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GENERAL DISCLAIMERS:
This is an original story. All characters are created by me.
The characters and events depicted in this story are fictitious. Any similarity to actual persons, living or
dead, or events is purely coincidental.
The registered trademarks mentioned in this story are © of their respective owners. No infringement of
their rights is intended, and no profit is gained.
This story depicts a sexual relationship between two consenting adult women. If you are under 18 years of
age or if this type of story is illegal in the state or country in which you live, please do not read it. If
depictions of this nature disturb you, you may wish to read something other than this story.
People cuss and swear, so people who are easily offended by bad language may wish to read something
other than this story.
NOTES FROM THE AUTHOR:
The five stories were originally written April 2007 - June 2008. First revision October - November 2008,
second revision March - May 2009.
In addition to the general disclaimers, I've put in a local disclaimer in the parts that need one.
Korkyra - as usual, thank you for your help.
Reality check - This is fiction, not a documentary. I've tried to recreate the mood of the many truckermovies made in the late 1970's, especially Sam Peckinpah's Convoy, and therefore the characters and
events in this story are heavily romanticized. Also, if you know your way around trucks and the trucking
industry, you'll most likely find many glaring technical errors - and finally, if you happen to live in the
same general area where these stories take place, you'll quickly notice that, apart from the major cities, the
towns they visit are fictional.
Teaser - A collection of five stories chronicling the lives of two women over a period of nearly two years.
When Cassey Peters split from an abusive relationship, she had no way of knowing that she'd soon find
genuine happiness and true love in a truck stop in New Mexico - nor that they would appear to her in the
shape of Toni Willis, an intriguing truck driver on her way to San Diego...
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BOOK 1 - WESTBOUND
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SPECIAL WARNING:
Chapter 3 contains a brief reference to sexual violence against one of the lead characters. Readers who are
sensitive to this particular issue may wish to skip the scene. The scene is clearly marked in the text.
*
*
PROLOGUE
April 27th 1978, 11:30 pm - Wichita Falls, West Texas.
Cassandra Peters was about to make the biggest and most important decision of her life. She let her eyes
roam around the living room. She saw the empty beer cans, the stacks of men's magazines, the dirty old
couch, the stained carpet... and she was sick of it all. No matter how hard she tried to clean things up, the
bastard she was living with would ruin everything soon after.
She picked up a few worthless little trinkets and a picture frame of her parents. That was all she had
collected in the two years she had lived here. Looking back now she couldn't understand how she had
survived.
She went into the bedroom and dug out her old leather holdall. She grabbed a handful of her best clothes
from the wardrobe and stuffed them inside the bag. In a pair of jeans, she found a wallet she had hidden
from her boyfriend, and she flipped through it. 300 dollars was all she had now. It would have to do.
She walked into the bathroom and looked at herself in the mirror. The angry red thumbmarks on her throat
were fading now, but she could still feel his grip. He had made sure not to hit her in the face... mostly... but
everywhere else was free game. She had cried at first, but after he started to slap her around on a regular
basis, her tears dried up.
She ran a trembling hand through her blonde hair. Her green eyes, always so sparkling in the past, were
dull and bloodshot. She was used to that by now. She was twenty-two, but she felt like she was eighty. She
opened the small cupboard behind the mirror and took a box of headache pills and her remaining
contraceptives. Thank God she hadn't gotten pregnant. She didn't want to expose her child to a man like
Tommy Rawlins.
She opened the front door, looked back one last time, and closed the door behind her. She locked it and
threw the keys through the letterbox. This wasn't the end. This was a new beginning.

--Not a moment too soon, her cab finally pulled up in front of the house.
"Are you sure you want to go there, lady. I mean a truck stop... at this time of night?" the cab driver said
after Cassey had wrestled her holdall and herself into the backseat of the smelly, beat up Chevrolet.
"Yes I do, driver. Now will you please move on."
"Sure thing, lady."
The cab driver yapped on endlessly on all kinds of ridiculous subjects, but Cassey wasn't paying any
attention. All she could think of was the knot in her stomach that seemed to grow worse, not better. Had she
made a premature decision after all? Tommy was going to explode when he found out, and he was crazy
enough to try to hunt her down. What Cassey needed to do was to be as far away from him as she could.
She had decided to go to California to get her life restarted. She had an aunt living in San Diego, but she
couldn't reach her last night when she tried to call her...
Again and again her thoughts came back to her boyfriend. If Tommy found her, Cassey was sure he would
beat her to death. Slowly. No, can't chance that. I have to get away, she thought.
A truck stop full of interstate truckers was the best bet.
*
*
CHAPTER 1
A few days later, in a truck stop outside of Albuquerque, New Mexico.
"I can't believe no one's going west!" Cassey said, venting her frustration to Myrna, the waitress. The
young blonde was sitting by the counter, drinking her fourth cup of coffee. Even though she nervously
looked over her shoulder from time to time, she felt relatively safe. The first part of her escape had been
completed with some success. She had managed to find a trucker headed for New Mexico, but now she was
stranded here, in the middle of nowhere.
"What the hell ya wanna go to California for anyway? They're a bunch of nuts I tell ya," the elderly
waitress grumbled as she cleaned the counter.
"Oh it's not that bad. I've got some family living in San Diego."
"Perhaps this is your lucky day. Little Toni's supposed to swing by today. Well, that's what she told me,
anyway," Myrna said and turned around to take a look at the large clock hanging on the wall behind her.
"Little Toni?" Cassey said and looked around after someone who would fit that description.
"She isn't here yet, but you can't miss her..."
The door opened and a woman wearing a fake looking cowboy hat entered the truck stop.

"Is that her?"
"Hell, no, kid!" Myrna said and laughed.
The door flew open again and a tall, raven haired woman came in. Her arms were covered up to her elbows
in dirt and general muck from the road, and her white T-shirt was anything but. She had a long smudgemark across her forehead, and a few strands of her hair had slipped out of a ponytail and were flailing about
wildly.
"Get the hell out of my way, lady!" she growled, and pushed the woman with the fake Stetson aside before
making a beeline for the restrooms.
"Don't tell me that's her..." Cassey said, and sighed.
"That's her all right. Sounds like she's in a good mood today, too."
Cassey buried her head in her hands. She would never get to California.

--Toni angrily tried to scrub her arms clean of the sticky stuff when Laura, a perky trucker in her late thirties,
entered the restrooms.
"Hi Toni," Laura said.
"Hi."
"A flat?"
"Naw, something had wrapped itself around an axle."
"Need any help?"
"Yeah, out on the road, twenty minutes ago."
"Ya coulda hollered on the CB," Laura said, and tied her wild mane of ash blonde curls into a ponytail.
"I didn't. Crap, my watch is ruined. $9.98 down the drain," Toni said and flung the watch into a trashcan.
"There's a real cute young blonde outside looking for a ride to California," Laura said, splashing some
water in her face and around her neck.
"How young?"
"Looks about nineteen."
"Ain't got time to be babysitting. Where are you headed, Laura?"
"Up north. You really oughtta take a look at her. She's real pretty."

