T-shirt, and a tan windbreaker, Ike went to his bed.  

He also noticed that the girl was looking too comfortable. With her butt planted on the edge of her bed, Sandra used his bed as a footrest.

With the tote bag in his hand, he put it on his bed. But just as he reached for his old clothes, he noticed something peculiar. The bottoms of the girl's brand-new flip-flops were dirty. He didn't know why, but he wasn't interested enough to find out. 

It annoyed Ike that she stuck her now dirty sandals on his bed. He would tell her to get her dirty feet off now if they were back at his home, but he let it slide, considering they were about to leave this motel. 

Reaching into his suit pants, Ike removed the keys to the Lincoln. Then, tossing them to the girl, he says, "here!" And that was enough to get Sandra to move her feet. But unfortunately, she fumbles with the keys, bouncing them from one hand to the other before knocking them underneath Ike's bed.  

As she got down on her knees to retrieve them, Sandra couldn't resist remembering how she joined the volleyball squad at school last year, only to crash and burn. 

She was a disaster for her team by getting too many yellow cards. She would either step over the service line, hit the referee with the ball, or make other stupid mistakes. And she always remembered what her coach, Mrs. Limeberry said before she cut her from the program, 'That her skill set for the game doesn't match her enthusiasm.'  

Reacting to that lack of dexterity, Ike said with a snicker, "what's wrong, girl? Got a hole in your hand?"

Looking up at him, Sandra sighed since she didn't need that verbal smack.  

As she rose to her feet, Ike added, "Go on to the car. I'll be down in a minute."  

About to do that, Sandra looks at the untidy heap on the floor that was once her sexy clothes. Then, bounding over her bed, Sandra snatched those things right up. Then, finally, she headed out the door as Ike loaded his old clothes in the tote bag.  

Reaching the bottom of the stairs, Sandra went around to the spot underneath where that raggedy green dumpster sat.  

Treating that stylish outfit like an old rag, she used it to lift the lid since she didn't want to touch that nasty thing with her hands. Then, letting go of the outfit, it fell into the dumpster, and the lid slammed shut.

But if the girl had bothered to look inside, she would see her outfit landing on the three tote bags that belonged to Ike's former cohorts.  

Upon reaching the car, Sandra tried to enter it, but she jabbed the rider's side door handle with the keys, causing them to fling from her grasp.  

Landing at her feet with a tinkle, she was glad the keys didn't bounce underneath the car. Otherwise, she would have to get on all fours in this dirty parking lot to retrieve them.

However, when she tried to snatch them up, a sudden burst of lightheadedness caused her vision to go blurry for an instant. 

"Whoa!" she uttered with a quick shake of her head.

The girl scooped up the keys despite feeling she was about to fall face down. Trying a second time, Sandra got the car open. Lightheadedness was still with her as she plopped down on the seat, though not as strong.  

But as she shut the door, Sandra had an idea what the problem might be. She placed the back of her right hand on her forehead and closed her eyes, and suspected she might be a little drunk.  

And yet, she would never dare to admit such a thing because she had never felt this way out of all the times she drank. 

Despite the fuzziness in her head, the girl had enough working brain cells to know the exact cause. 

The girl muttered, taking her hand from her forehead, "damn tequila." 

She knew she shouldn't have drunk that stuff, and now she had another good reason never to touch it again.  

Glancing out the window, she saw Ike leaving the motel room, and she could only hope he didn't notice that she was not 100 percent by any stretch.  

Ike saw the girl waiting in the Lincoln as he came down into the parking lot. But as he headed over to the car, he also noticed the car keys dangling from the rider's side door. Ike didn't care why the girl left them there. All he wanted to do was get out of this place. 

Moving along the right side of the car, Ike snatched the keys out of the door. Then, stopping at the trunk, he popped it open and placed the tote bag inside. But just as Ike was about to close it, a flash of light hit his eyes. He saw a single flawless white diamond sitting on the trunk's rug.

Picking it up, he figured it somehow fell out of the bag. And yet, as he held it between his right thumb and index finger, it brought up memories of the robbery and its aftermath that he didn't want to think about. He shoved that stone as best he could into the top of the black drawstring bag.  

Shutting the trunk, He made a direct line to the manager's office. 

"Well, Ike, it looks like you're going out again," Willie said as he stepped inside.  

"I'm leaving, Willie," he replied while putting the room key on the counter.  

"Oh, that's too bad. Oh well, let me get the bill together."  

Pulling out a handheld calculator that appeared to be as old as this motel, the manager punched numbers.  

"Now it's after eleven, so technically you've been here for two days," said Willie. "But I'm only gonna charge ya for the one. Now let's see, the Internet — Housekeeping — Minibar — "  

"Minibar?" Ike uttered as his eyebrows rose.  

"Yeah. You used it, didn't ya?"  

"Uh, just ring it up, Willie," he said with a half-grin.  

"All righty."  

Ike's grin vanished as he looked at his left shoulder. His eyes narrowed briefly on the car and the back of Sandra's head.

"Altogether, it'll be $115.03," Willie said. "But since you already gave me 30 bucks final total is $85.03."  

Turning back to the manager, Ike pulled out his well-worn wallet. Then, handing over a 100-dollar bill, he says, "Keep the change."  

"Thank you, Mr. Ike!" Willie said with real cheer. "If I had 1000 more customers like you, I might return to Reno this year."  

"Well, if you do, don't put it all in the same slot machine."

"I never do," Willie shot back. But the manager quickly added, "hopefully, you and your pretty girlfriend will come by again." 

"Maybe we will," Ike said as he headed towards the door.

Returning to the Lincoln, Ike got inside. But just as he was about to start the car, he grabbed that duct-taped mass covering the center of the steering wheel. Jiggling it twice, he tried to ensure it was holding in place since he didn't want it to come apart on the road.  

Starting the car up, he glanced over at the girl. And he noticed that she was sitting strangely still, her eyes looking a little glassy as they appeared to focus on that other duct-taped mass covering the rider's side airbag.  

"You look a little dazed?" He says. 

"What?" Sandra uttered, turning her head slightly towards him but avoiding direct eye contact. 

But just as she thought he could tell she was whacked, Ike said something that blew away that suspicion.

"You're probably hungry," he said as he started the car. "Don't worry; I'll soon put something in your belly." 

Backing up the Lincoln out of its parking space, Ike headed on through the motel's gateway. Once on the street, this pair disappeared down the avenue without delay.
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Parked on a busy thoroughfare was this desert town's lone police station. A one-story white building with a shingle roof had the word 'Police' written in brown letters along one side and an American flag hanging high on an aluminum flagpole. Glancing down the street at that nondescript building through the windshield of the Lincoln Continental, Ike knew he would have never found the place if he hadn't made some inquiries at the Golden Star.  

Sitting between Ike and Sandra was another bag from that fast food joint, but Ike had gotten corn dogs this time. Striking out to find Willie's friend to get that special discount, Ike got corn dogs because it was the cheapest thing on the menu. Getting three for himself, along with some onion rings, Ike only got 2 for the girl figuring she wouldn't eat as much as himself. 

As he chewed on his third one, Ike glanced down at the corn dog boat sitting in the girl's lap; and he noticed that she had only eaten half of one. 

"What's wrong," he asked. "You weren't that hungry?" 

"No, I guess not," she lied. 

Ike didn't know that Sandra used to like hot dogs when she was little, but she had lost her appetite for such things. Looking down at that deep-fried thing, Sandra instantly remembered the School Cafeteria incident.

Months after her father vanished, Sandra had a hotdog for her school lunch when Derick McGee shouted out loud that she was sucking on her daddy's dick. She immediately threw her food at him but hit a different kid instead. 

And because of that incident, she has never touched another hotdog until now. 

Glancing at Ike's small bag of onion rings, sitting on the seat next to his butt, Sandra now wishes she hadn't lied about not being hungry.

But she didn't want to appear overbearingly finicky by making him get her stuff she was willing to eat.

Nibbling the last fried bits off his corn dog stick, Ike dropped it into the big fast-food bag. He followed it up by taking the onion ring bag, which only had a couple left, and dropping it into that big bag. Taking a cue from him, Sandra moved her uneaten food into the same sack.

Turning towards the girl, he let out a slight sigh before saying, "Well, Sandra, this is goodbye. When you go inside, remember — No matter how many times the cops ask, stick to your story."

"And what's my story?" She said while not looking at him.

"OK, we'll go over it one more time."

Ike told her twice already, once before picking up the food and again right after, but he figured one more time for luck. 

"A good Samaritan saved you from that Howard guy," he says. "Took you to a motel, cleaned you up, got you some clothes, and dropped you off here." 

Ike added, "And you don't know his name or where he went, you got all that?" 

The girl didn't respond, as Ike said, "now go on."

Opening the door and putting one foot on the curb, Sandra looked out at the police station blankly. She then says, "what if they asked me about the car you are driving?"

"Tell them... It was some Japanese piece of shit. A Toyota, I don't care." 

Sandra then says, "what do I say when they ask me what you look like?" 

"Tell them it was some old white guy with stringy white hair, "Ike vaguely described Willie but not intending to get the motel manager in trouble. "They'll believe that."

The girl takes a deep breath and says, "no, they're not. They're not going to believe me."

"Of course they are. You're the victim."

"No. If I start lying to the cops, they'll know it, and I'll get in trouble."  

Finally turning towards him, Sandra said, "I must tell them the truth about everything. That the man who saved me is Ike Dreyer, and he's a robber from the jewel heist-"  

A slight belch got caught in Ike's throat before he yelled, "What!"

"The jewels in the trunk, the gun, the dark suits just like those other robbers," she said. 

A slight frown flashed across her face as she confronted the man who saved her. And that was because she didn't know how he would react to knowing she knew the truth about him.

"Sandra, what are ya doing?!" he barked.

"Ow!" she uttered as Ike grabbed her by the arm and violently jerked her back into the car.

At that moment, he remembers the dirt on the bottom of the girl's flip-flops and the loose diamond he found in the trunk. Ike then shouted, "You! You were snooping in the car." 

He also concluded that the only way that girl could know his full name was from his driver's license, which was in his pants with the car keys. 

"And you... You were poking around in my wallet!" Ike yelled further. 

Suddenly he banged his head against the wheel, causing the car horn to blare each time he did it. And as he did, he shouted, "God! ... Why!" 

That was the question of the moment as far as it concerned, Ike. He wanted to make a clean getaway; now, this happens. Though he didn't expect an answer from Buddha, Allah, or Jesus fucking Christ, Ike got one thing from his outburst. Cradling his head in his right hand, Ike felt tremendous pain.

Feeling as if that half of the corn dog she ate was about to come up in her throat, Sandra did her best to stay brave in the face of his upset.

Right now, Sandra thought he might smack her in his moment of anger. And that was enough to make her withdraw from him. She then felt a tingling in her spine that had nothing to do with her back pressing against the doorjamb of the still-open rider's side door. 

She had never seen Ike this way and didn't know what he would do next. 

After a minute, Ike released his forehead as he leaned back in his seat. Not looking at Sandra, his eyes focused dead ahead. 

Sounding calmer, Ike asked, "Why are you doing this?"

"Let's just go."

After a pause, he responded, "Go where?"

"Just go. Please."

As Ike started up the Lincoln, the girl shut the passenger side door. 

Putting the car in second gear, Ike stepped on the gas, and the Lincoln jumped from its parking spot quicker than you could imagine. And though the car didn't come close the hitting any other vehicles on that street, Ike was lucky that the cops at the police station didn't notice or respond to that black car as it roared past them. Nor did they see the white fast food bag flying out the driver's side window of that car as it continued down that avenue.

* * *
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Taking the highway south by southwest, the town soon became a memory. But what Ike wanted most to leave was still in the car beside him. And after driving for about 28 minutes in agonizing silence, his frustration was ready to make him pop.

Slowing down, Ike brought the Lincoln to a stop by the side of that two-lane highway. Still gripping the steering wheel, he refused to look at the girl or say a word to her. His heavy breathing was the only noise either of them heard.

Opening the door, Ike got out. 

Slowly turning her head, Sandra glanced over at Ike, who merely stood by the open car door. She could sense his extreme annoyance; it came off him like a bad smell, so she didn't tempt fate by opening her mouth.

Ike looked up and down that empty highway, but he wasn't admiring the barrenness. Nor did he take notice of the brown and green scrub grass littering their surroundings.

Taking a step away from the car, Ike turned towards the front of the Lincoln. He instantly swung towards the vehicle's rear but immediately turned towards the car's front again. And as Sandra watched him do that once more, it looked as if he was walking in the tightest circle in the world.

Finally, pointing towards the way they came, Ike walked, but he didn't go far. Then, stopping a few steps past the car's rear, he tipped his head back, and a humongous yell exploded from his mouth. 

Hearing it caused Sandra to bounce in her seat, and it wasn't just the scream that startled her. Instead, the sound reminded her of her mother when she got fed up. And yet, as her heart sank into a well of apprehension, Sandra forced her feet to move. 

Jumping from the car, she quickly headed to the rear of the Lincoln. But as soon as Ike came into view, Sandra stopped at the rear bumper. And in that instant, the girl blurted out exactly what she was thinking.

"I hope you're not too mad?" she says.

Whirling around, Ike shouts, "What do you want from me?"

Hearing the belligerence in his voice, the girl instantly wondered if she was making a terrible mistake. 

But then, she shouts back in a tone that is almost pleading.

"I... I want you to take me with you."  

Ignoring the girl's mood, Ike shakes his right index finger at her as he yells, "You don't even know where I'm goin'." 

Undeterred by his anger, the girl then clues Ike in on the motive behind all of this. 

"I don't care. I just don't wanna go back," Sandra says.

Like a big, stinky fart, the girl's motivation was out in the open, and Ike just couldn't grasp it.

Dipping his head and grabbing it with both hands, disbelief leaped from his mouth. 

"I don't fuckin' believe this!" Ike screamed.

Looking up at the girl, Ike didn't know what was behind her actions, but he knew he had to stop it before it went any further.

Watching Ike march over towards her and seeing the rage gripping his face, Sandra thought she did make a terrible mistake. 

As he stopped right in front of her, Sandra threw her arms up like she was about to catch a ball, but it was a reflex reaction. She instantly thought the man who saved her was about to beat her senseless. 

But Ike didn't put his hands on her. Instead, he pointed his right index finger dead at her nose as he shouted, "What's the matter with you, girl? Are you stupid? Did you think for even a second I could be a really dangerous criminal that would kill you and dump you in the desert to make a clean getaway?"

Sandra should be in fear for her life, but strangely, she wasn't. Ignoring the rapid thumping of her heart, Sandra refused to lose faith in the man who saved her; the reason was simple. What he said to her wasn't a threat but a rhetorical question.  

"No!" She spouted with weird confidence and nervousness. But she instantly realized answering Ike's question this way sounded stupid. 

With a quick shake of her head, Sandra swiftly added, "what I mean is... A bad man wouldn't have stopped to save me."

"Stopped!" He uttered. 

