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Chapter 1 - Morton's Fork
Crossing

 


Bull Schaffner brushed a hand over his tanned,
crew-cut head as he slowed the big semi down and dropped a gear on
the approach to Morton's Fork Crossing. Fifty miles inland north of
Florida's "Emerald Coast" with the empty, flatbed trailer bouncing
along in the narrow, blacktop, county road. Locals call it Moe's
Crossroads was written on the faxed, hand-drawn map on the
passenger seat. Ten minutes earlier a well-dressed, old stranger
standing beside his mailbox had helped to interpret the map, and
sparked Bull's interest.

"That old gas station at the crossroads. A chick
lives there now."

"A chick...."

"First time I saw her I went right through the stop
sign."

"Ever see a big eighteen parked there?"

"You can’t park there. The people in the big house
next door put up posts all along the shoulder. I think they also
own the station property. Converted it to an apartment. The girl
probably works off the rent."

"You think? So what's she look like?"

The gentleman had put an arm around Bull’s meaty
shoulder. “I thought you’d never ask.”

Now Bull could see the metal posts up ahead,
protecting both shoulders of the road all the way to the
intersection, with a hand-painted "NO SEMIS" sign fitting right in
with the decor. Grinning suddenly, Bull eased his seventy feet of
truck close to the posts on the right-hand side and pulled the
air-brakes with a loud hiss when he was even with the red-brick
house. It was set well back, with a weedy lot separating the
immaculate yard from the unkempt building at the intersection.
After setting the 4-way flashers, Bull eased himself down the three
steps to the ground from the Peterbilt, on the road side, and half
expected to hear someone holler. Nothing but the faithful idling of
the big diesel which kept the AC running and the inside of the cab
and sleeper popsicle cool.

So quiet here in the summer heat — no traffic, not
even a dog barking — and the walk over to the converted, old-timey
gas-station at the corner was short but the blacktop hot on the
soles of Bull's worn, black, Reebok originals. No sign of life
there, either, and the vintage Firebird crudely depicted on the map
was gone, old F Bird penciled in, the concrete blocks where
it had been jacked up crumbled and broken, like something huge had
run over them. The posts blocking any parking larger than a small
car continued around the corner and Bull walked between them and
over the concrete islands where the gas pumps had been. Draperies
were drawn over the building's two, large, front windows, and the
glass was festooned with duct tape laid on in X's for hurricane
protection. Patting the .22 Beretta in his right-front pocket — his
light-duty arm — Bull raised a fist to rap on the door. The door
glass had been replaced with cheap plywood, and he hesitated for a
moment as an old, battered pickup truck slowed, made the corner,
and went on down the way Bull had come. When it was quiet again, he
knocked. Nothing. The numbers on the ratty mailbox next to the road
were correct, but ...

"Okay...." Bull frequently conversed with himself
aloud, as many truckers do from a life so often spent in a solitary
cab. He chanced a more vigorous rap on the door and to his dismay
it popped open and swung wide, woofing-out sweet-smelling, cool
air. Inside was a large, single room, surprisingly well-furnished,
with thick carpeting and tapestries on the walls, a brass bed in a
far corner and a kitchenette in the other. "No dirty dishes in the
sink? No bathroom?" Backing away, he had to give the door a good
jerk to re-close it. "Time to see the piggy in the brick house the
wolf couldn't blow down!" Bull laughed.

"Lawn needs cutting," Bull threading his way through
a huge installation of plastic playground crap on the way back to
the house. "Why do people have kids?" He spied a pile of fairly
fresh dog shit and stepped around it. "Dogs I can understand. You
have a kid and before you get home from the hospital they want you
to start a college fund! Then you gotta register 'em for school and
stuff and get their shots.... Can't smack 'em when they're bad,
can't take 'em in your car without strapping them down or encasing
them in foam.... They come home from school sick and pass the germs
on to you.... Soon as they can read they want their own cell phone!
Then they want their own car! Then they want, they want, they want
..."