Toni had finished washing up and looked at the sorry state of the sink and the floor.
"She one of us?"
"Hard to say with the kids these days... but I don't think so," Laura said, and dried her face and neck with a
clean towel.
Toni left the restroom looking for Myrna. She quickly spotted the young blonde Laura was talking about.
For once she hadn't exaggerated - early twenties, maybe 5'-4" or -5", golden hair and the most delicious
emerald green eyes. And a real despondent look on her face.
"Myrna, I need to borrow your mop. I made a real mess in there."
"Don't worry, Toni. I'll clean it up."
"No way, Myrna. My mess, my clean-up."
"All right." Myrna put down the rag on the counter and went behind a curtain. After a few seconds she
emerged with a mop and an empty bucket.
"Here ya go, honey."
"Thanks," Toni said and went back to the restrooms.
"Am I right, or what?" Laura said, giving Toni a nudge as she walked past.
"For once, Laura. For once."
"Well, I gotta go. See ya 'round," Laura said, and chuckled.
"See ya. Stay safe."
"Always."

--Ten minutes later, Toni handed the mop back to Myrna.
"Coffee. Strong!"
"You got it."
Toni went around the counter and sat next to the pretty young blonde.
"I heard you're looking for a ride. I'm Toni," she said and put out her hand.
"My name's Cassey. Yes, I am. As far West as I can go," Cassey said and shook Toni's hand.
"Why not the Greyhound?"

"Can't afford it."
"Well, I can't get you there for free, either. You'll have to pay for your own food and stuff along the way."
"I've got money, just not enough for the bus."
Toni nodded, satisfied for now.
Myrna put down a steaming mug of coffee in front of Toni. The tall trucker gave her 75 cents.
"You want another one, honey?" Myrna asked the young blonde.
"No thank you, I'm quite full already." Cassey looked expectantly at the tall woman at her side who had the
most drop-dead gorgeous blue eyes she had ever seen. She was about to open her mouth when Toni spoke
again.
"Where are you going to in California?"
"San Diego."
"That's where I'm going. San Diego docks," Toni said, and took a long swig from the mug.
"No way! How about that for a coincidence!" Cassey said and smiled. She tried to turn on the ol' charm so
the dark haired truck driver wouldn't tell her to get lost.
"Yeah. Can you drive a truck?"
"Aaah, no. I'm a passenger only. But I promise to keep quiet if you don't want to listen to my yapping,"
Cassey said, smiling sweetly at the older woman.
Toni looked at the blonde and shrugged absentmindedly.
When nothing more happened, the smile slowly faded from Cassey's face as she realized she wouldn't get a
ride this time either. She sighed, and turned away from the other woman.
Toni noticed and felt sorry for the young blonde. There had to be a very good reason for her to be out here
on her own, and even besides that, the Highways definitely weren't the safest places in the world for young
women. Toni started weighing the pros and cons of having a passenger, and finally came to the conclusion
that...
"All right, kid. You've got a deal. We're leaving in fifteen minutes."
"Oh, Christ, thank you," Cassey said, and extended her hand.
With a smile, Toni shook it, and watched the young blonde scoot off to the restrooms.

---

The two very different looking women stepped out of the air-conditioned climate of Myrna's Truck Stop
and into the choking New Mexico heat.
"Which truck is yours?" the young blonde asked curiously.
"You'll see in a minute."
They walked around a rusty old Peterbilt, and suddenly an - to Cassey's eyes - enormous truck loomed
large in her view.
A shiny black Mack with a sleeper cab, chrome exhaust and a sturdy white bullbar was the answer to
Cassey's earlier question. A large spoiler on top helped to direct the airflow over the trailer, a full-length
two-axle Fruehauf grain tanker. Large red and blue letters along the side of the tanker read 'Benny's
Hauling'.
"Wow!" Cassey exclaimed excitedly.
"Here we are. My pride and joy," Toni said, and opened the passenger door. She helped Cassey up the two
aluminum steps and into the cab.
"It says Toni Willis Trucking, Inc. on the door - is this your own truck?"
"Only the tractor unit. Careful, I'm closing the door now."
Toni climbed up into the cab and turned the ignition. The 6 cylinder engine roared to life, and the engine
note was pure music to Toni's sensitive ears.
She waited a few seconds to have the oil pressure reach the correct level, and then selected a gear and drove
off the parking lot.
"This truck really is something else to the one I flagged down to get here. That was a beat up old clunker,"
Cassey said.
"I bought it new last year. It's a Mack RS786. 10-speed transmission and a Turbodiesel inline-6. 280
horseys!" Toni said proudly.
"If you called it a Cadillac Eldorado I'd believe you. I know absolutely nothing about cars or trucks,"
Cassey said, and looked around in the cab of the truck.

--10 miles of highway were behind them already, but Cassey hadn't said a word the whole time. She was
determined not to make the tall trucker regret her decision by talking too much, but she found it
increasingly difficult to keep quiet.
"So, kid. You said your name was Cassey. Is that a nickname for something?"
Cassey looked at Toni with an relieved look on her face. For once it hadn't been her who had 'cracked' first.

"Yes it is. My real name's Cassandra. When I was younger, everybody called me Sandy... but I like Cassey
better. How about you? You don't strike me as a typical Tony?"
"My parents named me Antonia, after my great-grandmother. And it's Toni with an -i, not a
-y," Toni said and laughed.
"Cool, we both prefer our nicknames. But why Little Toni?"
"My dad's CB handle was Big Tony, so it was natural to call me Little Toni when I started riding with
him."
"You said was - has he passed away?"
"Yeah. Damn diabetes. They had to amputate his left leg... but they might as well have killed him right then
and there. He couldn't drive anymore, and I guess he just lost the will to live."
"Oh, I'm sorry to hear that, Toni. Was this recently?"
"A couple of years ago now. It's all right, I've moved on."
"Did he encourage you to become a truck driver?"
"Well, he wanted a son. Don't they all? But as I grew up, he wasn't disappointed. I was a tomboy ever since
I could walk."
Cassey laughed.
"No dolls, then?"
"No dolls. Plenty of toy trucks." Toni turned her head and smiled at the young blonde.
"I had so many dolls I couldn't close my closet."
"I thought as much..." Toni said and flashed Cassey a toothy grin.
"Oh, get off, will ya. Am I really that girlie?"
Toni looked straight ahead and kept quiet. She started whistling off-key.
"I guess I am, huh," Cassey chuckled.

--A little while later.
"How long have you been a truck driver, Toni?"