Slapping his bald head with his left hand, Ike didn't believe what was coming from the girl's mouth. He then attempts to set her straight. 

With his hands quite animated, Ike quickly gestured at the car as he said, "I ended up running off the road tryin' not to hit you."

Bulletproof to his explanations, the girl went on, "Exactly! A bad man would've just kept going. He wouldn't have done all those things for me afterward — And, And...."

"And what?" Ike barked as he put his right hand on his hip.

In a tone that had a lot less anxiousness, Sandra answered him. 

"A guy who wasn't so bad wouldn't undo all those things by hurting me," she says with complete earnestness.  

Ike's mouth immediately popped open, but nothing came out. And his features, which looked like an angry ogre to the girl just seconds ago, softened.  

Taking two steps back, Ike slumped against the left rear edge of the Lincoln Continental. Doing a 180-degree turn, Ike faced the highway. He then felt his legs slowly folding underneath him. With his butt firmly planted in the yellow dirt by the side of the road and his back against the left rear fender, disbelief quickly washed over his face. He couldn't believe what had just happened.

Somehow this 15-year-old girl had read him way too well, figuring out he was no thug. Even though he thought he was doing a good De Niro imitation, thanks to all the Scorsese films he had seen over the years. 

And to make matters worse, he apparently couldn't read this girl. Ike always considered himself a good judge of character, but this girl somehow flew under his radar. He should've known something was wrong with Sandra's lack of urgency in contacting her family, especially after he confirmed she was a kidnapped victim.

And now that everything is out in the open, he is out of ideas on what to do.

Almost as if she was tiptoeing, Sandra quietly crept up to the edge of the car. Looking down at Ike's bald head, Sandra wondered what he could be thinking. And though he was utterly silent, her anxiety over what he might do entirely evaporated.

Knowing she screwed up his getaway plans, Sandra considered putting a hand on his shoulder in some half-ass attempt to soothe his anger; but she decided against it.

As Ike stared into space, Sandra slowly leaned over the fender. Her long hair then rolled forward off her back and shoulders, flapping like a big, dark flag in front of him. 

While their faces were close, they didn't make eye contact. 

She says, almost sheepishly, "Um, can we go now?"
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On the highway at twilight, the day was swiftly disappearing in front of their eyes. The lemon-yellow sun had just fallen below the horizon, and the sky ahead of them had primarily turned azure blue and purple. And the rolling hills that marked the fringes of the terrain looked like mammoth coals of a dying fire, their colors a mix of brick red and chestnut.

Feeling weary behind the wheel, Ike glanced at the girl as she rested in her seat. Her droopy eyes focused out the windshield. But Ike could tell she was probably not looking at anything in particular since he presumed she felt as fatigued as he did. 

He could turn on the radio, but he didn't think it was probable to find a decent rock station here in the desert. 

When the robbery crew planned to exit the state by driving, Ike didn't think about the possibility of spending monotonous hours behind the wheel with no tunes.

If he had, he definitely would have brought along some CDs by Roxy Music, Radiohead, The Smashing Pumpkins, and without question, Mr. David Bowie: A guy whose music he first fell in love with as a kid. And after all these decades, from Man Who Sold the World, Ziggy Stardust, Young Americans, The Lodger, Lets Dance, Tin Machine, and all the rest, Bowie is Ike's number one artist because the man just doesn't get old.

Ike grumbled at the thought of not having Bowie to listen to, but there was not much he could do about that now.

Glancing over at the girl again, Ike thought some stimulating conversation could substitute for music. Because there was something he had been wondering about since they left the motel. And he figured what's the point of waiting any further to get answers.

"Sandra!" He calls to her, but the girl sits unresponsive and almost lifeless.

Reaching out with his right arm, Ike grabs her shoulder and gives it a good shake.

"Hey, Sandra!" he shouts.

That did the trick as the girl stirred. Sandra snorted before turning to him.

"Huh, what? What is it?" she said with grogginess in her eyes and voice. 

"There's something I'm curious about — How long have you been drinking?" 

The question completely surprised the girl, like being slapped in the face with a wet frying pan. So much so she was utterly mum, unable to respond. Glancing over at the girl and seeing her raised eyebrows and open mouth, Ike rightly figured that such a question shocked her. And he presumed that the reason was that she could be a so-called sneak drinker. It's a phenomenon Ike learned about from the TV news that people who appear to be non-drinkers are just the opposite, but they do so secretly. 

Sandra's lips finally moved, but what came out sounded almost like a mumble. 

"I... How — How did you know?" She uttered.

"I got a whiff of it when we first met," Ike responded. "But I let it slide because — you were a mess, so I thought it was just something on your clothes. But then I smelled it again before we left the motel. And Willie, the manager, mentioned that there was a minibar in the room, and it finally made sense."

Turning away from him, Sandra was incredibly embarrassed. She couldn't believe the man who saved her life figured out in one day something she had kept hidden from her mother for years. 

Glancing back at him, she declared defiantly, "Well, I'm not a drunk."

"I didn't say you were," he shot back.

Ike didn't believe her for a nanosecond, but he made a little confession of his own.

"At first, I thought you were gonna deny it because I've also had problems with the bottle," he says. "back then, I could hide it pretty well. I would use mouthwash, toothpaste, baking soda."

"Baking soda!" she exclaimed. 

Turning to him, Sandra furrowed her eyebrows. Then, she quickly uttered, "How?"

"Simple," he continued with a nod of the head. "Just mix it with vinegar and gargle; it's a great deodorizer."

"Well, I don't have a drinking problem," Sandra declared, using slightly different language. 

"Well, whether you're a wino, 15-year-olds like yourself shouldn't be drinking." 

Surprise splashed across Sandra's face as if Ike had hit her with a wet frying pan again.

Catching sight of that, Ike says, "Wondering how I knew your real age? Let's just say you're not the only one around here who knows how to snoop."

Glancing over at Sandra, He gave her a quick smirk.

* * *
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The Lincoln sat underneath the corroded metal, Y-shaped canopy of a deserted rest stop. Alone in the car, Sandra pressed the buttons on the radio tuner, but she didn't dig what was coming through the speakers. So finally, giving up searching for something to break the silence, the girl switched the radio off. 

Apparently, out in the middle of nowhere, only country-western music, and Christian channels were on the dial.

And yet, what Sandra could hear on the radio back in her hometown was only great if you are a classic rock fan. But she can't get into Kiss, Guns N' Roses, and U2, some of her mom's favorite bands. And despite her mom absolutely loving Aerosmith, Sandra can't stand them because its lead singer Steven Tyler is so damn ugly. 

Because of this lack of choice, Sandra is grateful that Internet radio exists. Otherwise, she never would've discovered Muse, Coldplay, Keane, M83, Ulrich Schnauss, and especially Sigur Rós: A band she likes. However, they sing in a weird form of Icelandic that the group calls hopelandic.  

Peering up through the rider's side window and beyond the rest stop canopy, Sandra saw that star-filled night above, and it looked so humongous and scary that she thought it could swallow up the entire world.

At that moment, Sandra wished she had her phone since it had Sigur Rós' entire discography stored on its circuits. Then, she could lay back, plug in her headphones, and zone out. 

Looking out the driver's side window, she sees Ike returning from the Happy Hunting Grill. The 1950s-era fast-food spot, planted next door to the rest stop, had a faded and rust-stained sign on the roof showing horse-mounted Indians hunting buffalos with arrows.  

Popping open the door, Ike had a pair of brown paper bags. Once behind the steering wheel, he planted one on the floor between his feet. The other landed between himself and the girl.

As Ike pulled a pair of Styrofoam cups from the bag on the floor, the girl looked in the other food bag. Being hit with that fast food smell, Sandra found it enticing. And while it didn't smell as good as the stuff from the Golden Star, she was ready for anything.

Sticking a straw in one cup, he handed it to the girl. Ike then says, "I got an orange soda. Is that ok with you?" 

Grabbing that cup, she replied, "Is it diet?"

"I didn't ask," Ike confessed his ignorance. "Is that gonna be a problem?"

The girl didn't answer as she sucked on that straw.

Tasting its sweetness, Sandra figured on the spot that the soda was not diet.

Sandra instantly recalled that at home, Karl and her mom only allowed her to have weird healthy stuff to drink, like Vitamin Water and La Croix, which taste like diluted soda.

"So it's ok?" He asked.

Nodding her head, she uttered, "It's fine."

Sandra knows Karl would freak out if he caught her drinking something like this. A slight smile appeared on her face at the thought of that as she sucked on that straw again.

As Ike pulled out a burger from the other bag, Sandra put her drink between her legs. The sight of this caused Ike to reveal some hidden amenities of the Lincoln. 

He opened a small compartment below the radio and AC controls, revealing a double cup holder.

"Use that instead," Ike said to her.

With no further prompting, the girl immediately followed his advice. It's good she did so because Ike felt the last thing he needed was the girl spilling soda all over the car the way he used to as a kid.  

Getting her sandwich, the girl didn't hold back as she pulled open its white paper wrapping and took a bite. Sandra then realized that the smell was the only good thing about this burger.

With the slight sourness of freezer burns, the girl felt like she was chewing on a big wad of paper than a piece of meat. 

Sandra swallowed that bite, but a frown appeared as she felt that lump going down her throat.

"Ike," she spoke up. "My burger tastes weird. What about you?"

Getting his bite down with a bit of soda, Ike says, "yeah." 

Looking down at his sandwich and the pink in the meat patty, he says, "the menu said it's supposed to be buffalo."

"Isn't buffalo an endangered species?" She said with a quick squint of the eyes.  

With that freezer-burn taste in his mouth, Ike replied, "I think we're the endangered species if we keep tryin' to eat these things."

As Ike stuffed their sandwiches back into that fast food bag, Sandra's lips twisted until they looked almost like a smirk. She wasn't laughing; it was merely her reaction to having her mouth messed up by those inedible burgers. 

Pulling out a red and white checkered paper boat filled with light-brown French fries, Ike gave it to the girl. As he pulled out a second one for himself, Sandra immediately took a bunch of those potatoes and stuffed them into her mouth.

The girl's face immediately mimicked what happened when she took her first bite of that hamburger.

The flavor of those potatoes mimicked that of the sandwich: a combination of staleness and paper.

When she got the potatoes down her throat, Sandra smacked her lips, but not in a good way.

"What kind of French fries are these?" She asked.

Ike didn't answer because his mouth was now full of French fries. But looking over at the girl, his expression seemed to say what she already knew; these things were god-awful.

Forcing down what he had in his mouth with a bit of soda, Ike finally spoke up.

"Damn! I tasted this crap before." 

Looking over at her, Ike quickly added, "You probably never heard of freeze-dried potatoes, have you?"

"Freeze-dried!" Sandra uttered. "What's that?"

"Something that's not fit for people, that's for sure." 

Ike follows that up by saying, "when I was a kid, my mom went to see her family and left dad and me at home for a week. And my dad made freeze-dried potatoes every day. Some powder shit in a box that's supposed to turn into mashed potatoes when mixed with water. I was so happy when mom came back home because that was the worst stuff you never want to eat." 

Picking up some of those potatoes, Ike went on, "I never thought they could make this crap in French fry form." He then tossed those potatoes back into the paper boat.  

Ike then tossed those French fries back into the paper bag with a quick shake of his head. Then, taking another sip of his soft drink, he said, "well, at least the soda isn't poisoned." 

As Ike continued to sip his soda, Sandra looked down at those French fries in her lap. She thought maybe lots of ketchup could make these things less disgusting. Picking up one, she looked at it and decided against forcing any more down her food hole.

Dropping that French fry back into that paper boat, she copied Ike by taking the whole damn thing and tossing it into the paper bag.

Picking up her soda, Sandra then says, though not necessarily to her companion, "I guess I'm going to have a light dinner tonight."

As she sucked on the straw of her drink, Ike glanced over at her; not saying it openly, Ike thought the girl must have a habit of eating light meals since she was so skinny.

Outside, Ike tossed those fast food bags in a big blue garbage bend, which sat at the end of the rest stop. Then, on his way back to the car, he made a detour toward a row of payphones. Ike had noticed those six payphones before, yet he didn't bother to call his friend since he was focused on getting the food, but Ike figured he shouldn't wait till morning.

Back at the car, Sandra climbed over into the back seat. And that took a little effort because while she is slim, she isn't short. However, folding the armrest between the front seats helped her get to the back quickly; otherwise, she would have to be a real gymnast to hurdle over those seats.

Slipping out of her sandals, Sandra found the back seat plush and comfortable, and yet, she would gladly swap it for a proper bed, But not the one she slept in last time. 

But then the girl noticed a hole in the roof pillar between the back window and the left-rear door. It was round yet jagged, and there was something in it. So with her right hand, Sandra picked at that hole, and a weird piece of metal fell out. 

It was small yet dense and had a weird shape; one side looked like a dime, and the other like the back of an ink pen. 

Back at the phones, Ike had punched in Dupree's number. But unfortunately, all he heard at the other end of the line was a constant ringing. Finally hanging up, Ike uttered in frustration, "Damn it!"

He didn't know where his friend was, but there was no point in trying again if he was out chasing tail. And that's because his buddy Vince has skills that most men can only dream about having. Ike has witnessed how his friend is with some new barely-out-of-her-teens girl every other month, although he's twice their age.  

And when he asked his friend how he does it, all Vince would tell him was, 'their young and dumb.'

Returning to the Lincoln, Ike saw a barefoot Sandra through the left rear window; he figured from how the girl looked that she was about to call it a night. 

Taking off his windbreaker, Ike got into the car. Then, turning to Sandra, he held the jacket out to her. 

"Here, take this," he says, "since we have no blankets."

Turning and seeing that jacket, the girl replied, "what about you?"

"Hey, I'm cool. I've slept in far worse places than this."

"Oh, all right."  

Taking the windbreaker, Sandra then slipped it over her shoulders.  

Ike hit the switch for the car heater; he then followed that up by turning on the heater embedded in the front seats. Though he wasn't cold, he knew the desert could freeze you to death if you let it.

Sandra folded her arms on the top of the back seat while looking out the rear window. And as she rested her chin on her hands, Sandra caught sight of something across the road from them.  

Sitting amongst a clump of stunted pine trees was a sign that looked as old as that fast-food joint, if not older. 

Less than a full-size billboard, it had the faded image of an Indian chief in full headdress pointing at some painted hills; and next to him was a proclamation written in red that said, "Authentic Indian caves, six miles." 

"Looks like something dad would've loved to get lost in," she uttered.

Hearing what the girl said and not knowing what she was talking about caused Ike to spout, "What's that?"

"Some Indian caves."

Turning his head and looking past his headrest, Ike saw that sign through the door window.

"Oh. So your dad is some rock hound? Cave explorer type?" Ike said as he settled back into his previous position.

"He's like Laura Croft," Sandra answered while her eyes continued to focus out the window. 

"An archeologist? Really!" Ike guessed while showing off his snippet of knowledge about video game characters. 