"You talking to me?"

Bull lowered the hand he was about to knock with, the
doorway now open and filled with a vaguely attractive,
western-styled, thirty-something woman looked like she had just
dismounted from a show horse if it weren't for the baseball bat in
her hand. Ironed jeans, pointy boots, a burgundy western-cut shirt
with pearly buttons.

"Um...." Bull tried to think, but accidentally let go
a burp instead.

She stared at him, steel gray eyes too close
together. Plucked eyebrows. Two, short, dyed-red braids sticking
out sideways over her ears like a younger woman might wear.
"Blueberry muffins?"

"Um, yeah!" Bull stepped back. "I'm, uh, looking for
the woman lives next door. Or the truck driver who stops by
sometimes."

"Which one?"

"Truck driver? His name is Danny. Nice looking guy,
red tractor...."

The lady lowered her shoulders and stared into Bull's
eyes so intently he could feel heat. "My husband is missing. I
filed a report on him three days ago. Bitch next door says her
boyfriend's missing, too. I said, you file a report? She says, no,
he's a truck driver, he could be anywhere. Mostly gone, she
said."

"Right. Um...."

"And you are...?

"Bull Schaffner. I'm an private investigator for
McKay Trucking."

The lady seemed to relax a little. "P.I.? Uh-huh.
That makes you a corporate investigator, seems to me. You don't
look either one."

"Yeah, well.... I need to know if you think the lady
next door will be back soon. Or if she has a name and phone number.
Stuff like that. Where your kids? Where's the dog?"

"Where's D. B. Cooper? The kids are staying with
granny, and they took the dog, and I'm here all alone and it's
wonderful. Now git!"

"D. B. Cooper, ha ha. Funny."

She smiled but it was so brief Bull couldn't be sure.
"The bitch owes two month's rent so Billy — that's my old man — he
tells me this time he's going to boot her out so he goes over there
and comes back an hour later with a cud of excuses and no money.
He's afraid of her but that little heifer doesn't scare me. Anyway,
that night her trucker boyfriend pulls up, which really tees Billy
off, you guys always leave the engine idling, and he goes out there
and comes back five minutes later all banged up, and, I mean, let
me tell you, Billy's twice as big as that Danny of yours, I've seen
him, and then the truck pulls out. Billy said both of them jumped
on him. Next day he gets in his pickup to go get feed for the
horses and that's the last I seen of him. Now git!"

"The horses hungry?"

"They're eating blueberry muffins. Off the vine." The
lady raised her ball bat. "Your eighteen-wheeler better be gone
when Billy gets back."

"Why would he want to come back?"



The bat leveled to horizontal and Bull barely dodged
a good thrust. He took a step sideways and headed for his truck.
Half-way there he turned and looked up at the clear, burning-hot
sky. The woman was still in the doorway in a wide stance, the ball
bat resting on a shoulder. Bull said, "Think it'll rain?"

* * *

According to the paperwork, Danny's load was epoxy
resin in one gallon, unlabelled cans destined for a distributor at
the Port of Houston. The weight on those totaled 30,000 pounds, and
at the top of the load was a consignment of 2-cycle,
gasoline-powered motorbikes, also headed to a dock in Houston, made
in Poland and painted either bright red or bright blue according to
the manifest. These would have to be unloaded by hand.
Jeez.... The moped pickup had been in Jacksonville, which
explained how Danny could stop and see his girlfriend, who
supposedly lived next door here, without going out of route.
Okay.... Bull was mulling this information over as he
hesitated, once again, at the front door of the converted
gas-station. He was about to decide to pop in and lie down on the
bed and wait. The hell with his truck blocking a lane out there, or
the impropriety of inviting himself in to this apartment. He knew
almost every county cop in the area — he had grown up not far from
here — and with his parent's place so close by.... Hey, he could
park the rig there and borrow Dad's pickup! "Yup, borrow Dad's
pickup," Bull said aloud, but just as he reached the door of his
cab a tough-looking teenager or whatever buzzed past him on a
bright-red motor-bike, didn't even slow for the stop sign.