"Oh, going on ten years now. Got my truck license on my twenty-first birthday. Started out helping dad,
and after a couple of years he let me have the wheel. Of course, then he got sick, so we had no choice."
"Do you like it?"
"I think that the trucking business really polarizes people. Either you love it, and stay forever... or you hate
it from the beginning and drop out. I won't say I love it, but... I can't see myself doing anything else."
Cassey nodded with a degree of understanding.
"How about yourself, Cassey? Can you just up and leave like this?"
"My family couldn't afford to send me to college, so I only have a high school education. Odd jobs in
grocery stores and such. Nothing steady."
"I'd be really careful about that, Cassey. One day you're going to find yourself at a dead end in life.
Education is important," Toni said and looked at Cassey, who turned her head to look out of the side
window, effectively preventing eye contact.
'Oh, I know about dead ends,' Cassey thought. Her boyfriend didn't want her to work. Didn't want to risk
his woman making more money than himself.
"Yeah, I suppose. I used to take a couple of classes in evening school, but... it's a long story," Cassey said
and shrugged. Toni looked at her and realized it must be a very touchy subject for the blonde woman.
"Let's talk about something else. How long does this trip usually take, Toni?"
"Well, on average, it takes me about four days to get to California."
"I'm in no hurry... as long as I'm going in the opposite direction of where Wichita Falls is," Cassey said, and
started fidgeting with her hands.
A pause. A couple of miles passed underneath them.
"Are you running from the law?" Toni asked pensively.
Surprised, Cassey turned her head and stared wide-eyed at the dark haired driver.
"No, of course not! What, you think I'm running drugs or something?" she said a bit miffed.
"You tell me..." Toni offered.
Another pause.
"I'm splitting from an abusive boyfriend," Cassey said quietly.
"He beat you up?"
"Among other things, yeah," Cassey said and sighed. She hesitated briefly, but then decided to tell Toni the
entire story.

"... he wanted me to do... some things I wasn't prepared to do for him."
"Yeah?"
"In bed," Cassey said flatly.
"Oh."
That silenced Toni for a while. Who the hell would want to hurt a pretty young girl like Cassey?
Cassey sighed again and ran her fingers through her hair. She unzipped a pocket on the front of her holdall
and pulled out a small plastic bag containing a couple of joints and a lighter.
"Mind if I smoke?" she said, preparing to ignite one of the marijuana cigarettes.
"Be my guest... hey, hold it. Weed?"
"Pretty good quality. Want one?" the blonde asked politely.
"No... look, if you're planning to smoke that shit, you're gonna have to find another ride, OK?"
"...er, OK."
She fidgeted a bit, and put the joint back in the bag.
"I'm not a nun or anything, it's just that I get pulled over quite often, and if one of those highway patrol
officers smells cannabis in here, I'm the one who gets the fine," Toni said.
"I'm sorry, I didn't think of that..." Cassey said, smiling apologetically.
Making a quick decision, she rolled down the window and emptied the bag of joints out on the road.
"Hey, you didn't have to do that!"
"Nasty habit, anyway."
"I hope they weren't too expensive."
"I hope they were. I stole them from my boyfriend!" Cassey said and laughed.
Toni looked at her and shrugged.
"Have you never tried to smoke grass, Toni?"
"Of course I have, ten years ago when I was young and stupid. I spend the Summer Of Love in Frisco... Got
busted for possession and it cost me a good job. Never touched the stuff after I started driving trucks."
"My parents are very old fashioned. I had never dared trying it before my boyfriend asked if I was
interested. Unfortunately, I found out I liked it a bit too much. Haven't been able to quit," Cassey said with
a sad smirk.

"Have you ever tried anything else?" Toni asked.
"Does beer count? No, seriously, I've stayed with the weed. I figured it wasn't as addictive as the harder
drugs, but I learned the hard way that it was... I'm down to a couple of joints a month. It's been a lot more."
"I see. But now you've thrown them all away...?"
"Yeah. I guess I have. But you know, I'm going to California to get my life back on the tracks, so... it's a
good time to quit permanently," Cassey said, and absentmindedly toyed with the lighter.

--A couple of hours later.
The CB radio was constantly chatting away in the background. To Cassey's ears it all sounded like
gibberish, but suddenly one of the messages caught Toni's ear, and she turned up the volume.
"Breaker One-Nine, Breaker One-Nine, this is the Oregon Express with a smokey report. There's a bear in
a plain brown wrapper using an alligator head hiding behind a shed on I-40 Westbound, about a mile east
of Soningsburg, so stay sharp guys. Out," a disembodied voice said from the CB's loudspeaker.
"10-4, much obliged," Toni said into the mic, and then put it back on the hook.
Toni turned the volume back down and checked her speedo. 55, right on the money, as always. She could
feel Cassey looking at her, so she turned her head to face the young woman. Cassey's mouth was gaping
slightly and she had the most curious look on her face. Toni had to bite her tongue not to laugh out loud at
the pretty blonde.
"Do you mind telling me what the hell that dude just said... in English?"
"He said there's a cop in an unmarked police cruiser hiding behind a shed, and he's got a speed camera."
"Which was which?! I'll never understand that strange language," Cassey said and giggled.
"Bear, that's the cop, OK? A plain brown wrapper means a unmarked police car, and the speed camera is
shaped like an alligator head, and it's usually green, too. Get it now?"
"Er, sorta. How the hell can you remember all that? And those strange 10- codes, too?"
"There are so many 10-codes that I don't think anyone knows all of them. Actually... wait a minute. I used
to have a sheet with some of them on... where the hell did that go..." Toni said, and started looking for it.
Finally remembering where it was, she flipped down the sunscreen and took out a small piece of paper.
"Oh yeah, here it is. Take a look, Cassey. I'll bet you know a couple of them already."
Cassey took the piece of paper from Toni and unfolded it. All the 10-codes were explained on one side, and
on the other there was a list over the most frequently used CB-words.
"Jeez, Toni... this is even more stuff than I thought it would be."

After digesting the codes and the common words for a little while, she came to a couple of sayings that
made her eyes narrow.
"Seat covers - girls' legs?! Beavers!" she said, and looked at Toni with an outraged expression on her face.
"Yeah, beavers are, you know, soft and fluffy, so, you know, ha ha... and seat covers, that's because you fill
out the seats so fine..." Toni offered, but she could see her explanations didn't exactly appease Cassey.
"Back at the truck stop, did you think of me as just another seat cover?"
'Ouch, loaded question time,' Toni thought.
"When I first saw you, yes..."
Cassey abruptly turned to look out of the side window. She refolded the paper and handed it to Toni
without speaking a word.
"... but as soon as we talked I knew you weren't. A seat cover is one of those bubblegum bimbos, with..."
"Those women have feelings too, Toni. Just because they look funny to you doesn't mean they are emptyheaded," Cassey turned around in the seat and her eyes burned into Toni's profile. The driver felt acutely
embarrassed and couldn't face the young woman.
"... I guess you're right. It's just that they're so easy targets."
"I know all about being an easy target, so please, lay off them, at least while I'm here." She folded her arms
across her chest, and stared straight ahead.
"I'll try, Cassey... I'm sorry I got you all riled up. I can hear this is important to you."
Cassey nodded, but remained silent.