"More like a treasure hunter," she corrected him. "My one good memory of him was when I was about nine, and we all went to Mexico to explore old ruins. I could tell my parents were thrilled as they dug around these places. But after he disappeared, mom was sad for a long time; then she got mad. I think she's still a little pissed that he never returned." 

"So your dad just ran off, huh?" Ike probed a little deeper.

"No!" Sandra said with a slight uptick in her voice. "I don't think it happened like that... and my mom feels the same way. He said he was going to Cambodia to check something out and that he'll be back in a couple of weeks, but then he — disappeared." 

Sandra then went on in a tone that was much more subdued. "Long after he vanished, I looked through some of his stuff that mom had packed away in the garage. And in one of his notebooks, he wrote about some long-forgotten temple on the Thai-Cambodia border. Sometimes, I... I think I want to go out there. Not that I expect to find my dad, it's just that... I want to go to a place my dad never went to."

"Maybe you will when you're older," Ike said with encouragement.

Lying down in that back seat, Sandra pulled that windbreaker over herself. Then, with that piece of metal still in her right hand, the girl looked at it more closely. She then realized it was a bullet. This revelation caused an unexpected question to pop out of the girl.

"Ike, how long have you been a crook?"

"What!?" He uttered, surprised by such a question. 

Ike doesn't see himself that way, but considering current circumstances, how can the girl not see him as a criminal.

Not holding back one bit, Ike answers her. 

"This is my first time," he said. "A friend offered me a $50K driving job, and I could use the money, so I said yes. Then I found out I was driving the getaway car for some real crooks."

"And you did it, anyway?"

"My friend has helped me a lot, and I figured I'd be letting him down if I backed out." 

"He must be a terrific friend for you to steal for him."

Ike was about to deny he was a thief, but he couldn't since he walked into this deal with his eyes open.

"Yeah," he uttered. But Ike's voice rose a notch as he quickly added, "But this is the last time." 

Sandra continued to look at that bullet as she rolled it between her fingers. She didn't know if it came from Ike's armed robbery or his shootout with her kidnapper.

But remembering how big that pervert's gun was, it was probably her kidnapper. So while Sandra still had anxiety over the kidnapping, a weird fascination took hold. 

What that man had in store for her, she could only imagine. A series of awful fates popped into Sandra's head. From that Howard guy making her his sex slave to selling her to overseas criminals and forced into prostitution. Or that Howard guy could have just raped and murdered her.

The bullet she had in her grasp could have ended up inside her if it was the latter. And yet, that idea doesn't scare Sandra anymore. Glancing up, she saw Ike's bald head peeking above the top of the front seat. As long as he's here, she knows nothing like that can happen to her.

Tossing that bullet on the floor, Sandra rolled onto her side to sleep. She also hoped this rear seat wouldn't give her the same cramps she got from that hard motel mattress.

***
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Being a long-legged guy, snoozing in the front seat of any car can be problematic for Ike, and the Lincoln is no different. However, with his back against the door, Ike was the first to get a taste of the morning sun.

Throwing his right hand up to shield himself from that light coming through the back window, he knew he would not get another bit of sleep. Sitting up properly, Ike immediately saw that the rest stop was much less empty.

Cars, pickup trucks, and motor homes crowded almost every parking space, and everyone there, from kids to old folks with canes, was going off to eat, take a shit, or just stretch their legs.

Ike started the car and took only a minute to get out of that place.

With the Lincoln back on the road, Sandra woke up thanks to the vehicle's movement. Gazing out the back window, she saw the rest stop quickly fading out of view.

Looking up at her companion, she asked, "Why did you leave?"  

"It got a little crowded back there," he replied.

"Well, I have to pee."

"Can you hold it?"

"No!" she said firmly.

With a slight sigh, Ike then said, "Right."

Some miles down the highway, Ike pulled over to the side of the road where brush covered the ground all around them. Some were stationary tumbleweeds, while others looked like misshapen coral deposits from the bottom of the ocean, and their colors ran from light brown to dark gray.

Pointing out the window at a clump of growth that looked like a large pile of brown pom-poms, Ike says, "That looks like a good enough spot."

Looking out the car window, then over at Ike, Sandra says, with dismay, "you gotta be kidding!"

"It's either that or mess up your diaper," he says, trying not to sound inconsiderate. 

Sandra felt it was a very demeaning thing to say. Especially since she had no underwear, much less a diaper. 

Slipping on her flip-flops, she wasn't looking forward to this. However, as she exited the vehicle, a sudden flash of temper caused Sandra to slam the door.

Shuffling through those bushes, Sandra looked down at her feet, and it wasn't to admire her painted toes either. It was too evident that these sandals were impractical in a place like this because the dirt was getting all over her feet, and she worried about stepping on scorpions, snakes, and coyote shit. 

Reaching the backside of that bush with no mishap, Sandra scanned the ground to ensure no surprises were waiting for her.

Satisfied that there was nothing down there that could bite her on the ass, Sandra squatted down. But before pulling her pants down, she heard a car door shut. Barely having any privacy as is, the girl instinctively jumped up. Then, looking over to the car, she saw that Ike had gotten out.

"What are you doing?" she shouts.

Ike doesn't answer as he opens the left rear door. Then, snatching the windbreaker off the back seat, he slowly slipped it on.

Shutting that door, he finally answered her.

"I'm just checking for traffic," he shouted to her. Then, with a wave of his hand, he added, "Go ahead. I'm not looking."

Ike then turned away to prove he meant it.

Almost pissing her pants because of that interruption, Sandra had to go now. Quickly squatting down once again, Sandra pulled down her pants. From there, she took less than a minute to do her business.

But the girl didn't know there was a good reason Ike was checking for traffic, which had nothing to do with her.

That orange soda he got from the Happy Hunting Grill went through them with equal speed. Once he was sure no cars were coming, Ike zipped down his pants. 

He then took a piss in the road, and that yellow stream he made almost reached the broken yellow line in the center of the roadway.

Marching on back to the Lincoln, Sandra looked as if she didn't give a toss about what she might step on. 

Reaching the car, she flung open the front rider's side door. Then, plopping down in the seat, she slammed the door, and such force made the car window rattle. 

Still leaning against the side of the car, Ike zipped up his pants. Hearing the door slam, it wasn't hard for him to figure that someone wasn't in their happy place.

Slipping back into the car, Ike glanced at the girl, and the first thing he noticed was that she was biting her lower lip.

Once they got on their way again, Ike finally spoke up.

"Why are you so pissed? You act as if you've never done it in the bushes before."

"Not since I was a little kid," she blurted out.

"You're still a kid," He said with a half-smirk.

Quickly turning her head, Sandra grimaced at him.

But Ike didn't know that it wasn't just the indignity and embarrassment of pissing by the side of the road that annoyed her. She was feeling a little icky in more ways than one. 

Ike didn't notice that the girl had slipped out of her flip-flops. And she had used the floor mat to rub that dirt off the bottoms of her feet despite the few glass pebbles still on the floor. 

She wanted to clean up at that rest stop since it's been a whole day since she bathed, but her most intimate spot gave her the most discomfort. 

Sandra always likes to keep her crotch clean and fresh since she doesn't want the yeast infections that plague her mother.

Shifting a little in her seat, Sandra thought about her period and how her menstrual cycle has been so erratic since it started this year.  

Giving Ike a sideways glance, she hoped she wouldn't need tampons soon because, like proper toilets, there's no guarantee such things will be around when you need them.

*** 
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Sally Mae's was the last refreshment spot before the Nevada border. Starting as a small convenience store during the Kennedy administration, it expanded at the end of the century by adding gas pumps and extra parking spaces to handle the steady traffic. Yet, it maintained the feel of a small mom-and-pop operation.

This store looked like a big, 19th-century wood-frame house with whitewash walls, a wrap-around porch, and a multi-gabled purple-shingled roof.

Rolling up to the gas station section, the Lincoln stopped at the second of four gas pumps that sat underneath a canopy that matched the main structure's white and purple color scheme.  

Exiting the car, Ike went over to that pump, but when he took hold of the gas nozzle, he noticed the booth sitting at the front of that self-service island.

A masculine voice abruptly pierces Ike's hearing. 

"Can you come over here, Sir?" 

Surprised by that sound, Ike immediately glanced upward to see a loudspeaker dangling from that canopy above his head.

He then figured the voice came from the guy in the booth. Returning the gas nozzle to its spot, Ike figured he would have to pay first before that man turned on the pump.

As he strolled to that booth, Ike thought it appeared almost like a repurposed odd house. That's because its orange surface looked like it was made of weather-beaten wood, and the large window in front had a simple sheet of glass covered by what looked like a rectangular chunk of chain link fencing.

Extracting a $50 bill from his wallet, he slipped it through the gap at the bottom of that window. Ike then says, "10 gallons on No. 2, please."

Taking the moolah, the young fellow flipped a switch on a console to the right of him. He then replies to Ike, "there you go, Sir."

Returning to the pump, Ike didn't waste a second as he refilled the Lincoln. And yet, as he did, a thought about the transaction leaped into his head. 

Usually, only gas stations in the ghetto demand money upfront since poor people will take off without paying if given half a chance.  

Looking around the parking lot and at the cars coming and going, he figured such felonious behavior could also happen here. A person could get mighty desperate if they found themselves stranded in the desert with no gas or cash to get any.

Filling the tank on the Lincoln, Ike returned to get his change. However, out of that $50, he got back only two bucks and some loose change.

Once he got back in the car, Ike finally noticed the $4.75 a gallon, written in small print, on those gas pumps. It made perfect sense to him why these people want their money upfront. With these prices, anyone would take a chance to pump and run. 

Moving the Lincoln to the far end of the parking lot, Ike made themselves invisible from the other store visitors.

As he got out of the car, he said, "I'll get us something to eat."

Sandra opened her door and said, "Well, I need to go to the little girl's room and clean up a little." 

Ducking his head back in, he says, "Are you kidding?"

Looking over the car's roof, Ike focused on the people around the store.

He then tells the girl, "Even if you can get over there without being noticed, all you need is one idiot in the bathroom to recognize you, and that's it, game over. Now just wait here, and I'll be right back."

Though she didn't enjoy sitting in the car, she knew he was right. Closing up her door, Sandra watched as Ike moved around the front of the Lincoln.

"Ike, wait up!" The girl shouted through the open rider's side window.

"What?" He uttered while stopping in his tracks.

"Can you get me some... deodorant?"

"Deodorant!"

Ike's face twisted a little since such a request confused him. 

"Yeah," she went on. "I'm feeling a little...."

Sandra's voice suddenly dissolved as she felt a little awkward because it was the first time she had tried to explain her hygiene issues to a near stranger.

"Musty? A little funky?" Ike said as he picked up the slack for her request by finishing her sentence. He understood her all too well since he's been in that situation twice.

"Yeah," She finally spoke up.

"All right, all right. I'll see what I can do."

"Thanks," She said as Ike went to that convenience store.

Once Ike entered the shop, he could see that Sally Mae's was a full-fledged commercial operation despite the homey exterior.

And one of the first things that told him was the door sign that read, 'open 24 hours a day. We never close.'  

And while it had aisles of merchandise you expect to see, the prices were practically in orbit, but considering how he got fleeced over the gas, Ike thought these prices shouldn't surprise him.

Ike figured the only convenience this store provides is to its owner, who must have decided they would make their customers pay through the nose and out the ass to access such a place. 

Moving past the people crowding this store, it's clear to Ike that they were keeping their mouths shut if they weren't happy about any of this.

But Ike then noticed something a little more critical than overpriced merchandise. Seeing the foot traffic out of the men's and ladies' restrooms confirmed what he told the girl; using the bathroom here is the worst idea in the universe. She had a good chance of being recognized as soon as she stepped into this place. 

Going around the store, Ike saw nothing that looked like feminine hygiene products, but during his search, he came across a stand of baseball caps and another display filled with sunglasses. Instantly getting an idea, Ike took one item from each pile.

It then took Ike nearly 15 minutes to get out of the store. Though this store had a pair of cash registers, only one middle-aged woman was at the front, making all the transactions.  

Ike presumed that the owner was trying to save a buck on staffing.

Exiting the shop with two white paper bags, he stopped at a bank of payphones at the bottom of that porch.

Propping his bags on top of those phones, Ike again tried to call Dupree. Furthermore, he listened as the phone rang and rang at the other end.

Hanging up, Ike grabbed his shopping bags. And as he headed back to the car, he wondered why he's been drilling nothing but dry holes in his attempt to contact his friend.

As Ike got into the Lincoln, he put one of those bags between himself and the girl. The other ended up down behind his seat.

As they returned to the highway, Sandra opened the bag and looked down into its innards. Looking back at her were four packages of Mrs. Freshley's jumbo honey buns and two bottles of Tropicana cranberry juice Ike got for their breakfast.

Seeing the girl's blank expression, he says, "that place was a little crowded, so I grabbed the first thing I could find. And I was gonna get orange juice, but they were out, so I got that instead." 

At first, Ike thought Sandra was about to replay what happened when he bought her the bottled water. But Sandra's reluctance lasted for only a second before she took one of those pastries and tore into it like a starving refugee.

As the girl gobbled that sweet thing, he asked, "So you like that stuff, huh?"

She shook her head with a smile as she opened one of those juice bottles. After taking a big swig, she found that cranberry juice delicious.

Sandra said, "Mom, never let me have anything sweet like this. Her idea of a treat is a health bar, bran muffin, or wheatgrass shakes — yuck!"

"So that's why you don't wanna go back? Your mom won't let you eat what you want?"  

Not answering that question, Sandra's smile faded as she finished that pastry. 

After starting on her second honey bun, Sandra looked at the paper bag behind the seat.

"Well, at least you found my deodorant."

"No, I didn't," He corrected her.

"Oh," she uttered.

"Yeah. But that's not surprising since that shop had no feminine hygiene stuff, period." 

Glancing at that bag again, Sandra says, "So what's in the other bag?"

"You mean, little miss nosey can't look for herself," he joked.

"If I did, I wouldn't have asked. Besides, I'm eating."

"Why don't you look?" he said. And that wasn't a sly suggestion either since Sandra craved to know. 

She put down the pastry and pulled that bag out with her sticky fingers. Looking inside, Sandra found that baseball cap and sunglasses.

"Put 'em on," he says. "You don't like being stuck in the car. Hopefully, with that stuff, people won't recognize you."

Once she put on the gray STP cap and the cheap, blue-rimmed sunglasses, she reviewed herself in the rearview mirror.

"I look like some redneck's girlfriend," Sandra declared.

Taking two glances at her, Ike grinned as he tried hard not to laugh. He thought she could blend in with those girls who hang out at NASCAR events and usually have rednecks for boyfriends.

Suddenly, that mirth faded from Ike's cheeks. The Lincoln then slowed down as Ike pulled off to the side of the road. Sandra noticed her companion squinting hard at something up ahead. Then, looking out the windshield, the girl saw what caught Ike's attention. Coming into view was a large, temporary yellow caution sign planted on the right side of the highway. Its bold black lettering proclaimed, "Slow! Checkpoint ahead!"

As two cars passed them, Ike said, "This ain't good."