"Hey!"

The kid disappeared around the corner. "Not much
chance of catching up with that." Just then it came buzzing back
alongside another one, this one bright blue, with a big, buxom girl
on it, she nearly grazing Bull as they flew past. The 2-cycle
engines sounded like hornets, and Bull was momentarily paralyzed
for what to do, one hand up on the grab bar of his truck cab. He
pictured them coming back and him jumping out to block them. He
pictured them all going down into a pile, and them hollering at him
what's your problem and he yelling where'd you get those bikes, and
as Bull was thinking all this he could hear them again, getting
closer, coming back, they must live around here, and he
jumped out to stop them but stumbled and, just as he had pictured,
they all went down in a pile.

The young man was first up and the big girl — short,
blond hair, T-shirt said "Pork out at PORKY'S" — was just sitting
there on the shoulder, her legs straight out in front of her like a
rag doll. Her bike was still running, on it's side, the rear wheel
turning, but the boy's had quit and was stuck up against one of the
steel posts. Bull saw that the kid had bloody scratches on the
palms of his hands and one forearm, but just as Bull was about to
apologize or something the boy said, "Sorry, Mister."

"We better get going," the girl said, still sitting
there, looking at her own, scraped forearm.

Bull had gotten to his feet in a kind of crouch,
ready to fend off the rough-looking boy if he got nasty. "Where'd
you get the mopeds?"

"Mopeds?"

"Motor bikes!" the girl hollered, sitting there.

Her bike puttered to a halt, and in the silence Bull
heard another vehicle approaching. It was that ratty-old pickup he
had seen earlier, coming back. It slowed and screeched to a halt,
then inched forward between the two downed machines and stopped
when the tailgate was even up. A man Bull's age eased on down to
the pavement, in overalls, work-boots, and a one-size-fits-all
baseball cap. The hat was a stained white, with "CHUD'S" in red
letters across the front. His face was gaunt and covered with beard
stubble, but his arms bulged working-man muscle. He took a look at
Bull, spit, and turned to the girl. "You all right, Missy?"

"Yessir, I think so." She heaved herself up and
pulled her shorts out of her crevasses.

The man went immediately to the red moped, easily
lifted it, and plunked it into the back of the pickup where it lay
bent and nestled amongst a dirty, white-plastic cooler and a
flotsam of empty oil and beer cans. Bull felt anger welling up, a
condition which could plague him without warning and often without
sufficient cause. The man looked at Bull briefly on his way to the
other moped, but did not say a word. He did make a point, though,
of how light the machine he was lifting was to a man like himself.
Tailgate up.

Bull was no posie picker either, and he got right
behind the man as the second machine slammed on top of the first.
"You got a title for those things? They look new."

The guy turned, and Bull could feel his hot breath
waft past, smelled like a burnt electrical socket.

Bull said, "They look too new to be slamming ‘em
around like that. Must not have cost you much."

The man sidestepped Bull and motioned the girl to get
in the back of the truck. Her effort was not a pretty sight and
despite himself Bull had to look away. But only for a second. Out
of nowhere, it seemed, a young woman was running up to them in the
middle of the road, coming up on them fast. Small, barefoot,
lavender short-shorts, and a tiny tube-top jouncing from
side-to-side. A single, pitch-black braid looked like three feet
long was trailing behind her in the wind. Bull's heart pounded up
and he stood frozen in awe as her last, long stride picked her up
and landed her tanned, bare feet slap in front of CHUD's
work-boots, her face inches below his chin. For the first time, the
man showed fear, and he backed away a step.

"What did I tell you?" she said, loudly but not at
all screaming. "I told you I'd kill you if I caught you hanging
around my place again. What is it you don't understand? You think
Paradise is waiting with a mansion just for you?"