--A little while later.
"I need to apologize for what I said earlier, Toni. I didn't mean to be so harsh with you... it's just that... it's a
subject close to my heart," Cassey said.
"I understand, Cassey. No problem. I deserved it, too."
"Growing up back home in Wichita Falls, several of my best friends would fit into that category you
described. And even though they didn't have college degrees it didn't mean they were stupid. It's not their
fault the guys can't look past the boobs and the bleached hair..."
Toni nodded solemnly.
"Suzie, probably my 'bestest' friend of all was an early bloomer, so she was all long legs and a big chest.
The inevitable result was of course that she got pregnant with a guy from our neighborhood when she was

seventeen. Today, she's 24, looks like 45, with five kids... and her husband split because he wanted
someone better looking. She's lost, Toni. And it pisses me off royally."
"I understand what you're saying, Cassey, I'm sorry for making fun of them."
"Were you called a seat cover or a beaver back when you started?"
"Not really, no. Once or twice maybe. Heard the usual stuff about women not being strong enough to drive
trucks and all that shit, but that was only from a couple of the old-timers. I was always one of the guys... I
think it's because my dad was a well respected man."
"Have you ever been married, Toni?"
"No."
"No kids?"
"No."
"Don't you want any?"
"No. I like my life as it is. As an owner-operator I can't just go on maternity leave. No trucking, no bread on
the table. Simple as that, really."
"I'd love to have kids one day. But I feel I'm not ready for one yet," Cassey said, snuggled down into her
seat, and continued:
"... besides, I need to come across someone decent, first."
"Mmm. That's the tricky part."
"Amen, Sister." Cassey said and laughed.

--Several hours later.
"Hey, sleepyhead, wake up. We're coming up to a truck stop. We'll spend the night there," Toni said to a
snoozing Cassey; the young blonde's snoring making Toni drowsy.
"Huh? Oh, all right."
"Yeah, I figured you could rent a motel room."
Cassey rubbed her weary eyes.
"Don't you have a sleeper cab?"
"Yep."

"So?"
"With one bed," Toni said with a cheeky grin.
"Right... You're not planning on dumping me here, are you?" Cassey said quietly.
"Of course I won't, kid. We made a deal. I always keep my deals."
"Just checking."
Toni slowed the Mack and headed off the highway. It was a large truck stop, with at least 70 other trucks
parked for the night. She found a space and effortlessly maneuvered the truck into a slot between a
Kenworth and a White. Even at 11 pm, the hustle and bustle of the busy truck stop never stopped. As some
truckers came in to spend the night there, other left to take advantage of the emptier roads.
Cassey stepped down from the truck for the first time since she had climbed onboard back at Myrna's. Her
back was protesting over the torture of sitting down all day, and she stretched several times, resulting in a
couple of nasty pops and cracks from her vertebrae. She looked around and found the motel off to a side.
"That looks like the motel. I can get over there myself. I've got money," she said to Toni, and continued:
"When are we leaving tomorrow?"
"Dawn. Don't bother finding back here, I'll pick you up. Sweet dreams, kid."
"You too, Toni."
Toni watched Cassey walking away before entering the main building. The cafeteria was open 24 hours a
day, and all menus could be ordered at all times. A dozen waitresses served the countless tables, all
occupied by truckers in varying states of tiredness. Coffee was served by the pint, and the burgers and
steaks were so huge they needed special plates. A side order of fries was exactly that: an extra plate filled
past overflowing with a choice of four different types of French fries.
The tall trucker looked around the cafeteria searching for familiar faces, but found none. With a shrug she
headed down the stairs to the underground restrooms and shower facilities. She put a five dollar coin into
the slot of the shower cabin, went inside, and started to undress.

--Later, while an exhausted Cassey was safely asleep on a lumpy old mattress in a run down motel room,
Toni stood beside her truck and thought about the young woman. She was surprised of the depth in her she might not have book-sense, but she certainly had common sense, even beyond her years. Toni was
embarrassed to admit it, but she really did assume Cassey was a seat cover when she first saw her. 'Labels,
Toni, labels,' she scalded herself.
When people found out that Toni was a lesbian, some would curse her and walk away, some pretended to
understand, and some didn't give a shit. Which category would she find Cassey in?
Toni sighed and stepped up into the cab. She locked the doors behind her and closed the privacy curtains to
prepare for the night.

*
*
CHAPTER 2
Toni rolled her eyes and pounded even harder on the door to the motel room. She'd been waiting for five
minutes already - first she'd knocked, and when that hadn't worked, she'd started using her fist.
"Cassey? You in there? We're leaving!" she said loudly.
Toni began to worry something had happened, when Cassey finally opened the door.
"Good morning, Toni. Come on in, I won't be long."
Toni stared wide-eyed at the young blonde. Her hair was completely disheveled and stuck out at various
angles, and she had pillow marks across her cheeks. Her eyelids looked like they were welded shut and
generally her face was drooping like a wilted flower. She was wearing a white oversized t-shirt with a large
picture of Mickey Mouse on it, and yellow flip-flops.
"Damn, Cassey..." Toni said disbelieving.
"I always look like this in the morning..." the blonde slurred and lazily scratched her hair. A sudden breeze
ran up her legs and threatened to lift her t-shirt, but she caught it at the last moment.
"I better get dressed," she said and turned around, moving like a sleepwalker.
"Yeah, and splash some water in your face, you look like you're still sleeping," Toni added.
"That because I am..." Cassey said from the bathroom.
Toni tried to find a piece of furniture to sit on that wasn't horribly stained... unsuccessfully.
"I brought you some coffee," Toni offered, and sat down on the bed.
"Goof. I'fll haf if lafer..." Cassey replied through a mouthful of toothpaste.
"Right..."
"Yuk, the water tastes like metal here," Cassey said after rinsing her mouth and wiping the remaining
toothpaste off her lips.
"Ah, Toni, the hinges on the bathroom door are busted... it can't close. Would you mind waiting outside
while I shower and get changed?" she said, holding a towel in her hands.
"Well, I was hoping we could leave pretty soon, before the roads gets too congested," Toni said and looked
at her watch... which she suddenly remembered wasn't there anymore.
"I'll hurry. Gotta get some value out of the $3.75 I spent on the towels and the bar of soap."

--Slightly less than fifteen minutes later, Cassey opened the door to the motel room and stepped outside. Her
face cracked wipe open with a yawn that threatened to dislocate her jaw.
"And good morning to you too," Toni said and chuckled.
"You mentioned something about a cup of coffee?"
"Yep. Here you go." Toni handed the younger woman a polystyrene cup filled with a dark brown liquid that
at least resembled coffee.
"I didn't know how you like it, so I ordered it a bit on the thin side."
"Mmmm. It's still warm. Great, thanks, Toni. Hey, how did you know which room I was in?" Cassey said,
and took a long swig from the cup.
"The desk clerk told me when I described you."
"Jeez, that's reassuring," Cassey said and shook her head.
"Yeah."
"Please, Toni, I need to drop off the keys and buy some breakfast before we leave. I'm starving!"
"Well... all right. But please try to do it quickly, OK? We really need to get going."
"I will. See you in a few," Cassey said, and took off.

--Ten minutes later - Toni had brought the Mack onto the highway to resume their Westbound journey.
"Lemme get this straight. You bought for twenty bucks worth of breakfast?!"
"Hey, I eat a lot!" the young blonde said, munching on a donut.
"No shit," Toni said and chuckled quietly.
"You don't eat breakfast?"
"Not usually, no. Well, coffee, sure..."
"You should try it sometime, Toni. It really brings your energy up."
"I have no problem keeping my energy levels up. You, on the other hand, need all the help you can get.
You looked like you'd been run over by a steamroller this morning!"
"So I sleep heavily. Big deal."