"Maybe it's one of those sobriety checkpoints," she suggested.

"Or maybe it's not."

Ike looked over at Sandra, and arching his right eyebrow, he glared at her intently. The girl abruptly felt uncomfortable under his gaze, prompting her to say, "what?"

***
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The loneliest place in Utah.  

Alone in the Lincoln, Ike sat amid a flat plain covered in rolling scrub grass, all green and brown, as far as he could see. And if it weren't for the mountains that marked the far-away horizon, he would think scrub grass covered the entire earth.  

And, in that vast, blue sky above him, cotton-like cumulus clouds made rolling shadows across that terrain. Combining all these sights made Ike feel like he was sitting in the heart of an enormous valley.

But people hadn't entirely forsaken this place because an intersection lay ahead of him. That's not unusual in the city, but it's odd to see out here in the middle of nowhere. 

And according to a highway sign planted in the dirt on the right shoulder ahead of him, the road cutting across Highway 6 was State Route 159. Why anyone would make two freeways cross each other like this made zero sense to Ike. It was as if someone was playing a prank, wanting to see how many people could get through that intersection without having an accident.

Despite the weirdness of this isolated piece of highway, there was one thing about it that was important to Ike. Clustered around that intersection were four Utah state trooper cars. 

And while this section of Highway 6 had shrunken down to three lanes, those state troopers didn't completely block it off. As a result, traffic coming from Nevada was free to pass through, while traffic headed the other way had a single lane to use since two state trooper cars were sitting in the other.  

But the reasoning behind why the roadblock is here was clear to Ike; those troopers must have felt that if they had set it up on the actual border, people would just use Route 159 to circumvent it.

The Lincoln Continental wasn't alone on that single lane since there was a mix of other vehicles along with it, but inside the car, Ike gripped the steering wheel with one hand, as his demeanor was as cold as an icicle.

As the Lincoln drifted forward, Ike paid close attention to the troopers at the front of that line. Seeing a guy on a motorcycle being waved through, Ike couldn't figure out what these cops were looking for, but he suspected they weren't looking for drunks.

Watching a couple in a red convertible being waved on through, Ike thinks he can get through this with no problems. 

Pulling up to the front, Ike stopped next to the trooper with the big brown hat. Despite wearing mirrored sunglasses, Ike suspected he was a young guy. From his lack of wrinkles to his wispy blond hair underneath his hat, Ike felt this trooper could easily pass for a high school kid. 

In that instant, Ike realized this might not be good for him because it's usually the young cops who always have something to prove, which means he will probably look for anything out of the ordinary.

"License and registration, please," he said politely yet firmly with a slight country twang. 

Hearing his voice confirmed Ike's suspicions he was dealing with a young, perhaps, rookie trooper. 

Pulling out his wallet, Ike removed his driver's license. He then reached over to the glove box and took a document. 

With Ike's reflection in his mirrored sunglasses, the trooper looked over that stuff, but the cop didn't know that while Ike's license was authentic, the document wasn't.

During the setup for the robbery, part of the deal was a bogus rental agreement for the Lincoln that claimed an outfit called Highlife Entertainment Inc. leased it.

And the reasoning was simple: to get an untraceable vehicle, it's easier (and cheaper) to rent one with false information than getting an all-new car with a spotless DMV record. 

Seeing the duct tape job on the steering wheel, the trooper felt it was a clear safety violation, and he thought it might be worth a ticket depending on why. The cop saw a bag and a nearly empty juice bottle on the front seat. He also observed a baseball cap poking out of the top of the sack in the back.

Getting Ike's full name from the license, the trooper said, "Where are you coming from, Mr. Dreyer?" 

"Denver," He lied smoothly and with a smile. 

Ike knew telling the trooper he came from Salt Lake City was dumb. Doing so could easily make him a potential suspect in the crimes there. And since he was still clueless about the purpose of the roadblock, the less suspicion on him, the better. 

"And where are you headed?"

"LA," he continued to lie. 

But right then, Ike realized that came off sounding odd. So he quickly followed it up with another fib.  

"Yeah, my mom lives in LA, and I'm gonna swing by there for a quick visit."  

The trooper didn't respond to his explanation as he continued to scan that rental agreement. He then asks Ike, "What kind of business is this Highlife Entertainment, Mr. Dreyer?" 

Ike's heart shifted into a higher gear for a good reason. He and the robbery crew didn't think too far ahead about the background of that fictional company. 

Thinking super fast on his feet, Ike cooks up a good business model within 2.2 seconds. 

"Yes, well... we arrange parties," He replied while adding another layer to his lying. 

The trooper took his attention away from that rental agreement and looked down on Ike. He then says, "parties? What kind of parties?" 

Making this up as he goes along, Ike then says with the flair of a flimflam man, "yes, well, we arrange birthday parties, graduation parties, pre-wedding jitters parties, otherwise known as stag parties. And we also set up private parties for people who just want to get down and funky." 

Appearing interested in what Ike was saying, the trooper then says, "So these aren't like parties for little kids?"

"Oh, no, no, no. These are strictly R-rated affairs. And some of them you can classify as NC-17," He said, using the MPAA movie rating system to add detail and clarity to his bogus occupation. 

That trooper cocked his head to the right and glanced at the steering wheel.

"Exactly what happened there, Mr. Dreyer," he says, pointing at the duct tape all over the steering column. 

Ike felt like he was running out of road since he was trying to find things to say to this cop that didn't make him look suspicious.

Ike instantly recycled a fib he used the last time some state troopers confronted him. 

"Well, that's a funny story," he said while gesturing at that duck tape job with his right hand. "This truck was ahead of me, and it kicked up some debris that went right through my windshield, causing the airbag to deploy." 

"And did you report this accident?" The trooper asked, sounding a little more serious. 

Realizing this conversation was getting a little sticky, Ike did all he could to make up stuff. He also hoped that the trooper would ask fewer pesky questions.

"Not really... I mean, nobody got hurt... besides, that truck continued on its way. I don't think they even noticed they ran over some debris. But I reported it to the rental company."

The trooper follows that up by saying, "Well, I see you got the windshield fixed. So why didn't you get the airbag replaced?"

"Well, looky here. How ya doin', Mister?"

Ike then heard a vaguely familiar voice. Another state trooper suddenly appeared beside the other, and Ike recognized him as one of the state troopers he ran into at the gas station. He was the partner to the one that had the not-so-secret-admirer.  

Leaning his head down until it was level with Ike's, that other trooper said, "I see you finally fixed your windshield."

"Yes," he said, giving the guy a quick smile.

"It probably cost a lot for this car."

"No. Not really."

"Well, I drive a Chevy Silverado, so it doesn't cost much when I have problems with it." 

"Well, that's good," Ike says, being almost chummy.

The first trooper then taps the shoulder of the other. The other cop speaks to the first one, but the voices of the two men are too low for Ike to hear. 

As those troopers conversed, Ike glanced over at the rearview mirror. 

Instantly, he spies something frightening, shocking, and infuriating. The duct tape covering one of the bullet holes in the trunk was moving up and down. It was as if someone was trying to remove it from the inside. Ike didn't know why, but he knew who was doing it. 

Feeling his eyes widening as he continued to look at this sight, Ike couldn't see his expression. But if he could, it wouldn't surprise him if he appeared like a bulging-eyed character from a Chuck Jones cartoon. 

Suddenly, Ike heard those two troopers as their voices rose, which didn't sound good. 

"I'm not sure about this guy. I'm getting a weird vibe from him," The young trooper said. 

But the other trooper snaps back, "You have any idea how many weirdos we run into doin' this job?... Too damn many. So the guy's a little chatty; it doesn't mean nothin'." 

The second trooper quickly added, "besides, I ran into this fella two days ago, and he was alone then. So he's got nothin' to do with this mess."

That other trooper grabs the license and rental agreement from the young one's hands. The other cop then says, "Go check the other cars, will ya. I'll handle this." 

The young trooper then walked off without a further word of protest, but his unpleased look showed he wasn't too happy about it. 

The other trooper then turned to Ike. Glancing at Ike's license, he says, "sorry about that, uh, Mister Dreyer... the boy's young, he's still learnin'."  

Despite what was going on with the trunk, Ike rapidly composed himself as the license and rental agreement returned to his hands. He finally asked a question that, up to now, he hesitated to express. 

"I hope you don't mind me asking, but... what's with the roadblock?"

Weariness pinched his voice as the trooper said, "yeah, well... we got this missing girl, and everyone's tearing up the state lookin' for her."

"Well, I hope you find her," Ike said, sounding as sincere as possible.

With that tone still in his voice, that trooper became forthright as he added, "Yeah, we sure do, too, because in our business, when things like this happen, we usually have 72 hours to find the victim; otherwise, we're looking for a body."

For Ike, this wasn't surprising since he heard a similar sentiment from true crime tv shows, but having it said to his face by an honest cop was almost chilling.

Ike then quickly thought about how the girl might react if she heard this. Would she piss her panties if she knew how good her chances were of becoming a corpse at the hands of her kidnapper? 

Continuing to chat, Ike then says something out of curiosity. It also had the added effect of lightening the mood between the two. 

"Ugh, where's your partner?" He says.

With his left thumb, the trooper gestured at a patrol car sitting along Route 159.  

The trooper says, "Oh, he got a little dry throat, so he's takin' a water break."

Remembering the conversation that the cop had with the dispatch officer when he ran into them at the gas station, Ike cracked, "you sure he isn't talking to his sweetheart?"

That was enough to get a quick cackle out of the trooper. 

"Yeah, I can definitely see him doin' that right about now," the cop said with a big grin. 

With a big wave of his right hand, the trooper gave Ike the signal he could go on his way.  

Without a millisecond of hesitation, the Lincoln Continental moved right through that intersection and down the highway. 

As the roadblock vanished from his rearview mirror, Ike came upon an expansive truck stop. 

It looked to him like the highway was running right through its core. On one side of the road, several shops were sharing the space with a large fueling station, while on the other, 18-wheelers, tankers, and cattle carriers galore sat in what looked like a huge parking area. 

He then saw a red sign on the left side of the road that read, 'Border Inn motel. Slots and cafe.'

But Ike didn't see much enticement there; unless you're a long-haul trucker with a high tolerance for roadside attractions. Ike then saw something that was very appealing. Planted on the right side of the highway was an almost abstract picture of a miner looking at a sunset, but that blue, pink, and yellow sign was announcing, "Welcome to Nevada" with its white lettering.

The sight of this sign caused a slight uptick in Ike's mood since he knew for sure he was no longer in Utah.  

However, as that glorified truck stop disappeared out of his sight like a long fart, Ike heard a sudden thump, followed by another.

At first, Ike thought he hit a bump in the road, which is understandable since this section of Highway 6 looked like it could use some repairing.

Ever since he left Sally Mae's, Ike noticed that this asphalt roadway was as cracked and weather-beaten as dry skin, which says a lot about the infrastructure in the middle of nowhere. But unfortunately, the big bosses in Washington need to catch up on the job maintaining this highway.

But Ike quickly realized that this thumping had no connection to that rough road. Glancing up at the rearview mirror, Ike's focus wasn't on the trunk but on the highway to see if there were any vehicles behind him, which were few.

Looking ahead, Ike noticed a green and silver sign along the right side of the road, and as he got closer, it read "Grand Army of the Republic Highway." 

That was an odd sight in the middle of nowhere, and Ike didn't know why it was out there. However, he was familiar with that name.  

He remembers it from an old PBS documentary he saw about the Civil War: it was the official name of an outfit made up of veterans of the Union Army from that war. Of course, that didn't give him insight into what that sign was about, but Ike felt he needed to stop, and this was a good enough spot.

Getting off the highway, the Lincoln halted just ahead of that sign. But Ike just sat there as a green car, and a big, black 18-wheeled roared right past him, and the air turbulence that truck made buffeted the Lincoln and caused Ike to wobble in his seat.  

Ike hits the switch opening the trunk lid, and that causes Sandra to cease her racket. 

Getting out and going to the back of the car, Ike found the girl hanging on the edge of the trunk. 

Sandra was distressed as her face was damp with sweat, and her hair was out of order as it hung loose, partially obscuring her face. But the most significant sign of her distress was her rapidly gulping air like a dog in heat. As the girl looked up at him, Ike guessed she was unhappy. Then, opening her mouth, Sandra confirmed it by shouting, "Gawd! Didn't you hear me?"

"Yeah," Ike responded while trying not to give in to his annoyance with her. "And you're lucky it's me and not those troopers back there. Otherwise, that would've ended our little trip."

Suddenly, a flash of temper rose in Ike's voice as he continued, "and what the hell were you doing playin' poke me, poke me with the tape covering those bullet holes in the trunk?" 

"It was stuffy in there, and I couldn't breathe," she snapped.

Being in the trunk reminded Sandra of the Sauna incident. When she went to the Marriott hotel in Park City for a weekend getaway, her mom convinced her to join her in the sauna, claiming it would cleanse her of toxins. But she only got a fainting spell from that sweltering heat.

As the girl climbed out of the trunk, Ike had no intention of arguing. And yet, he felt he had to voice his displeasure.

"Well, regardless of that, you should've just stayed quiet," he says.

The girl extracted herself from that trunk, but her left foot landed awkwardly on that gravel-covered ground. Then, acting like marbles beneath her foot, that grit caused Sandra to stumble wildly. 

"Oh... Whoa!" the girl shouts as she falls sideways. But, instead of hitting the ground, Sandra lands right into Ike. As he made a noise like someone punched him in the chest, his arms wrapped around her like a squid's tentacles.

Despite this, neither of them ended up in the dirt because the girl's 109 pounds were no match for Ike's robust frame.

With her back against his chest, Sandra turned her face upward, and as their eyes met, she said, "Oh... Sorry about that."

But Ike didn't respond since he was drowning in her hair. 

Despite being shorter than him, Sandra's abundant mane smothered the lower part of his face. Ike didn't complain since its silkiness felt lovely, though it smelled of cheap soap.  

And at this range, he couldn't help noticing the deep red mixed in with her otherwise dark hair. Ike didn't know what that two-tone hair was all about, but he automatically presumed it was remnants of some dye job.

Tilting his head up just enough to get his mouth out of her hair, Ike says, in a calmer tone than before, "Yeah... Just watch yourself, girl." 

As he released her, there was something else Ike noticed. Although it lasted for just a moment, he enjoyed holding Sandra in his arms, the way her lightsome body fit snugly into his embrace. 

Like a lightning bolt out of a clear blue sky, it sparked an old memory in Ike; of a woman no longer in this world and how she once felt in his arms. 

Once Sandra became steady on her feet, she suddenly blurted out, "oh!"

Looking down at her right foot, she noticed that her flip-flop was missing. She quickly went to the trunk, where she saw it sitting inside; it fell off when she stumbled from that compartment. But as the girl picked up her sandal, Ike glanced down at her tight little butt. 

Remembering that accidental embrace, Ike recalled the enjoyment of the girl's butt pressed into his crouch. So much so that if he were still holding her, he would have a raging hard-on right now. As the girl slipped that sandal back on her foot, Ike squinted and slightly shook his head. He knew he shouldn't get weird thoughts about Sandra because he couldn't do anything real with her.