Watching this from behind, Bull was towering over her
with his body still locked in amazement. Not even a hundred pounds,
he guessed, yet the kids in the back of the pickup were inching
their way back, not looking at all sure of their fate. The man took
another step back. "I was just... They wuz'n accident an' I wuz
..."

"Shut up!" The gamine's fists were resting on her
hips, her torso leaning forward. The silence which followed was so
thick and humid you could feel it, and Bull sucked in a deep
breath. There was time enough for him to note that her braid
reached all the way down to a chunky-little, perfect ass, and there
was a red ribbon at the end. Bull sucked in another breath. His
heart was settling down enough for him to resume thinking again,
although still engaged with some primeval instincts. Trouble, he
knew. A female to kill for, he thought. "You have enough problems,"
a small voice in his head squeaked. "You have ladies waiting you
don't even have time for. Leave this one be. Don't pay this one any
mind."

Right.

She swiveled around and looked up at him, her
gleaming teeth exploding into a smile. "And you are ... ?"

Bull swallowed. Her lips were full and painted
vampire red. Large, white teeth that could split bones for the
marrow, and the tip of her tongue darting out between them like a
snake and then she was back at the motley pickup-truck gang.
"Git!"

The CHUD'S man, slumped now, turned and crawled into
the cab of the vehicle. The kids looked out the sides as the engine
cranked up and the entire mess clattered to the corner, stopped at
the stop sign this time, and began a turn to the right.

Bull came to his senses. "Hey!" he hollered. "Stop!"
He ran a few steps after them.

"I know where they live," the girl said. "I'll show
you later. They call me Monkey."

"Later?" He eased on up to her, but not too close.
She looked Mexican, no, that wasn't good enough. Aztec? Basque? A
space alien? Eyes almost black with flecks of gold. "Bull
Schaffner," he said, swallowing again. "You are the most, the most,
the most fantastic woman I've ever seen." He had come within a red
goat-hair of saying girl instead of woman.

"Tell me something I don't know."

They were standing in the middle of the highway. Bull
sweating some but the girl looked cool, and she had just been
running! Plus the pavement must be burning her feet. "Alien," Bull
said. "From Spain."

"Ha ha, no, born here." Grinning, a peculiar curl at
the corners of her mouth, she turned away from looking at Bull's
big, long, shiny rig, and waved a tanned, peach-fuzz arm toward the
converted gas station. "You been inside yet?" A hint of a mustache
that had never seen a razor.

"Um...."

"Come on." Her voice was special, also. Low and deep,
like an older woman after a lifetime of drinking whiskey every
night. "I could rent a better place but then I'd have to get a
job," she said, and pulled him inside by the wrist and flipped a
light switch. Properly furnished for such a dump on the outside.
Modern, expensive, and there was a bath area, no walls, with a tub
and sink and commode, in the corner behind the door. She went to
the fridge. "Ice-water or beer?"

Bull needed a beer bad.

She handed him a Corona after twisting off the cap
with a bare hand. "I'll show you how I do that later."

"Later...."

She had perched on one arm of the leather sofa with
her own beer, and Bull plunked deep-down into the other end. "So
how do you get all this good stuff then?"

"People give me stuff. You looking for Danny?"

"Men give you stuff."

"Right." Her expression soured.

"When you saw him last, was he bob-tailing?"

"No, he had his trailer. My landlord, the guy in the
house next door, tried to run him off but we beat his ass, and when
Danny got back in his rig I thought he was just going to park it
somewhere — he keeps a bicycle chained behind the tractor — but we
didn't discuss it first and I remembered he said when he stopped he
didn't have much time. He never has time for me, and I think he's
married. You married? He had an appointment for a drop in Houston
and that's a long, long way from Florida! Oh, you would know that,
I'm sure, and when he didn't show up later on the bike I figured he
was gone and anyway he promised to pick me up on the way back
because he had a load scheduled the other way, well, he's promised
to take me along before, never happened ..." (She stopped talking
long enough to slug down a long swallow of beer) "... and that's
when I was supposed to have everything all settled here so I could
lock up and go with him on the road but now after what we did to my
landlord, if he doesn't kick me out his old lady will and, so I
figure I need to rent a storeroom somewhere for all my stuff first
..." (another slug of beer—god she was beautiful—and that voice!)
"... like, right away, and, you know, Danny is gorgeous, he is so
fine! Plus he's a good man, and interesting, and he knows so much
stuff! I have never! But married, yah, you can tell. Anyway, my
landlord is soooo jealous about Danny so I figure he is totally in
a wad right now and ..."