"Bet you snore, too," Toni teased.
"How the hell would I know, I'm busy sleeping!" Cassey said with a smile, feeling tempted to stick her
tongue out at the driver.

--A couple of hours passed by without incident, when suddenly the CB crackled to life.
"Breaker One-Nine, Breaker One-Nine for that shiny black Bulldog up ahead. That wouldn't be Little Toni,
would it? Over," a voice said from the loudspeaker.
Toni smiled broadly, picked up the mic and slung the cord around her arm.
"That's a big 10-4 breaker, who is this, come on back?"
"Oh, Toni you're breakin' my heart, don't you remember your number one man? Over."
"That's a negatory breaker, come back."
Silence.
Cassey furrowed her brow, but Toni just laughed out loud.
"It's a game. I know perfectly well who it is," she said and smiled.
"Oh..." Cassey said, not quite understanding why that was funny.
"Ah, Little Toni, this is the incomparable Love Machine in his incomparable Mack machine. How's it
truckin'? Over," the man said on the CB.
"Oh, that number one man. Hiya Bobby. What's your Twenty? Over," Toni answered.
"About a mile over your shoulder. Say, we're coming up to Rafael's. How about a meetup? Over."
"That's a big 10-4, Bobby. See ya there," Toni said, and hung up the mic.
"Rafael's?"
"That's a... well, it's not really a truck stop, more like a big diner."
"Who's this Bobby fella?"
"We go way back, Bobby and me. He was one of my dad's friends. I took a liking to him. He likes to think
he's a real ladies man, but..." Toni laughed a bit and made a gesture with her hands that suggested a rather
excessive waistline.
"I see," Cassey said with a smile.

"He's one of the good guys. He's always been kind to me."

--Toni pulled over on the gravely parking lot of Rafael's and waited for Bobby to catch up.
A minute or so later, his truck pulled off the highway and parked neatly next to the black truck. Bobby's
Mack was a cabover 786, predominantly white with red stripes, and it had an extended sleeper cab. The
words BULLDOG TRANSPORT were airbrushed onto the piece of bodywork between the windows and
the grill.
He was also an owner-operator, but unlike Toni, he also owned his trailer, a three axled dropdeck with a
swan's neck coupling. Today, he was hauling very large concrete elements used for building houses.
A man in his prime, 57 years old and 245 lbs. heavy, Bobby Hillerman stepped down from the cab,
adjusted his drooping pants, and removed his mirror-glass shades. He grabbed a greasy black cowboy hat
from a small compartment behind the driver's door, plonked it down on unruly gray locks, and walked on
stiff legs towards Toni's truck. When he saw her, his face lit up like a little sun.
"Damn, it's good to see ya, Toni. Been too long."
"It has, Bobby. You look great." They shook hands and hugged like the old friends they were.
"You coulda shaved, Bobby! You're scratchy!" Toni laughed and rubbed her cheek.
"Whattaya mean? I shaved last Sunday."
"I want you to meet someone. Bobby, this is Cassey. She's riding with me. I'm helping her to get to
California."
"Hello, Miss. Damn, you're pretty," Bobby said and bowed like a gentleman... and he almost lost his
balance.
Cassey's eyebrows shot up at the sight, but Toni held him steady.
"Thank you, Sir," Cassey said, trying in vain to hide a grin.
"She could be your granddaughter. You better back on down before you blow a gasket," Toni said, making
Bobby laugh with a wonderful deep sound that made his entire body shake.

--"Do ya wanna sit at the counter, or a table?" Toni asked.
"Table. Them stools by the counter ain't built for butts like mine!" Bobby said and led them to an empty
table by the window.

"Coffee's on me," he said and whipped out his wallet.
"Much obliged. Make mine strong," Toni replied.
"And one not so strong, please," Cassey added.
"You got it. Comin' right up."

--When he returned, Bobby placed the cupholder on the table and the usual game of finding the right cup
ensued.
Bobby and Toni talked for the next twenty minutes or so, telling stories of what they'd seen, and people
they'd met. Toni really loosened up, and Cassey thought it was becoming her. It was fascinating to hear all
these stories. She guessed that a couple of them were probably a bit exaggerated, but most of them were
true.
There were so much more to these truckers than plaid shirts and greasy baseball caps, Cassey realized. Real
friendships could be formed, even when they didn't see each other for maybe weeks on end.

--A noisy airhorn made the three of them turn around and look outside. A fire-engine red Kenworth entered
the parking area, pulling a trailer from Allied Van Lines.
A smile flashed across Toni's face, and she rose and walked over to the window to get a closer look at the
new arrival.
"Man, that's Jackson's new K100!" Bobby said enthusiastically.
"His new what?" Cassey said perplexed.
"K-Whopper K100, the California Special, 10-speed tranny an' a Superfly overdrive," Bobby explained.
"Right..."
Cassey looked for help from Toni, but she was still waiting by the window.
"I'll be right back, guys," the tall trucker said.
When the red truck had parked, Toni went into the parking lot.
"Toni knows him?" Cassey asked.
"Yeah. They used to be, ah..." Bobby considered the words, but Cassey interrupted him.

"I get it."

--A tall, powerfully built African-American man in his early thirties stepped down from the red truck and
waved at Toni.
"Nice to see ya, Toni."
"Likewise, Jackson. Are you all right?"
"Rarely been better. I saw your Mack, so... well it was time for a break anyway," he said, and put a large
arm around her shoulder. He gave her a squeeze as they walked back to the Cafe.
"You look great," he said.
"Thanks. Feel pretty good... better than I have done for a while."
"Glad to hear it."

--They entered Rafael's and Toni pointed at the table where Bobby and Cassey were waiting.
"Hiya Bobby, man it's like class reunion week here! So, the red and white Bulldog's yours, huh?"
"Yeah, yeah, hello Jackson!" he said and they shook hands.
"Hello, gorgeous!" Jackson said when he noticed Cassey. Toni rolled her eyes and grinned.
"Hi Jackson, I'm Cassey. I'm riding with Toni," she said, and put out her hand.
"...oh. I see. Sorry 'bout that, then," Jackson said as he shook it.
"Huh?" Cassey said, confused.
"It's a long story. Oh yeah, by the way, Cassey, you're looking at a real war hero here," Toni said as she and
Bobby headed for the counter to wait for the food they ordered.
"Knock it off, Toni, all I did was to drag the Lieutenant back into my trench. No big deal."
"Is that where you got that limp?" Cassey asked.
"You don't miss a thing, huh? Yeah. Got shot in the damned ankle. Could have been worse. I got my
second Heart, and my ticket home from the jungle."
"And then you started driving?"