And yet, there was an added effect of having that girl in his arms. In the same way, a lightning rod gets rid of errant electricity; it dilutes all the pinned-up frustration he has felt toward her. Ike then figures his sudden lust for her must be the reason.

Once she was clear of the trunk, Ike finally slammed it shut. 

As he returned to the front of the Lincoln, Sandra headed directly to the rider's side door.

Though the air between them was a lot less tense, the girl apparently couldn't let go of her displeasure at being in the trunk.

As the two of them got into the front seat, Sandra said, "I don't see why I had to hide in the trunk. Isn't that why you got me that disguise, so that people won't recognize me." 

As Ike put the car in gear, he didn't want to bicker with the girl anymore. So, as the Lincoln Continental got back on the highway, he gave her the solid facts on that situation they squirmed out of. 

"Sandra, cops aren't people," he says. "Those guys are trained to look for anything suspicious. Now, if something happens on a street corner and you ask a dozen people what did you see, you'll get a dozen answers. Why? Because ordinary people just don't pay attention. But back at that checkpoint...." 

Ike paused as he slightly shook his head. 

"Let's just say that Utah's finest were looking for you," he continued. "And if you were sitting up here, disguise, or no disguise, they would've locked on you like a heat-seeking missile. Get it?"

Glancing at the girl, Ike noticed the slight slumping of her shoulders; and a glistening in her eyes. He clearly knocked the fight out of the girl with his verbal smackdown. Ike also assumed that Sandra finally absorbed how her recklessness almost got them caught.

As Sandra leaned back in her seat, she quickly saw a billboard approaching them. And as it flew by, she recognized it as a big fat advertisement for Caesars Palace Hotel and Casino in Las Vegas.

That compelled her to ask a question that anyone should before taking a trip.

"Ike... Exactly where are we headed?" Sandra uttered.

Ike let out a grumble as his cheeks formed a unique expression that was neither a smile nor a frown. That question underlined his belief that this girl is ignorant since she should've found that out as soon as she shoehorned her way into his life. 

Ike chooses not to criticize or laugh at Sandra; he instead glances over at her and gives her the perfect answer.

"Vegas, baby... Vegas," he said.

* * *
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The 36th state of the United States is one of those places where sagebrush and cactus outnumber people. And yet, for some, there is magnetism to this locality.

It could be the light, heat, and desolation, or it might be its remoteness from the great masses of people assembled along the coastlines of this country. 

But like people everywhere, they can't resist building cities, roads, power lines, or just a simple home to call their own.

Unfortunately for its inhabitants, Nevada's wilderness always pushes back; and no amount of glass, stainless steel, and concrete will ever change that.

Highway 93 was one of the many things people brought to Nevada, and the Lincoln Continental is utilizing that two-lane asphalt strip. 

Being past noon, Ike had the air-conditioner on full since the dry heat of Nevada is unforgiving, but the girl didn't seem to appreciate this one damn bit. With her seat in a reclined position, Sandra had her right leg propped out the open window. And with her sandals off her feet, her pretty painted toes dangled in that hot, dry air. 

Ike had tolerated this at first, but after 20 miles, he had enough; because despite the robust nature of the Lincoln Continental's air-conditioning system, it was just no match for Nevada's hot desert air.

Ike then says in a stern tone, "Sandra! If you're trying to give your toes a suntan, can you do it on your own time?"

"Huh?" She uttered as she turned towards him. 

"You're letting all this hot air in the car, and I can feel sweat down my back. So, can you give me a break already?"

"Oh. I'm sorry."

Taking her foot out of the window, she then played with the buttons on the door to close it up. Immediately after that, she hit the power seat switch, returning her seat from its reclined state.

"Thanks," he said without looking at her. "Hopefully, it will get a lot cooler now."

However, Sandra didn't mind the weather since it didn't feel hot. Instead, the air streaming over her foot and toes had a gentle warmth, and she liked the feeling it gave her.

Sandra then thought about how today's warm weather was nothing compared to the heat waves that occasionally hit her hometown. When it got boiling, she would waste no time going to her best friend Sasha's house since they have a great backyard pool; she has even done it on school days. Karl knows of her ditching class to hang out at that pool, but he has kept the secret because of the Swimming Pool incident. Suddenly Sandra's memory of what happened floated to the surface. 

When Sasha was at school, and her parents were at work, she and Karl quietly went to her house with a photographer. They then did a photoshoot in and around the pool.

She thought what they did was needlessly sneaky because she felt her friend would've been cool about it if she had asked her permission first, but Karl didn't feel the same way.

Having first-hand experience with the conservatism of her hometown, Karl felt there was no guarantee her best friend's parents would approve.  

And to this day, Sandra feels the Swimming Pool incident was a missed opportunity to let her friend in on her website. Sandra doesn't know why she hasn't told Sasha, but she suspects the reason might be that part of her feels shame over it.

Shifting a little in her seat, Sandra gazed at the vast emptiness around them. Her eyes then focused on the only thing that gave this landscape definition. 

Far out ahead was an extensive line of jagged hills, cutting across almost the entire horizon.

Its shades of black and brown looked like a sizeable corroded saw blade with more than a few teeth missing. 

Shifting landscapes were the last thing on Ike's mind. Then, glancing over at the girl, he remembered what had happened to them at the checkpoint. And, more importantly, how they got away by sheer dumb luck.

And while that checkpoint was far behind them, Ike wondered what if the Highway Patrol pulled them over, leaving Sandra no chance to hop in the trunk?

Looking at her once more and, more importantly, her long dark hair, Ike says something peculiar.

"Have you ever wanted to act?" he asked. 

Behaving like she had zoned out from watching the terrain go past, the girl rapidly blinked. Then, giving her companion a quick double-take to that unexpected question, Sandra grumbled, "huh, what?"

Ike quickly added, "Be an actress... you know, in the movies?" 

Not knowing the motive behind such a question, Sandra answered it the only way she could. 

"I ... I never thought about it. At least, not seriously, "the girl uttered.

"I have an idea," Ike said as he finally revealed what he had on his mind. "If we made you up to look like a boy, you wouldn't hafta hide in the trunk if we run into the cops again... and it won't be easy."

And he wasn't kidding because Sandra was prettier than any guy he had seen, including a few Rent boys who had crossed his path.  

Regardless, Ike added, "but I'm up for a challenge. The first thing we must do is cut your hair..."

Immediately, Sandra's eyes widened, and her mouth popped open. Then, almost instinctively, her right hand grabbed some of her long locks lying on her chest. 

"You're not touching my hair!" She screamed.

Not expecting that reaction, Ike felt he almost received a case of tinnitus from the girl's shout, yet he wouldn't let that deter him. Glancing at that still horrified look on her face, Ike then made another suggestion. "Would you consider dyeing it?" he uttered.

With a quick jump of her eyebrows, she barked, "No!"

And she wasn't merely obstinate either; Sandra rejected that idea because of The Dyeing incident. A few short years ago, she wanted to try something new with her hair, so she decided to go blonde. Unfortunately, despite her mom's help, it came out a scary green color. Neither of them knew why, but when they tried to change it, it turned purple instead.

Being so beyond mortified, she wouldn't leave the house until her mom took her to a professional salon. Once her hair was normal again, Sandra learned her lesson: Let no hair dye get near her again, not even for highlights. 

Sandra immediately scrambles through the gap between the front seats, landing in the back seat with a big thud. Noting the girl's reaction to his suggestions, Ike made a presumption that was probably on target: That she has a tremendous yet unspoken fear of being disfigured.

As she slowly sat up, Sandra noticed something that only girls with long hair would. When she grabbed her hair, Sandra felt little kinks at the ends. Her hair needs grooming, and she needs to make it happen as soon as possible. 

Despite the girl's almost violent reaction to his suggestions, Ike thought it was humorous. 

Looking at her through the rearview mirror, he joked, "What's wrong? Afraid I'll ruin your looks for your Internet fans?" 

"What!" she snapped.

He then adds, "yeah... I know about your website." 

That revelation was like a spoon down her throat for Sandra. Because Sasha, a girl she has known since elementary school, has no clue about it, while Ike, a man she met just two days before, has somehow found out.  

In that instant, a question suddenly popped into Sandra's head. How is it that Ike has learned so much about her? Too damn much for her comfort.

Glancing at the girl again with the rearview mirror and seeing confusion all over her face, Ike asked her a friendlier question. 

"Why does your website look like Victoria's Secret catalog, anyway?" He says. As soon as that question came out of his mouth, Ike realized perhaps it wasn't so friendly. 

And the girl's reaction proved it, as she shot back with an almost sarcastic tone.

"What! Are you saying there's something about me you don't know? Humph, that's incredible!"

"Yeah, well ... I was just askin'." 

Sitting there in silence, Sandra felt she had been sucker-punched in more ways than one. But she wasn't furious, just surprised by this revelation and needed time to absorb it all. 

But then her tongue loosened, and she answered Ike's question in a very, very extensive way. 

"When I started modeling, my mom set up a simple web page for me, with some pics and contact info for jobs," she said. "But there were no real offers."  

"Then one day we were stuck at the Denver airport because of a snowstorm, and mom met this guy from Europe... Karl Honecker. And they got to talkin', and he said he helped many girls become models, and he could do the same for me."

Recalling that encounter, many of Sandra's original feelings about Karl jumped to the surface, manifesting with an eye roll and a shake of her head.  

Witnessing that with the rearview mirror prompted Ike to say, "So you thought this guy wasn't legit? Some conman?" 

Being savagely honest, Sandra didn't hold back as she let out a dismissive little chuckle before quickly following it up with, "ugh, yeah!" 

But then she added, "so we googled him right there, and we found out he worked for two modeling agencies in Belgium, but as a scout. But that was good enough for my mom, and she let him take over."

Sandra's tone became a little more serious as she went on. 

"He made up the paysite," she says. "And he told us that the big designers and the modeling agencies they work with aren't looking for little girls but young women, and if I'm gonna get their attention, I had to dress like a young woman."

"Huh!" Ike uttered with a slight grin. "So that's why the stuff on your site looks so...." 

Ike caught himself before he said the word slutty, and that's because he thought the word might rile the girl, Just like when he accused her of being a ho when they first met. 

"... OK, I get it," Ike ended his remark with just a hiccup of a pause. Then, he said, "So you get regular work in fashion magazines and stuff like that?"

It's clear to Sandra that her companion knew little about the mechanics of the fashion world. Therefore she clued him in on how it works, at least how Karl explained it to her. 

"Well, not exactly," the girl responded. "You see... it's all about exposure. And the best way to get exposure is to be in runway shows. And the more runway shows you're in, the better your chances are that you'll end up in a magazine like Elle, Vogue, or whatever, but usually only in the editorial section."  

––––––––
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Sandra went on, "but if a designer sees you and likes your look, they can hire you for an ad campaign, and according to Karl, that's where the big money is. But since I don't have an agency contract, it's almost impossible for me to get into a fashion week runway show in Paris, London, or wherever. But last year, Karl got me a job doing a catalog spread for this Euro chain store called M&S."  

The girl added one more thing, "but then he told me something odd afterward. He said, 'catalog work is OK when you're up and coming, but don't do it when you're over 30 because people will think that's the only work you can get.'"

Ike knows little about that world Sandra was describing, but he knows how the world works. And hearing the little snippet at the end of her explanation compelled him to say, "There's nothing odd about what that Karl guy was saying; it's better to be a rising star than a falling one — didn't you ever see A Star Is Born?"  

"A Star Is Born? What's that?" Sandra spouted with a quick jump of her eyebrows.

"It's an old Barbara Streisand film."

"Barbara, who?"

"Streisand!" Ike shot back. He instantly followed that up by saying, "you never heard of Barbara Streisand?"

As she gave a negative shake of her head, Sandra said with a spark of curiosity, "No! Who is she?"  

"Oh, boy," Ike said under his breath.  

Ike wasn't up to explaining the plot of that long-ago movie; let's know who started in it. Thus, he says, "Ugh ... I'll explain later." 

Going back to her website, Ike asks the girl a very pointed question. 

"So that site of yours is about that exposure thing too?" 

"Yeah," the girl uttered. "But according to Karl, it's just part of it."

"Did you ever think maybe most people checkin' out your site are just pervs?" Ike asks a straightforward and humiliating question. 

Sandra didn't see that question as verboten or rude since her website has gotten requests from its members that ran from odd to unbelievable. 

Sandra then wondered if she should clue Ike in on her site's weirdness. The girl instantly recalled how some members wanted her to wear cat or bunny ears in her photos, and others suggested that she wear outfits that even Karl thought were beyond sleazy. Sandra then remembered the love poems sent from her members and a marriage proposal written in Hindi. And some of her site's members have repeatedly asked that she send them nude images and videos. 

Letting out a little huff, Sandra says, "I don't think Mom or Karl cares who looks at my site, as long as they pay." 

And Sandra was sure about that because Karl had banned no one from her website, no matter how rude, crude or nasty they were to her.

Scooting up, the girl presses her thin body against the back of the passenger seat. She then propped her head in the niche between the top of that seat and its headrest. With her eyes on her companion, Sandra had an odd smile.

Seeing the girl's expression in the rearview mirror, Ike instantly felt awkward because while he would never consider himself a skirt chaser like Vince, he knew when a woman wanted him, and he felt that vibe coming off Sandra. 

He had no intention of pulling over by the side of the road and getting all freaky with her, but Ike felt he needed to know what the girl had on her mind, if only to get it out in the open.  

Giving Sandra a sideways glance, he was just about to speak, but the girl beat him to the punch; what she had on her mind had nothing to do with sex.  

"Ike... Did you know till recently, there were girls younger than me at these runway shows?" she said. 

"What?" He uttered. 

Instantly, Ike realized that the girl hadn't finished talking about the modeling business. It also told Ike that his female arousal radar appears to be off today. Of course, it could be problematic any other day of the week, but he felt relief instead. 

Getting his mind in tune with the subject at hand, Ike responded the only way he could. 

With a nervous chuckle, He said, "Ugh, no! ... No, I didn't."  

"Oh yeah," Sandra added. "Sometimes, they would have girls as young as 12 at these runway shows."

"Twelve! Really?" he uttered with genuine surprise as he quickly glanced at the girl. 

"Yeah!" she said with an affirmative nod of her head.

"Damn!"  

That scrap of info caused a severe frown to bloom across Ike's face. He recalled how fantastic the girls looked in fashion shows he had seen over the years, but the idea that some were elementary school kids was indecent, to say the least. 

"But you won't see that anymore," Sandra went on. "Not since those child advocates stuck their noses in the modeling business. But Mom calls them 'those pinheaded wonders' because she blames them for the New York incident."  

"The New York incident?" Ike voiced with a narrowing of his eyebrows. However, his reaction isn't surprising since this is the first time Sandra has expressed to Ike how she compartmentalizes the events of her life. 