"Hold on! " Bull said. "Hold on a minute."

"Okay, but you should know that my landlady reported
him missing, I mean, to the police. I mean, she reported her
husband missing."

Bull choked back telling her he was also married, and
watched her take a sip, then another, those beautiful, sucky
lips.... "I, uh...."

"You love me?"

pause.... "Yes."

"You'll get over it."

Another, longer pause. A silence. Both of them
sipping on their beers. Both of them with their eyes right on each
other. Finally, she said, "They said they were sending somebody.
Your company. Your boss got me on the phone. She described you
perfectly."

"Great."

"No, she was very complimentary. Aren't you supposed
to ask me stuff?"

Bull tried his best to keep his eyes off her points.
None of that sports-bra stuff with this girl. "Monkey?"

"My CB handle. My trucker handle. My father was a
flatbed driver, and he took me along with him summers when school
was out. I used to help him with chaining down loads and stuff.
Mostly local lumber loads. I had my own cheater pipe for the strap
ratchets — I still have it — and the other truckers used to clap
their hands when I'd be hanging from it and get another click.
Because I don't weigh much. Danny promised me he'd run flatbeds if
I'd go with him. He said he wants to marry me, yeah, right. I miss
the road, so I almost said yes. Not about marrying him. Absolute
yes about hitting the road with him."

"As you can see, I run a flatbed."

"Yah, yah.... But you're not as pretty as Danny."

"Yah yah." Another long silence, then Bull said, "Did
you see Danny's load?"

"Nope. No idea."

"Half of it was mopeds. Some red, some blue. I think
we were looking at two of them a few minutes ago."

"Ohhhh...." Monkey chug-a-lugged the rest of her beer
and hopped to her feet. Her feet were cute and small and tanned
with squared-off toes, the nails painted blood red. Toes he would
give anything to taste. He thought she was going to get him up so
they could find the kids and the pickup but she plunked down next
to him. "Please, please help me find Danny," she said. "But if we
don't, well...."

Bull was in love. Again. Only this time it was
terminal. This time, he thought, he was going to have to die.

"You need the bathroom before we go?" she said, and
handed him back his .22 Beretta.

"How'd you get that?"

"It was in your pocket! Easy. I'll wait for you
outside."

She had been close enough — he had felt or imagined
the heat of her bare leg through his jeans — but snicking that gun
out of his front pocket?

"Trouble," the little voice in his head said.

When Bull made it outside, Monkey was sitting
cross-legged on the hot hood of his tractor, a bottle of Windex in
one hand and a wad of paper towels in the other. Items he kept in
the passenger-side tool box. That metal must be hot enough to
burn a devil, Bull thought. I should just shoot myself while
I have a chance. What a sight, though, her arms flying over the
windshield, that braid swinging to-and-fro off a shoulder.

* * *

"Steerage passenger with a deck chair," Monkey said,
her bare feet up against the passenger-side windshield. Bull had
just made the right turn which the old pickup had made and Monkey
told him to go about a mile and there would be a dirt-road turn-off
on the left. By the time Bull had gone up through the gears there
it was, and he had to hit the brakes hard, his eyes on the mirrors
to make sure the empty trailer wasn't jack-knifing.

"You said a mile."

"Seemed like a mile to me," Monkey said.

"Maybe it's your perfume, making me stupid."

"No perfume. I shampooed my hair last night."
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