"Hey, are you a reporter or something? You've got an awful lot of questions," Jackson said, and laughed
when Cassey blushed.
"Sorry, kid, only joking. Yeah, I started working for Toni's dad back in '71, and I've never looked back
since. Just bought my new Kenny... well, the bank still owns a lot of it, I guess. Now it's my turn for
questions. How did you end up with Toni?"
"Oh, that's a long story, too. I was looking for a ride to California, and, well.. it ended up being Toni."
Jackson looked at her strangely.
"So you're a hitchhiker? I thought... I don't know what the hell I thought," he said, and tried to look
anywhere but at the young blonde.
Now it was Cassey's turn to be confused.
"That's the second time you've done that... I mean, is Toni an escaped serial killer, or something?"
"Hell, no! I just..."
They were interrupted by Toni and Bobby who put down four enormous plates on the table.
"I'll go get the pops," Jackson offered, and left the table quickly.
'What the hell is going on around here...?' Cassey thought.

--For once in her life, Cassey found herself out-eaten. She couldn't cram down another French fry, but Bobby
was on his way to his third helping. She looked at Toni, who chuckled and winked at her.
"While the living dump truck is away, I think I'll take a quick whizz," Toni said, and left the table. The
silence between Jackson and Cassey was awkward, but fortunately, Bobby quickly came back with another
cheeseburger.
Suddenly someone said,
"There's a cop cruisin' the lot, checkin' plates."
Everyone looked outside. Sure enough, a police cruiser slowly toured around the parking lot. It stopped in
front of the diner, and the cop got out.
"Oh Jeez, it's the Fat Creep," someone said, and everyone groaned.
A real nasty looking sheriff entered the diner and looked around for easy pickings. He was in his late fifties,
rotund and double chinned. He had a well-groomed, small mustache and there was an evil gleam in his eyes
that didn't bode well for anyone who'd cross him. He had his service revolver sitting high on his hip, so it
wouldn't get in the way of his fat gut when he sat down. Cassey knew his type well, even if she hadn't met
this one before - and she knew they were always Trouble with a capital T.

His eye caught Jackson, and he lumbered towards their table.
"Hey boys. Taking a lunch break?"
"As you can see, yeah." Bobby mocked him by answering with half a cheeseburger sticking out of his
mouth.
The sheriff turned his eyes to Cassey and let them slowly run up her body.
"How old are you, kid?"
"I'm twenty-two. And I'm a hitchhiker," Cassey answered coldly.
"Sure you are," he said, the barely hidden look of lust in his eyes betraying what he thought Cassey's
profession really was.
The sheriff turned to Jackson, but before he could say anything, he was interrupted by Toni.
"What seems to be the problem, Sheriff?"
He turned to face her.
"Oh, nothin', Ma'am. I 's just wonderin' why a white girl was sharin' a table with one of them blacks."
He looked back at Cassey, and sneered:
"I'd stay away from him, Miss. You never know where he stuck it the last time."
Cassey's cheeks blushed crimson red, causing the Sheriff to chuckle.
Toni looked at the younger woman and begged for her not to respond. Fortunately she didn't.
Satisfied, the sheriff turned around and went over to the counter to order a coffee.
"We better leave before he comes back for more," Jackson said quietly to the others.

--Once they reached their trucks, Cassey broke the silence.
"Jesus H. Christ what a goddamn creep... I hope he chokes on his coffee!" She touched Jackson's arm, and
gave it a squeeze.
The large man gave her a reassuring smile.
"It's all right, guys. Shit happens. I'm used to it by now."
"It's not right, Jackson, it just isn't. It's so flipping unfair," Cassey said.

Jackson shrugged his shoulders.
"There's nothing to be done about it."
Toni shook hands with Jackson and Bobby and hugged Jackson briefly.
"See ya on the flip-flop. You too, Bobby."
"Stay safe, Toni," the large man answered.
"Always."

--Cassey kept quiet for the first ten miles after leaving Rafael's, and Toni was beginning to worry that the
incident with the Sheriff had hurt Cassey deeper than she let on.
"Toni? Can I ask you a question?"
"Anytime."
"Jackson seems like a nice guy, but why did he act so strange towards me?"
"What do you mean?" There really wasn't a need to ask. Toni knew exactly what was coming.
"Well, when we first met, he called me gorgeous, but then, like fifteen seconds later he apologized... and
then, while you and Bobby left to get the food, he asked me how I had met you... I told him what happened,
and he got all awkward on me..."
"He, ah..."
Toni turned her head and for a brief second looked straight into Cassey's emerald green eyes. She quickly
looked back on the road.
"... He probably thought that you're a lesbian."
A beat.
"That's one hell of an assumption considering all I'd told him was my name..." Cassey said and chuckled.
"No, you also told him you were riding with me."
"I still don't underst... Oh."
"Yeah."
Another beat.
"So?" Cassey asked.

"What do you mean, 'So?' "
"It's 1978, Toni. Lesbians are everywhere. There's no shame about it anymore."
Yet another beat. Toni sighed.
"Now that, my friend, is easy for you to say."
"You like girls, I like boys. Does that mean we can't be friends?"
"Christ, Cassey, it's not a joking matter. I've had people spit on me when they found out."
"Did you honestly think I'd do that to you?"
"... Well, I hoped not."
"Good, because I wouldn't. Ever. I don't know 'bout you, but I feel we've bonded pretty well in this last day
and a half."
"I do too, but I know several straight women who feel very uncomfortable around me, even long after they
found out. They find me unnatural."
"Yeah, well, I don't. I've known a lesbian all my life, so I know that 'unnatural' thing is nonsense."
"Who's that?"
"My aunt Jenny."
"It's different with family."
"Why? She's still a lesbian."
"It's different, it just is."
"I don't think it is. You can forget about me being uncomfortable, Toni. Not gonna happen. And one more
thing, I wasn't joking before - I want to be your friend," Cassey said, and put her hand on Toni's arm. The
driver turned to look at the young blonde woman and smiled. She was rewarded by the cutest nose crinkle
she had seen in years, and her smile broadened.
The discussion over for the moment, Cassey leaned back into her seat and pondered something else.
A little later.
"Wait a minute, Bobby told me you and Jackson used to be..."
"Bobby is a sweet man, and a good friend, but he can't find his own nose when the lights are out," Toni said
flatly. Cassey started to chuckle and within moments she was laughing out loud - so much so that Toni
couldn't help but join her.

--40 miles later.
"Now what are you doing back there?" Toni said to Cassey as she could hear the younger woman fumble
around in the sleeper.
"I was getting too warm. If you don't mind, I think I'll slip into something more comfortable."
'Depends on what you call more comfor...' Toni thought, but was cut off by a gloriously tanned and well
muscled bare leg popping out of the sleeper. It was quickly followed by another leg and then the rest of
Cassey, wearing orange colored cotton shorts, and a dark green spaghetti strap tanktop cut off a couple of
inches below her breasts.
Toni really tried to look at the road ahead, but her eyes constantly found the young form beside her.
"I can't believe you're not hot, Toni. You're wearing cowboy boots!"
"Well... they're part of my uniform, you know... I'd feel naked without them."
Cassey laughed and opened a paperback.
Toni couldn't remember when she had last seen such a flat, muscular stomach. In the trucking business,
everybody tended to bulge out in the middle as a result of the endless hours spent sitting down - herself
included.
"How long have you worked out to get killer abs like those?" she asked Cassey.
"A couple of years. Working out is a pretty good way to make time go by faster."
Toni just nodded. She could well imagine Cassey working out on maybe a rowing machine, all sweaty,
and... 'the road, Toni. Mind the road.'
Cassey took her shoes off and put her bare feet up on the dashboard. She crossed her legs at the ankles and
leaned back in her seat to stretch out.
She noticed Toni's stare, quickly took her feet off the dashboard, and said:
"Oh, Toni, I'm sorry, I didn't realize I was doing that. That's the way I relax the best."
"... no... no, it's all right. Go right ahead and enjoy yourself," Toni said, and forced herself to take her eyes
off the muscular legs.
Cassey smiled, put her feet back up, and started to read the book.