"Yeah, it happened early this year," she continued while sitting up a little. "I was doing this runway show in Chicago, which was part of some charity event, so I wasn't getting paid. But Karl said it was good...." 

Mocking him, the girl quickly says in a half-ass German accent, "... for your exposure!"  

Switching to her normal voice, Sandra says, "Anyway, this guy from Ford was there."  

"The Ford Motor Company?" Ike interrupted.

"No! The modeling agency. Anyway, he came up after the show and said I was just the girl he was looking for..."  

"So he asked you out?" Ike said jokingly.  

Not seeing the humor in that crack, Sandra responded, "No! These people are professionals, not pervs." 

"You sure about that?" he said with sincerity. 

Slightly annoyed by his frivolous attitude, the girl said sharply, "Who's telling this story?" 

Continuing with her tale, Sandra says, "Anyway, He invited me to come to New York for a test shoot and an interview. And if everything worked out, they would offer me a contract. But they had a total policy change when we finally got out there. They weren't considering anyone younger than 16, and mom was so incredibly pissed."

Sliding back in the rear seat, she went on. 

"I was in the next room, but I could hear her screaming at these people, calling them everything, and I wanted to be a million miles away from there. So when Karl went in to stop her, I took her wallet from her purse and split. I then caught a cab to JFK-"

"JFK," Ike interrupted her. "Where the hell were you going?"

The reason behind Ike's interjection wasn't mere curiosity. He knew JFK was a central international flight hub, so going there to escape an awkward situation seemed extreme to him. 

"I don't know," the girl continued. "I just wanted out of that town... Anyway, I had just enough cash to pay off the cabbie. But when I reached the ticket counter, all the credit cards were canceled ... Then that stupid ticket agent finked me out to the airport police, and they held me till mom got there."  

Sandra said, "She still bitches about it sometimes, how if it weren't for those pressure groups, I'd be well on my way to becoming the next big supermodel. But what mom doesn't know is that after four years of dressing up and looking pretty — it isn't fun for me anymore; it's just work." 

Ike saw the girl looking downcast; he presumed that it might not have been easy for Sandra to expose that part of herself.

After that brief silence, Ike says, "shouldn't you be telling your mom this?"  

The girl didn't respond as she instead looked out the window. 

Watching the desert whiz by, Sandra remembered everything that happened in and around the New York incident. She knew a lot she should've shared with her mother, and at the top of the list was the relief she felt when that agency rejected her.

Sandra can't say precisely when she started having doubts about being a fashion model. However, recalling her reaction, compared to her mother's that day, was a moment of crystal clarity. That the life of a supermodel isn't a good fit for her.

* * *
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Coming upon a low white structure with the odd name of, The Last Kind Store written across its side, Ike stopped. 

Not needing to fuel up, he bypassed the single gas pump before stopping at the front edge of the property.  

Needing a cold drink and a break from driving, it was a good enough place to stop. And Ike presumed, with that name, this store might be the last one he'll see on this road for a while. 

Exiting the car with her disguise on, Sandra seemed almost giddy as she headed to the entrance. 

Also leaving the Lincoln, Ike spotted the payphone out front. He then says, "go on in. I'll be with you in a minute." 

With the sound of the sandy ground shuffling beneath her sandals, Sandra paused as something caught her eye. 

"Hey, look!" the girl shouted, pointing at a part of the wall ahead of where the shop's name was. 

Just visible under the poor white paint job were the words "Close Encounters of..." spelled out in the same black lettering as the rest of the store's name. 

Heading over to that weather-beaten phone, Ike halted in mid-stride. Then, looking over, he saw what grabbed the girl's focus. 

He immediately laughed while Sandra stood there perplexed. The girl couldn't grasp what the store's original name was.  

"I don't get it!... What does it mean?" She proclaims. 

"Looks like somebody was worried that Spielberg was gonna sue them," He answered.

"Who?"

"Who!? Spielberg, that's who," Ike said with intensity. He followed that up with a stark demand, "you never heard of Steven Spielberg? Really!"

Sandra responded with a bewildered look and a shrug.

Ike reacted to this obtuseness the only way he could. 

Turning away from the girl, Ike dismissively waved his left hand at her. "Just go on in, Sandra," he says, "I'll explain later." 

Dissatisfied with the lack of an answer, the girl twisted her lip sideways before continuing towards the entrance. 

Picking up the phone receiver, Ike couldn't believe the girl had never heard of Steven Spielberg. 

But then he thought teens nowadays probably figured that any person, place, or thing from the 20th century might as well be from the Jurassic era. 

In that instant, another laugh bursts out of Ike. And that was because Sandra had probably never heard of that other Spielberg film, Jurassic Park. 

An abrupt temperature change strikes Sandra as she enters the shop by pushing open one of the double glass doors. 

"Oooo!" she utters upon experiencing that unexpected cold air. 

It reminded her of the Lincoln Continental with the air-conditioning on full, which means whoever owns this rinky-dink store has an air-conditioning system that doesn't mess around. 

Looking over to her left, the girl noticed something desirable at the head of the aisle nearest the door. 

It was a display of brush and comb sets hanging from hooks, and their colors ran the entire length of the spectrum. 

They also looked cheap, despite the sign atop the display that read, '$10.99 each'. But Sandra walked past them because right now, something a little more critical was on her mind. 

Going up to the front counter, Sandra sees the shop owner, but he doesn't seem to notice her. The proprietor was a man with a big gut, gray mutton chops, and a black leather vest over a white T-shirt. With his bulk propped up on a stool, the shop owner focused on some cheesy talk show appearing on a small black-and-white TV sitting on a shelf. 

"Ugh, excuse me. Can you tell me where the bathroom is?" Sandra asked. 

Swiveling all the way around, the shop owner looked over at her with his ice-blue eyes. At that second, he thought he was hallucinating since his shop doesn't get too many visitors, so anyone abruptly wandering in is a surprise. 

Slow in the communication department, the shop owner doesn't say a word to the girl. Instead, he points his right index finger at the far right end of the store. 

Glancing over to where the man pointed, Sandra picks up the slack by saying, "it's over there? Oh, OK." But as Sandra heads in that direction, she doesn't realize that this shop owner's eyes are focused on her tight little bottom. 

The shop owner has no issue ogling a pretty girl like Sandra. 

Despite the partial whiteout of its name, this store held an extraterrestrial theme that was odd but not off-putting. The plastic toy flying saucers dangling from the ceiling with wires to the smiling gray aliens painted in prime locations on the walls. 

The girl ignored all that as she reached the bathroom. But she noticed the little boy and girl symbol on the bathroom's white door, signaling that this was a coed facility, but Sandra didn't care as long as it was an actual bathroom. 

Immediately, two things hit her senses when she opens the door: the room's darkness and the smell of cleaning solution. 

She also can see that it is tiny, barely more substantial than a closet. Luckily, the pull chain for the bathroom light dangled right in front of the doorway. 

Switching it on, she closed the door. Looking all around, Sandra couldn't believe this was a bathroom. The walls were a dingy brown, but she wasn't sure if it was paint or dirt. 

The tile floor looked identical to the walls, except for many filthy shoe prints from earlier customers.  

And just behind the door was an old mop floating in the black water of a metal bucket. 

That toilet and sink had blemishes galore, but the crapper was worse, with many brown stains all over it; and she didn't have to guess what those discolorations were. 

The stains on the sink were a mixture of mud and rust that tainted a used bar of green soap. The small mirror above the sink had so many water stains that her reflection was like a funhouse mirror, and just left of that mirror was a paper towel dispenser, with rust spots overwhelming its white finish. 

Altogether this bathroom was a disaster, and Sandra felt there was no way she would get all fresh and clean here. To make matters worse, she had to pee again, and she was not looking forward to using that toilet. In comparison, the bush where she peed is much more appealing. 

Grabbing a big handful of sand-colored paper towels from that dispenser, Sandra covered the toilet seat. But, unfortunately, she found that those towels looked like sandpaper and felt like it too. Pulling down her pants, Sandra couldn't resist cringing as she sat down. 

Finishing up quickly, the girl finds that there's no toilet paper dispenser at all. So, having no choice, she used the only available paper to wipe herself. 

Sandra pushed down the toilet plunger, and it rattled as if it was about to fall off in her hand. That water in the bowl then swelled until it overflowed the seat, knocking some of that paper she left onto the floor. 

"Oh, gross!" Sandra shouted as the water finally headed down the drain. 

With a god-awful mess of wastewater and wet paper all around that toilet, the girl pushed her back against the paper towel dispenser so she wouldn't end up in it. 

Reaching over, she turned on that corroded green faucet to wash her hands, but she had no interest in using that soap since it looked too nasty. Keeping her back to the wall, Sandra rinsed her hands one at a time. The girl then fled that disastrous bathroom without drying off her hand, shutting off the faucet, or even turning off the light.

Shutting the bathroom door, Sandra shook her hands in the air, trying to dry them. Then, moving back towards the front counter, Sandra felt she should tell the shop owner about the mess in the bathroom. Sandra then does an immediate about-face in her head because she suspects the shop owner already knows the bathroom is a wreck. 

Sandra didn't look at the shop owner or open her mouth as she reached the front counter. Instead, she focused on a stack of red plastic hand baskets that sat on the floor just opposite the counter. The girl then grabbed one of those baskets with damp hands before heading off to get whatever she could.

––––––––
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But as she moved towards the aisles, Sandra felt a little guilty about the toilet. Because while it was a disaster before she entered, she undoubtedly added to the mess, and by not saying anything, the owner might think she did it deliberately. At that point, Sandra figured she better get her shopping done before the owner found out.

Leaning against that payphone, Ike dialed his friend's number once again. This time, however, Ike got something he almost didn't expect: an answer.  

"Hello?" 

Startled by that response, Ike spouted, "Vince!"

"Yeah!"

"It's me." 

"Ike! Goddamnit, where the hell have you been?" 

"Hey, that's my line!" Ike spouted in a tone that wasn't entirely serious. 

"Oh! You think so?" Dupree shot back the same way. 

"Ya, since I've been tryin' to get ahold of ya for two days."

"I've been busy." 

Dupree became more no-nonsense as he went on to say, "Now, what happened on the job? Because the news only gave so much info, and I didn't like what I heard." 

Ike's tone also changed. First, calling the robbery crew by their names, he says, "yeah, well ... Fishburne and Whitaker got it in the shop. Washington made it out, but he was a mess, and I had no choice but to leave him. But the way he was talkin', he obviously topped himself." 

"You sure about that? The news said they caught one of the robbers, and I'm sitting here wonderin' if it's you." 

"But I heard three people died?" 

"Yeah! One of the grannies that ran the shop had a heart attack."

"Oh, shit!" 

"Oh yeah, shit is right," Dupree went on. "And according to the news, our boy isn't talking, at least not yet ... And, you have the stuff, right?" 

"Yeah."

"Excellent, dude. The news said the cops didn't recover it, so at least that part of the job went right. Well, how long will it take ya to get here?"

"Not sure, a few hours." 

"Right! Right!" 

Ike then tries to interrupt his friend by saying, "oh, there's..." 

"Can it wait, Ike? I gotta go," Dupree cut him off. "Just get back to me on my private line."  

"I have been dialing that line for two days tryin' to get a hold of you."

"Don't worry. Since I'll know it's you calling, I'll definitely answer next time." 

Dupree then chuckled before hanging up.

Milling around the aisles, Sandra had packed her handbasket with stuff her mom and Karl would never let her eat, such as Nacho cheese Doritos, pretzels, Cheetos, barbecue corn chips, toffee glazed popcorn, and cookies. 

Reaching the back of the store, she faced a refrigerator case stuffed with different drinks, and among those random beverages, the girl saw cans of Ruby Kist cranberry juice. 

It wasn't the same brand Ike got from the convenience store back in Utah, but it will do since cranberry juice has become her new favorite drink.  

Sandra grabbed two cans of that stuff, but she saw other sweet drinks of the adult kind as soon as she shut that refrigerator door. 

Sandra is familiar with Alcopop, the street name for alcohol lace soda. But the ones directly in front of her had odd names like BuzzBallz, Happy Juice Express, Hooper's Hooch, and Lime-A-Rita, and their flavors were equally strange, like strawberry rum, orange float, and wicked Apple.  

But regardless of her knowledge about this kind of drink, Sandra doesn't touch it. The main reason is that this stuff isn't available in her hometown, and besides, all those weird drinks don't appeal to her. Turning away from that refrigerator, Sandra faced a shelf full of the traditional hard stuff: Scotch, gin, rum, and tequila. And standing on the corner of that shelf, in diagonally slit open cardboard boxes, was a stack of Finlandia Vodka. 

The girl then picked up one of those one-liter clear glass bottles. Gripping its neck tightly, she wasn't admiring the bottle's roughly carved design. When it comes to Vodka, Finlandia is the brand she liked best.

Sandra can't recall when it became her favorite, but compared to other vodkas, Finlandia goes down smoothly and gives her a nice warm feeling inside. She then thought that must be why she was suddenly craving a drink.

But what Sandra didn't know was that two sets of eyes were on her. First, the shop owner watched her with the help of a concave anti-theft mirror hanging above her. Second, Ike, after entering the store, was now standing right across from her.

"Are you thirsty, Sandra?" He asked. 

The girl jumped as she gasped. Sandra was so mesmerized by the bottle in her hand; that she didn't notice him there. 

Giving him a quick pout, Sandra felt a little angry and embarrassed. Though she knew Ike couldn't read her mind, her body language said enough: she immediately wanted a drink. 

Putting the bottle back on the pile, Sandra tried to act as if absolutely nothing was wrong. Then, shifting the shopping basket from her left hand to her right, she headed to the front of the store. 

As Sandra and Ike met up at the front counter, she dumped out the basket in front of the shop owner. And as the man sorted through that junk food, she suddenly uttered, "oh! I forgot."

Disappearing from that counter, she left the two men to deal with each other. 

As the elderly gent rang things up, he looked over at the girl lingering about that hair utensil display. He then focused on Ike before looking over at the girl again. 

And as he did, Ike noticed an intensity in the old man's eyes, which wasn't friendly. But, of course, Ike had seen that look before from people who view you with suspicion.

Ike didn't know why he and the girl were getting such scrutiny, but he felt he better put the shop owner at ease before the man asked prying questions he didn't want to answer.

Nodding his head towards the girl, Ike blurted out, "She's my niece."

And as soon as that came out of his mouth, Ike realized that it sounded so unconvincingly stupid, especially when anyone could see that he was a big brown man and Sandra didn't resemble him. 

Turning his face towards Ike, the old man's eyebrows rose as he shot back, "Really?"

Quickly, Ike said the only thing he could think of that could neutralize the tension.

"Yeah, we come from a ... racially mixed family," he said as smoothly as he could.

"Really?" The shop owner parrots himself with a slight nod of the head. 

With the sound of her flip-flops sliding across the tile floor, Sandra returned to the company of the two men. And in her hand was one of those cheap comb and brush sets from that hair utensil display.

Tossing that purple plastic combo pack on the counter, Sandra says, "OK, I'm all set."

Ringing up that last item, the shop owner says, "that will be $44.90." 

Ike took the white shopping bag that the shop owner stuffed with their goodies. 

With a slight grin, he then says to the old gent, "thank you very much." 

But the shop owner didn't respond as that pair left his store.

Once outside, Ike couldn't help feeling uncomfortable since he didn't know why that old man gave them the stink eye. Of course, Ike immediately thought it was racial bias, but he considered maybe the old man thought he was about to get robbed. And Sandra didn't seem to notice the old man's mood. 

But then, an idea came to Ike that he didn't consider before, and it quickly leaped out of his mouth.  

"Sandra," he spoke up. "That old man back there was lookin' at me as if I was your pimp or your sugar daddy." 

"Really?" She uttered while glancing up at him.

"Yeah, I guess."

She said matter-of-factly, "Well, I guess that's not surprising since we can't pass for daddy and daughter."

"No, I guess we can't."

Sandra looked down at Ike's right hand. Its golden brownness wasn't important compared to the shopping bag dangling loosely from its fingers. The girl then snatched the plastic bag from his hand before running to the car.  

Stopping next to the left rear door, she turns to him and says, "as long as they don't recognize me, that's all that counts, right?"  

"Right," he uttered.

The girl got into the back seat as Ike got back behind the wheel of the Lincoln. 

With a slight kick-up of dust from its rear wheels, that black car immediately got back on the road, but what those two didn't notice was the old gent exiting the door of his shop. 

Putting his right hand over his brow, that shopkeeper squinted at the Lincoln as it went further and further down the highway. 

***
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Pulling off her disguise, Sandra tossed it on the seat beside her. She then ripped into a bag of soft-baked cranberry oatmeal cookies. Getting the first taste of one, she smiled with delight as its moist texture rolled around in her mouth, along with a hint of orange and almond.

Poking that bag over the seat, she asked, "Want some?"  

"Can you give me one of those juices?" Ike responded as his eyes stayed on the road.

Being helpful, she opened one of those cans before reaching over and tapping his right shoulder with it.

Reacting to that can's chilliness, Ike straight away reached over and took that juice with his left hand. 

After taking a big swig, he glanced at the girl in the rearview mirror and said, "Are you still thirsty, Sandra?"

Instantly, she knew he wasn't talking about the juice.

She bit into another cookie rather than answer him. 

Seemingly unfazed by this lack of response, Ike said, "I wonder what would've happened if I wasn't there. Would ya have guzzled that bottle in one go or take your time about it?" 

"I wouldn't drink a whole bottle like that," Sandra said, despite having a mouth full of cookies. 

"The lady speaks," he said with a spark of levity. 

Swallowing what was in her mouth, the girl continued in a much clearer voice. 

"Why even mention it?" Sandra spouted. 

"Because it looked like you wanted that booze so bad you were ready to eat the glass just to get at it." 

"No, I wasn't — you, you know nothing about it." 

Hearing defensiveness in her defiant enunciation, Ike backtracked. 

"All right, enlighten me," he asked. "Why do you drink?" 

There was a short pause, then Sandra said, "first off, I've never been drunk." 

"You sure about that?" 

"Yes!" She said emphatically.

The girl believed she was truthful. As for what happened at the motel, Sandra doesn't count that as intoxicated because she could walk and talk without slurring her words. And she certainly didn't pass out either. 

Ike, however, didn't believe it for a second; therefore, he persisted. 

"So, why drink?"

"It ... it's difficult to explain," Sandra replied, with reluctance in her voice.  

Glancing at the girl in the rearview mirror, Ike responded, "well, it's not like you have any place to be, so take your time."

There was another pause before she spoke up again.

"When I did shoots for the paysite," Sandra said, referring to photoshoots. "It wasn't easy. It was a real disaster the first couple of times; nothing went right. And one photographer got mad and called me stupid — and it wasn't my fault — some clothes just didn't fit right, others were itchy, the lighting was too bright, and I couldn't see anything. But worst of all, they kept telling me to do things I didn't understand, and I got confused."

Continuing to speak, Sandra added, "then, one day, we were on our way to meet a new photographer, and Karl took this flask out of the glove box and told me to drink it. It tasted weird, and I asked him what it was, and he said something odd... He told me it was breakfast of champions."

Right then, Ike laughed; it was a big hearty guffaw too. 

Surprised by this, the girl wondered if he was laughing at her.

"What's so funny?" She demanded. 

As his laughter died down, Ike couldn't repress the grin on his face as he answered her.

"Apparently, this Karl guy is a Kurt Vonnegut fan," He responded.

"Kurt Von ... Who are you talking about?" Sandra asked.

Not holding back at all, Ike immediately says, "he was this writer from the '60s and '70s. His books were bizarre, really out there, and some people thought he was a sci-fi writer, but he was more of a satirist or comic writer. So anyway, 'Breakfast of Champions is one of his books. And..." 

"What's so funny about it?" Sandra interrupted him.

"I'm getting to that part," Ike continued. "Anyway, in the book, a waitress serves the protagonists some booze and refers to it as breakfast of champions."

Twisting her lip a little and narrowing her eyes at him, Sandra didn't think it was funny at all, but, in retrospect, she understood now why Karl called it that.

"You can go on with your story now," Ike says. 

"Thank you," she uttered. "Anyway, Karl told me to drink it, and I did. He told me it would help me get through the photoshoot, and he was right. So we did the shoot. I didn't feel nervous or stupid and did everything the photographer asked. He even said I was an absolute natural."

"Because of the liquid courage," Ike said under his breath. 

Not hearing Ike's crack, Sandra continued, "And I found out later it was vodka that Karl gave me."

"And this Karl gave you booze every time you did one of these photo shoots?"

"No!" she said firmly. "Afterward, I would get a quick drink before I went to a shoot." 

"So you're saying that you must get sauced first to do your modeling thing?" 

A sudden flash of anger rose in Sandra's eyes, and some came out of her mouth as she shouted, "I said, I've never been..." Then, squinting her eyes and giving her head a quick shake, she quickly added, "oh, forget it!" 

Turning away, Sandra poked her mouth out, tired of arguing.

Figuring he would not get any more answers from the girl, Ike returned to work on his juice. 

Tossing the empty can on the rider's side floor, Ike says, "OK, I'll take some of those cookies now." 

Suddenly, the cookie bag flew right by his head. Hitting the windshield, it bounced off the dashboard before landing on the passenger's seat. A slight frown popped on Ike's face as he quickly looked at that crushed package. 

"Thanks," He uttered.

But Ike wasn't sincere since Sandra squashed those cookies beyond reason, and she probably did it on purpose before throwing them at him. 

At least he's lucky the girl is a lousy shot because if his old girlfriend, or his mother, had thrown it at him, he'll be wearing a cookie hat now.

* * *                    
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The sun hung low in the late afternoon sky and made the entire western horizon burn a bright lemon yellow while the rough chisel mountains on the eastern horizon became golden with sunlight. And high above them, the silver disk of an almost full moon was already out.  

Planted in the middle of this sight was the desert floor, and sitting among its random weeds and twisted Juniper trees was a spot of humanity new to this place.

It didn't quite look like a small town, but this cluster of unique eateries could be the start of one. Some available things are Korean barbecue, Greek frozen yogurt, high-class turkey burgers, and overpriced Ugandan coffee. 

And at its center was a brand new, big steely rest stop. Painted in bright yellows and pinks, the place had solar panels, chargers for electric cars, and broadband Internet access.  

Along with everything sophisticated travelers crave, it also had old-school services, namely payphones and toilets.

While Ike moves to use the former, Sandra desperately needs to use the latter. 

Pushing her way through two sets of swinging Sepia-colored doors, Sandra found herself in a bathroom that seemed out of place for any rest stop. 

The room was large and brightly lit with vanilla ice cream-colored walls and a black-and-white checkered floor. But Sandra wasn't interested in any of that because she was not well and looked as bad as she felt, despite having her disguise on. 

Feeling dizzy, with sweat covering her paler-than-usual face, Sandra immediately went to find the nearest toilet; luckily, she didn't have to check all ten pinkish stalls since the first one was available.  

The girl didn't hesitate to drop to her knees since this bathroom was much cleaner than the one she had previously visited. Removing her disguise, Sandra then stuck her head over the toilet bowl. Making two dry heaves, she desperately wanted to puke, but all that stuff she ate stayed in her gut. Finally, not wanting to feel sick any longer, Sandra tossed back her hair so it wouldn't get in the way. She then jammed two fingers from her right hand down her throat, and that did the trick as all that partially digested junk came roaring out. 

After a minute of making awful retching noise, Sandra did the deed and felt much better. 

The girl's body slumped over until her butt was on the floor, and her back was against the left side of the stall. Tears also ran down her face, but it was only tears of relief.  

Reaching up with her left hand, Sandra pulled a stream of toilet paper off the roll directly beside her head. She then wiped away the sweat from her face and the tears in her eyes. As she caught her breath, Sandra put her right hand on her tummy. 

Her stomach pains rapidly subsided, as did her nausea, but something else bothered the girl, and it wasn't just the vomit taste in her mouth. 

The fashion world has many anorexic models, but Sandra knows she's not part of that club since she is naturally skinny. And yet, stuffing herself and throwing it back up was a quintessential bulimic maneuver.

Though doing it had nothing to do with maintaining an ideal weight, Sandra feels uneasy because she never wants to do anything to validate that she is a part of that sad sorority. 

With her disguise back on, Sandra left the toilet stall and went to the nearest sink; she then fully noticed this high-end restroom. 

Looking as if someone carved them out of a single block of stainless steel, the six sinks of this bathroom each had an electronic faucet that seemed only to work when you brought your hands directly under its nozzle. It took Sandra a couple tries to figure that out, and it was the same with the liquid soap dispenser beside it.  

The sinks had individual oval mirrors with fluorescent lighting built into their frames. And to top it off, each basin had a stool built right into the floor and made of imitation mahogany.  

As Sandra rinsed that nasty taste out of her mouth, she saw two girls about her age. And as they moved past her towards the exit, she heard them whispering. Sandra doesn't consider herself paranoid, but she felt they were talking about her and didn't like it. 

With the help of the restroom mirrors, Sandra watched as those two girls looked back at her before whispering further. 

Once those two girls vanished out the door, Sandra couldn't help but be unnerved by that. Though she couldn't hear what they were saying, their entire body language created a terrible memory. One she wished she could banish from her mind forever. 

Suddenly grabbing her shirt's right shoulder, Sandra quickly sniffed. And the girl confirmed that she's getting a little whiffy, but at least her BO isn't gross like it was after her kidnapping. However, Sandra suspected that those whispering girls also noticed her smell.

The girl immediately thought this would be a great time to clean up since she had the bathroom all to herself. 

But immediately, that idea went out the window as a thirtyish dark blonde woman, clad in a gray Walt Disney world 2007 t-shirt and cut-off jeans, barged in. And dragged right behind her was a little kid who appeared to be her daughter since their long hair and outfits were near identical.

When those two opened their mouths, Sandra instantly realized that the kid with the almost waist-length hair was no girl.

"But I wanna go to the little boy's room!" The youngster protested. 

"Oh, hush, little man," the woman shot back. "How many times I gotta tell ya, you're not old enough to go to the big boy's room. So get in there and stop whining!"  

"I not goin'!" The kid shouted. 

In no mood for talkback, the woman grabbed the little boy by his neck and pushed him into one of the toilet stalls. She then quickly followed, shutting the door behind them.  

That ruckus continued as the woman shouted, "you better get those shorts off, little man. If you mess up your pants, I'll make sure you won't be able to sit for a year."  

Having zero options to deal with her growing funkiness, Sandra moved to vacate this high-end ladies' room.  

The girl spotted an automatic hand dryer next to the exit and figured she should at least take care of her still-wet hands. But, despite the high-pitched hairdryer sound, it made an even louder sound suddenly hit Sandra's ears. Inside that toilet stall, that little boy screamed as if his mother was murdering him. Tired of hearing that uproar, the girl took off before her hands were finished. And in doing so, she bumped into two elderly women who were going inside. 

Far from any city, Ike had to find out the hard way there are inescapable annoyances in this world.  

Although there was a bank of eight payphones, Ike quickly discovered that nearly all of them weren't working. He found the receiver ripped clean off the first one. The next three had no dial tone at all. Unfortunately, some kids had jacked with the one after that, mashing bubblegum inside the mouthpiece and earpiece, making it gross and unusable. 

Ike then discovered the keypad didn't work on the sixth one. Pushing its buttons, he couldn't make it work, although a dial tone was coming out of its receiver. The next one, Ike, didn't bother to try. After six previous failures, he is gun-shy and figured it would be a waste of time. As for the last phone in that phone bank, some old woman with a white scarf over her head was using it. 

But the woman abruptly ended her phone conversation in a sudden burst of good fortune. As that elderly lady quickly left the scene, Ike briefly wondered whether her call had finished or his presence intimidated her to make it so. Ike didn't really care where the truth lay; he was happy to get access to a working phone. 

Punching in his buddy's number, Ike only had to wait for two rings before getting an answer.

Getting his friend on the line again, Ike says, "It's me, Vince."

"Hey, Ike! Where are you?" He said, with cordiality dripping in his voice.

"Still on the road, man." 

"Damn, Ike! Takin' your time, aren't ya?"

Adopting an almost comical tone, Ike replied, "Well, you know me, Vince. I never could resist taking the scenic route." 

He then quickly followed that up with a quick laugh. 

"But don't worry," he continued. "I'll be there by evening unless I get hit by an 18-wheeler."  

Hearing his friend chuckle over the phone at that darkly humorous remark, Ike immediately recalled the robbery. He then figured that dodging bullets and cops isn't the same as being hit by a truck; the tension and worry over getting caught can wear anyone down over time, while a big fat piece of rolling metal will finish you in one go. 

Ike then wondered if his friend understood the danger he had avoided these last few days; and how friends shouldn't take friends for granted. Finally, Ike concluded if he were a different person, that's what he would tell Vince. 

But one thing Ike won't mention to his friend is the girl. It's bad enough she's his problem, but to make it, Dupree's also smells too much like an atrocious idea since he doesn't know how his buddy would react.

"Vince! There's somethin' I have to tell you."

"Yeah, what?"

Holding the receiver tightly, Ike said in a firm, even voice, "I'm gonna need a hundred." 

Reaching deep into his core, Ike found the resolve to tell his friend what he needed to know. He told Vince that he didn't appreciate his current situation and wanted compensation for his trouble. 

Ike knew a full-blooded thug would demand a lot more, at the least half the loot; or, if he were a greedy bastard, he would merely say, "fuck you, Vince, I'm taking it all."

At that moment, Ike realizes there is complete silence on the phone line. And he suspected that maybe his friend didn't understand what he was saying to him. 

"You want a hundred on top of the 50?" Dupree finally answered him in a tone that was much more serious.

Relieved that his friend was in tune with what he was saying, Ike continued, more relaxed, "I'm not greedy, man. I want twice the money." 