--A little later on, the two women had great fun singing along to Toni's many Country & Western tapes.

'
Eighteen wheels that keep on a-rollin'
Two stacks a-diesel smooooke a-blowin'
If I ain't been there, I'll soon be a-goin'
I'm a-truckin' on down the road.
'
"Damn, you've got a great voice!" Cassey said, very impressed.
"And you got a loud one, Cassey."
"Hey, I know I can't sing worth a shit, but I ain't lettin' it stop me."
"I'll say."
"Har-dee har har, Missy," Cassey said, and stuck her tongue out, making Toni laugh out loud over Cassey's
childish insult.
"You wanna hear another tape?"
"Sure, whatcha got? Only trucking songs?"
"Yeah, mostly. I rarely listen to anything else."
"It's all right. I kinda like some of it. My mother would freak out, though!"
Cassey went back to searching through the many tapes in the glovebox for something to hear. Finally, she
found one with a familiar name on it.
"Hey, the soundtrack from Smokey & The Bandit! I loved that film. Don't you think Burt Reynolds is hot
as hell?"
"Er..."
"No, I guess you wouldn't, huh? Sorry, old habits..."
"Never mind. Let's hear it."
Soon, the sound of Jerry Reed's guitar filled the cab of the truck, and Cassey started singing along, loudly,
to the theme song from the movie.
'
Ya heard the stories 'bout Jesse James an' John Henry jus' ta mention some names...

'

--"When did you first figure out you were a lesbian, Toni?"
"I guess I always knew. When the other girls in my class in school started wearing makeup and dressing up,
I noticed that I was a lot more attracted to them than to the boys."
Cassey nodded.
"Yeah... it all culminated in one fucked up disaster of an evening. I can't remember what the occasion was,
my school was celebrating something or other... anyway, I had a date with some guy, because I didn't want
to be left out, basically. He turned out to be a jerk, so we split within minutes. I approached a girl that I had
a crush on, and asked her if she wanted to... experiment a little. Well, things happened, and we had sex. The
rumors spread like wildfire, and there was no turning back from that. Not that I wanted to."
"Ouch. That must've been tough on you, as a teenager?"
"It sounds worse than it actually was. I had plenty of attitude back then, and as I said, I knew all along. A
lot of people were disappointed in me, and I lost a lot of friends after that night. Found some new ones,
though."
"What about the girl?"
"Her parents moved her to another school. I never saw her again."
"Oh."
A beat.
"What did your parents say?"
"My dad never really told me how he felt about it, but I think he was a bit disappointed. He had probably
hoped I would start a family and have lots of children, but I don't know. My real mom died in an accident
when I was four, but Dad married again, and my stepmom, well... she hated it. Started getting all nasty and
calling me names."
Cassey put her hand on Toni's forearm and gave it a little squeeze.
"I'm so sorry to hear that. So you're not in touch with her anymore?"
"No. I haven't seen her since dad's funeral. Good riddance. I hated her guts, and as far as I know, the feeling
was mutual."

---

An hour's drive later, dusk was slowly approaching.
"Let's lighten up the mood a little. How about a little movie quiz?" Cassey asked.
"... Eh, well, all right. Shoot."
"I'll ask you a question, and if you can answer it, you can ask me one, OK?"
"Yeah, but I haven't had much time to go to the movies... but I'll try."
"What was the tall furry creature called in Star Wars?"
"I haven't seen it."
"You haven't seen Star Wars?!" Cassey said and bolted upright in her seat. Toni shrugged.
"It's not really my kind of movie... space ships and rayguns, and..."
"It was lasers, Toni, not rayguns. And the furry creature was called Chewbacca," Cassey chuckled.
"If you say so. I bet you saw it twenty times!"
"Not quite, three times. I can't believe you never saw it... go on, your turn to ask a question."
"No, you do another one, I couldn't answer yours."
"All right, how about... who played the godfather in those Mafia pics?"
"Oh, I know that one. That was Marlon Brando."
"Correct. Now it's your turn."
"Lemme see, what was the name of the truck in White Line Fever?"
"Huh?!"
" 'Oh, you haven't seen it?' " Toni mocked the younger woman with a big grin.
"Smart alec. I've never heard of that film."
"It's a trucker movie from 1975 with Jan-Michael Vincent."
"Figures."
"It was called the Blue Mule. All right, let's stay with the names. What was the black TransAm called in the
Smokey & The Bandit movie?"
"Oh, I know that! It was... was... Oh, darn..."
Cassey scrunched her face up like a prune, and rubbed her forehead.

"You give up?"
"Yeah..."
"Trigger."
"Doesn't ring a bell at all," Cassey said, and shook her head.
"Well, that was the name."
"Oh great, it was my idea to play a game, and now I'm losing hand over fist."
"I'll let you have this question, then," Toni offered.
"Who played the pilot of the 747 in Airport '75?"
"Hmmm. Hmmm, Jack Lemmon? No, that was Airport '77..."
"He was in '77, yeah."
"... Could you give me a clue? Pleeease?" Toni smiled sweetly.
"He played Moses."
"Charlton Heston. Easy-peasy," Toni said, making Cassey laugh out loud.
"Right."
Suddenly Cassey's stomach growled like a grizzly. She put her hands on it to try to shut it up - it didn't
work. It growled again, and she became embarrassed and blushed accordingly.
"Are you sure you're not the bigfoot in disguise?" Toni teased, looking at Casey's cheeks, who were tinted
in the cutest shade of pink.
"Quite sure. I just need a chocolate bar," Cassey said and dove head-first into the sleeper cab, so she
wouldn't have to face the driver.
Toni shook her head in a good natured way over the insatiable hunger of the younger woman.

--It was just after 11 pm. Cassey was back in the passenger seat, snoring quietly, and Toni couldn't help but
chuckle at the young blonde. If she didn't talk, she ate, and if she didn't eat, she slept.
Toni saw the headlights of a car coming towards them, but didn't think much of it.
Suddenly the headlights started drifting over into their lane. Toni yanked on the chord for the airhorns and
the two metal trumpets bellowed out a piercing sound into the darkness. When that didn't seem to have any
effect, she started to feverishly flash her high beams.