With a sigh, Vince responded, "Ike, this is a close deal. Everyone agreed to their cut, including you. Now, you wantin' more is gonna upset everything." 

Hearing the smooth tenor in his friend's voice sounded too much like a car salesman to Ike, but his friend won't convince him that his demand is something he doesn't want.

Ike then suggested something he hoped would sound more than reasonable. 

"Can you just deduct it from the guys who didn't make it?" He says. 

Suddenly Ike heard Vince laugh, but it didn't seem mocking to him. Especially after he followed it up, saying, "OK, Ike, OK, I feel you. Come to the club, and we'll sort this out, alright?" 

After a momentary pause, Ike uttered, "Right."

Since today was a regular workday at the club, Ike knew it was not the best spot to settle things with Vince, but he had no other choice. First, however, he appreciated his friend's laughter. It dispersed a flash of tension he felt as they spoke, and it validated something Ike always liked about him. Vince is no drama slave. Regardless of the scenario, whether it be angry customers, disappointed girlfriends, or worst, Vince handles it without fanfare. 

Changing the subject slightly, Ike then says, "Oh, can you bring my car around to the club? The keys should be on the coffee table."

"Yeah, sure."

"You still have the spare key to my place, right?"

"I should since I helped you get that condo," said Dupree. "And don't worry, I won't do any street racing with your ride."

"Like I would let you near it if I thought you would." 

Ike finally closed their conversation by saying, "OK, I'll see ya soon." 

Once off the phone, Ike looked over at the rest stop's parking lot, but his interest wasn't in the handful of cars sitting in its three dozen spaces or the few travelers crisscrossing it. 

Focusing on the Lincoln Continental, his genuine interest was the 5-and-a-half-foot item that wasn't sitting inside.  

Turning his eyes towards the rest stop's bathrooms, Ike twisted his lip.

He then griped, "Damn! Why do girls take forever when they're in the toilet?" 

Ike thought he should go up to the woman's bathroom and give Sandra a holler to see if she flushed herself. But he instantly rejects that idea since the girl is probably not alone in there, and doing such a thing would draw too much attention to her.

Turning his feet towards the Lincoln, Ike was about to march towards the car when the girl suddenly materialized, but her emergence wasn't half as surprising as where she came.  

Just to the right of that bank of phones was one of the slanted steel pillars that held up the sloping roof of this rest stop. Coming from behind that pillar, Sandra zipped right past Ike.  

Joined by the slapping sound of her sandals, the girl was swift on her feet as she made a straight line to the Lincoln. Ike couldn't help but notice this since he never thought anyone could move so fast in flip-flops.

Slowly approaching the car, Ike thought the girl had the potential as a future Olympic track star. But he quickly pushed that aside as a new issue entered his mind: why was Sandra hiding behind that pillar? Ike had no answer, at least not yet.

Waiting in the front seat, Sandra is lucky that Ike was courteous enough to leave the Lincoln unlocked since he wasn't sure who would finish their business first. However, Sandra also figured that if carjackers were lurking about this rest stop, they easily could have ended up wheelless.

Once he got back in the car, Ike let the question of what she was doing behind that pillar evaporate from his mind. Then, once they got on the road again, he focused on something different. 

"You've finished puking?" he asked. 

Lying back in the seat, the girl pressed her left cheek against the headrest. She then gave Ike a slight smile as she nodded in the affirmative. 

"Good!" Ike responded. "Because if you'd done it in the backseat ... man, it would've been a mess."  

And Ike wasn't kidding.

Glancing up at the rearview mirror, he looked upon all the ripped open and half-eaten packages of junk food scattered back there. It looked like a haphazard garbage salad with random cheesy puffs, broken pretzels, popcorn kernels, tortilla chips, and cookie crumbs, all mixed with bits of food wrappers. 

Despite how it looks, it could've been a much bigger mess since Sandra initially felt sick over a dozen miles back. But luckily, they came across that rest stop when they did; if not, the only other choice she had was to puke along the side of the road. 

"I don't know why you pigged out like that," he says. "Now, I like that junk too, but I don't eat it all the time. And you shouldn't either. Or do you want to end up a —"

Without warning, Ike poked her stomach as he said, "big—fat—ass." 

Instantly, the girl reacted by slapping his hand away. 

"Don't do that!" She blurted out sharply.

The girl saw her companion snicker since he thought her reaction was funny. But Ike didn't know that Sandra's stomach was still sensitive, and poking it might make her puke again. 

Removing her disguise, Sandra stretched over and tossed it in the bag behind the driver's seat since it was the only spot in the back that wasn't filthy. 

As Sandra reclined in her seat, a question suddenly popped out of her mouth.  

"Ike, Why don't you have a cell?" 

"A cell phone?" He uttered. 

"Yeah," she went on. "I see you yakking on these payphones all the time. And I've just been wondering why?"

Since they met, the question had entered her mind several times, but this seemed the best time to find out why.  

At first, Ike wasn't sure what to say as a reluctance to answer overcame him. It's not that the question was highly personal to him; it's just that only a few have ever asked him: his old girlfriend, his buddy Vince, and his mother.

But this was the first time anyone from the so-called wired generation ever asked him this question, and he wasn't sure if he wanted to share his core feeling about cell phones. 

Glancing over at the girl, Ike gave her an answer.  

But the words stumbled out of his mouth as he said, "I ... I have my reasons... all right." 

"Oh — OK," Sandra uttered.

But as the girl turned her face from him, Ike could see that she was unsatisfied with that response. 

Ike decided that he shouldn't be so cagey. There was no good reason Sandra shouldn't know what he honestly thought about those things. 

"All right," he says. "You wanna know why I don't use cell phones?"

That utterance was enough to get Sandra's attention as he went on.

"Because I don't need the brain tumors, that's why, "he said.

"What!" Sandra uttered with complete confusion. 

"Yeah, that's right! They cause them!"

"No, they don't!"

"You may not believe it, but they do!" He said with certainty. "Back in the 80s, when they first came out, they had high-profile cases where people got sick and died after using the damn things. And in one case, a woman had a tumor on the side of her head shaped like her cell phone antenna." 

"That's crazy!" 

"Well, it's true," Ike went on. "You never heard the stories because the phone companies buried them. But you just wait, like cigarettes; when enough people die, it'll all come out. It'll take 20 to 40 years, but it'll happen. So you wait and see."

Shaking her head in disbelief, the girl says, "you're weird."  

"Go ahead and think that, but it doesn't change the facts," he shot back. 

Looking out at the highway, Ike felt that the girl looked at him like he was wacked in the head. Ike then wonders if the girl sees him as a modern Luddite, which isn't true.

In fact, Ike knew that if Sandra visited his condo, she would find it cluttered with electronics, like a PC, a laptop, a big fat 60-inch flat-screen TV with a satellite dish, and an MP3 player, which he sometimes brings along when he's at his regular job.

Kicking off her flip-flops, Sandra laid back in her leather seat as she tried to get comfortable, and yet, she looked over at her companion with curious eyes. 

Out of the corner of his sight, Ike noticed that stare, but he ignored it as he continued focusing on his driving. He also focused on that big, pinkish-purple sky as the sun's light almost died away.

As her companion switched on the Lincoln Continental's headlights, Sandra said something peculiar.

"When we get to Vegas, and you give your friend those stolen jewels, will he give you what you want?"

Immediately, the area between Ike's eyebrows crinkled up. Then, turning his face toward the girl, he gave her a harsh glare.

It wasn't so much the content of the question that riled him up but its genesis because saying such a thing told Ike precisely what the girl was doing behind that pillar back at the rest stop. 

Not holding back one bit, he shouted, "Damn it, Sandra! You were listening to my phone call!" 

Startled by that, Sandra sat up slightly in her seat. Then, she says, "I wasn't trying to. It was just ... I came out of the bathroom, and I was about to tell you I was ready, but then... I heard you talking... I didn't even hear the whole thing." 

"What did you hear?" He barked. 

"Ugh... everything after you said you wanted twice the money," she said gingerly. 

Looking back at the road, Ike couldn't believe that the girl was snooping again. He then wondered if Sandra was practicing to be a future Nancy Drew or, at the least, Miss Marple. 

He felt she would undoubtedly have a future job at some spy agency because this girl has a knack for being sneaky, and yet, he distinctly heard what sounded like remorse in her voice.

Giving his head a little shake, Ike suspected that maybe, just maybe, there was a concern for his wellbeing behind her prying. 

Regardless, he was unhappy with Sandra sticking her pretty nose up in his business again. 

Looking back toward the girl, Ike says, in a lot less angry tone, "Sandra, the stuff in the trunk and my business ain't your problem." 

"But aren't you worried? What if you hand over the jewels and your friend tries to kill you?"

He snapped, slightly irritated, "Vince won't do that." 

But Sandra wouldn't back down as she pestered him on the subject. Finally, disquietude tainted her insistent words as she said, "How do you know?"

Sandra's doggedness is from her memory of an old documentary she saw on TV about some crooks that robbed the Lufthansa airport terminal in New York City in the late '70s. And how, in the aftermath, those crooks killed each other over the loot. Sandra's insight from that TV program is that friendship and crime don't mix.

Realizing that the girl would not leave it alone, Ike says, "You want to know why? Because I've known him for a long time. All the way back to the Gulf War, in fact."  

A grin suddenly bursts across Ike's face as he remembers his time in the army. He then said, "I was a 20-year-old corporal, and it was my first deployment overseas, and my mom didn't want me to go. I think too many bad stories on the TV news brainwashed her, but I convinced her that because I was in logistics, I'll be in the rear with the gear."

"Rear with the gear! What does that mean?" Sandra interjected.

Despite not liking that interruption, Ike didn't hesitate to clue her in.

"It's old army slang for being outta harm's way," he replied. Ike then 

instantly added, "You know what that means, right?" 

"Ugh, yeah. I think I do."

"Good! Anyway, I thought going to the Middle East would be a big adventure, but once I got out there, all I saw of Arabia was the hot sun, sand, and no beach anywhere. That's when I met Vince, and though he was a Sergeant, the brother is cool; he never got on our case, even when we fucked up."

Getting new insight into her companion, Sandra listened as he continued.

"However, I couldn't keep my word to my mom when the shooting started because Vince and I were continually transporting supplies to the front. And then we got shanghaied into providing armed support for the MPs who were just swamped by the numbers of enemy soldiers brought in from the field. And yet, during all that mayhem and chaos, the only injury I suffered at the time was Sandfly bites on my balls; at least, that's what I told my mom."

Ike's grin faded as quickly as it appeared when he remembered what had happened after the shooting stopped. 

Speaking more seriously, Ike says, "when the fighting finally ended, the two of us took a Humvee and went off into the desert to blow off some steam. We then came across a bunch of destroyed enemy vehicles, and the wreckage was everywhere. It looked like the air force hit 'um. I was gonna take some souvenir photos of it when Vince, who was driving, hit a landmine."

"Oh, my gawd! "Sandra exclaimed.

Remembering the moment it happened, Ike shot back, "no kidding! We should've gotten wasted, but somehow Vince came out OK, but I got messed up because I was hangin' out the side portal when it happened." 

This scrap of info is a revelation for Sandra. Ever since the motel, she had wondered exactly how he got that colossal ugly scar on his back, but she was too cowardly to ask. 

"They dug the shrapnel outta my back, but I had problems afterward, and the army gave me an honorable discharge. Of course, I would've gotten a purple heart for my trouble, but ...." 

Ike's voice trailed off as he remembered never receiving one since the army doesn't hand out citations to clowns who get wounded while joyriding.

"Anyway," he continued. "The VA treated me 'till they thought I was getting addicted to painkillers. After that, things got hard between Pam and me...." 

Glancing over at his travel mate, Ike felt he had to give her clarification; thus, he says in a low tone, "she was my — girlfriend back then." 

Speaking regularly again, Ike added, "I couldn't work, and I couldn't get any disability because of too much bureaucratic bullshit. So I started using anything I could get my hands on to eliminate the pain, including booze."

Glancing over at the girl, Ike could see that she was listening intently. Whether she found his tale of woe fascinating or perhaps entertaining, he didn't know. He never considered that sad time in his life amusing, and she shouldn't either. 

"Everything broke down between Pam and me," he went on. "My mom tried to referee us, but it wasn't enough. Then, one day, Pam took off with our son, Paul..."

At that moment, Ike's voice disappeared.

Looking out at the road ahead, Ike felt a sudden dryness hit his mouth and tightness in his throat, but needing a drink, or talking too much, wasn't the reason. Ike can't recall the last time he thought about his son or even mentioned his name.  

He has also almost forgotten his son's appearance since the pictures he once had of him vanished long ago. And there's zero chance he can get any new pictures of him because Paul, who never saw the age of five, is no longer in this world.

Sandra couldn't help but notice that her companion had become silent. She couldn't understand what was happening, but she presumed that maybe Ike had decided that he no longer wanted to share any more of his past with her. 

Suddenly, like the ending of a solar eclipse, Ike's silence also ended. 

"Anyway... about two years later, Vince found me by accident, camping out on a mutual friend's sofa," Ike continued. "When I explained my situation, he didn't hesitate. He put me through rehab and hired a specialist that fixed all the nerve damage in my back. And to top it off, he gave me a job at this gig he has in Vegas." 

"But can you trust this man?" Sandra pressed him.

Getting a little tired of repeating himself, Ike looked over at the girl as he said, "Sandra, this may sound like a cliché to you, but if it weren't for Vince, I would have died in the gutter ages ago."

That didn't sound at all like a cliché to the girl. Picturing Ike lying dead in the street looked too much like future events to Sandra, so much so that real apprehension suddenly burst across her face. And she almost didn't hear Ike as he finished his statement by saying, "He saved my life. He really did. And I don't think he would undo all that by hurting me." 

Glancing at the girl, Ike then gave her a quick smirk. At first, Sandra didn't absorb what he said. However, as soon as those words penetrated her consciousness, she was dumbstruck as her eyes slightly widened and a gap formed in her mouth.  

Sandra couldn't believe he took words she used to justify coming along with him and, in a new context, tossed them back at her.
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        The Journey of Sandra and Ike enters a new stage.
 
 
  This precarious duo avoids capture by law enforcement and reaches the Star 69 nightclub in Sin City. Delivering the gemstones to the proprietor, Vincent Dupree, Ike gives his best friend his notice. Suffering from severe wanderlust, Ike decided he didn't want to be a bouncer at such a sketchy club for the rest of his life.
  Stubbornly refusing to return home, despite knowing how much suffering her disappearance has placed upon her mother, Sandra chooses to leave Las Vegas — with Ike. Naturally, this decision fills Ike with consternation, not just because he is on the cusp of starting a new life. During their time together, Ike's growing feelings for this pretty girl have given him enormous unease.
  Heading south into Arizona, Sandra and Ike get entangled with parole violators, bootleg explosives, racist Walmart employees, and horny teenagers.
Ike knows that their luck will not last forever. And he is also aware of the likelihood he'll lose all inhibitions with Sandra the longer she stays with him. Thus with their lives on the knife's edge, there is no assurance that Sandra or Ike has a future in this world.
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