"What the fuck!" Cassey exclaimed, jerked out of her sleep by the horns.
"HANG ON!" Toni yelled, and turned the big truck left and out of the path of the oncoming car. The Mack
swerved and started to tilt, but it caught at the last moment.
They were headed towards the desert, and Toni was practically standing on the brake pedal, hoping the
damn thing wouldn't jackknife. A loud *THWACK* was heard from the rear, and the entire truck
shuddered. Cassey buried her head in her hands and let out a small scream.
"Fuck, he hit the trailer!" Toni shouted angrily.
When the black Mack finally stopped, Cassey peeked out from between her fingers. Her heart was beating
faster than she thought possible, and she stared wide-eyed out into the pitch black night.
"Wow..." she whispered in a trembling voice.
"You all right?" Toni asked.
"Yeah..."
Toni got up from her seat and went into the sleeper cab. She grabbed a big flashlight and then climbed
down.
"Stay in the truck while I see how much is left of him, Cassey."
"No problem..."
Toni immediately saw that the oncoming car had hit both axles on the right hand side of the trailer, but
none of the tires seemed to be punctured. The car had continued on another 25 yards or so into the desert on
the other side of the road. She ran over to the steaming and ticking Ford and clicked on the flashlight to
check on the driver, a middle-aged man. Toni opened the door.
"Are you all right?"
The man bled profusely from his nose, and there was a bloody smudge on the steering wheel. He nodded
slowly to Toni.
"I fell asleep..." he slurred.
She went back to the rear of the car. The bootlid had been torn off completely and was gone. The right
quarterpanel had been mashed in, and the bumper had been ripped off its hinges on the right hand side.
Thank god the fuel tank was in the left side.
Toni found some rags that appeared to be clean, and gave them to the man. He wiped his face off and tried
to stop the bleeding.
"I can't get this damn bleeding to stop..."
"I'm gonna call the medics, but it'll be a while until they can get way the hell out here," Toni told him in a
stern voice.
"Please do. I'll... wait here."

Toni went back to her truck and stepped up into the cab.
"Is... he alive?" Cassey asked apprehensively.
"Looks like he hit his head on the wheel. He's got a pretty bad nosebleed. I'm gonna try and see if I can
raise someone on the CB."
"I think I'll go and talk to him while you do," Cassey said and got out of the cab.
Toni nodded and grabbed the CB-mic. She pressed the button and said,
"Breaker One-Nine, this is a 10-33, repeat, a 10-33. There's been a traffic accident on the I-40, about seven
miles west of Floraville. A man's been injured, so we need an ambulance and the police. Anyone out there,
over?"

--Back in the town Toni and Cassey had just passed through, a Volunteer Firefighter was sweeping the floor
in the garage when his wife yelled at him from the dispatch, located on the first floor.
"Honey, come quick! I've got an accident report here on the CB!"
He rushed up the stairs to the office, and picked up the mic.
"This is the Floraville Firebrigade, you're coming in loud and clear, Breaker. Repeat your message please,
over."
"10-4 Floraville, there's been a traffic accident on the I-40, maybe seven miles west of the town. A man's
been injured so we need an ambulance and the police, over."
"10-4 Breaker, we copy. We're sending the ambulance right away. The police will follow. Over and out."
He grabbed his jacket and his gloves.
"Honey, get Ted on the horn. Tell him I'm on my way," he said, running down the stairs, taking two steps at
a time.
"Will do."

--Toni walked back over to the wreck. She smiled when she saw Cassey chatting away with the unfortunate
man. Either it'll cure him or kill him, she thought to herself.
"Ambulance's coming. We're lucky, there was one in the town we just went through."
"Yeah, Floraville, that's where I was headed," the man said, and looked sadly at the remains of his '73 Ford.
His nose was still bleeding, though not as much as before.

"We'd just finished paying for the damn thing, too... my wife's gonna kill me."
Out in the far distance, they could see the flashing lights on top of the ambulance speeding towards them.
*
*
CHAPTER 3
After an hour and fifteen minutes, they were finally allowed to move on. Cassey had turned very quiet and
she seemed to be smaller than usual.
"Cassey, are you all right? Do you want me to do something for you?"
"No, thank you. I'm fine... it's just that I've never been in a traffic accident before... and on top of that, the
deputy we met really reminded me of my boyfriend," Cassey said, and wiped a stray tear away from her
cheek.
"Oh."
Cassey looked out at the two beams of light cutting through the darkness, occasionally reflecting off a road
sign, but mostly staying glued to the road. She sighed deeply and ran a trembling hand through her hair.

***SPECIAL WARNING BEGINS***
"Listen, Toni, I really need to share that story with someone... but it's gonna make you uncomfortable..."
"Go ahead."
"When I first met Tommy he was so nice to me. He bought me flowers, and candy... and a necklace. When
we were on a date he kissed my hand, you know. A real gentleman. I was a late bloomer, so I was still very
'young' and naive even at nineteen. I still lived with my parents because I wasn't mature enough to live on
my own... so naturally, when a good looking man started sweet-talking me, I responded."
"Then what happened?"
"I made the biggest mistake of my life and moved in with him. I was just so tired of living with my parents.
This was two and a half years ago. The first year or so was pretty good, but then... he changed. I don't know
if that was his real face starting to show through or what it was, but whenever we..."
Cassey blushed and looked down, but continued,
"...whenever we had sex, he started slapping me around. It got worse after that. One thing led to another...
and then Saturday before last, he was drunk when I got home from attending a class in night school. He
was on the phone with a dude called Johnny, a real piece of filth, that one. It wasn't long before Johnny
came over, with a half-empty bottle of booze. They started to get all macho, and I figured I better withdraw
for the night," Cassey said, sighing deeply.

Toni shook her head. She knew where this story was headed.
"To cut a long story short... Tommy wanted to reward Johnny for something he'd done at work, or
whatever, and he ordered me to have sex with his piece of shit buddy. For me, sex is an act of love between
two people, you know, not the wild monkey dance with a complete stranger, so I refused. Johnny got real
pissed, and Tommy even more so. Johnny eventually took off, thank God, but Tommy demanded that I
slept with him... I agreed, to calm him down. But it was much more violent than ever before. I hated it. He
was hurting me, and I couldn't hold back the tears... It just seemed to turn him on more."
"He raped you!" Toni growled.
"I consented..." Cassey said quietly.
"That's bullshit and you know it!" Toni's knuckles turned white from the death grip she had on the steering
wheel.
"There's more," Cassey said and started to sob again.
"... when he was done, he pulled out a knife and started to threaten me with it. Said all kinds of disgusting
things to me... that I had to make it up to Johnny, and... on and on. I grabbed his wrist to move the knife
away from me, but it just made him angrier. He put his hand around my throat and said he was going to cut
me up so bad even my mother couldn't recognize me... he... he said he was gonna carve his name into
me..."
Cassey couldn't contain herself any longer, but buried her head in her hands and started to cry for real.

***SPECIAL WARNING ENDS***
For the second time that evening, Toni slammed on the brakes. As soon as the truck had stopped, she darted
around the front, opened the passenger door and climbed up beside Cassey. The tall trucker hugged the
young blonde furiously, soothing and comforting her with quiet words.
"Why didn't you call the cops?" Toni asked quietly after Cassey had settled down a bit.
"Because both Tommy and Johnny are deputies with the Sheriff's office..." Cassey whispered, her voice
hoarse from the crying.
"Those fuckers," Toni said and closed her eyes.

--The emotional breakdown left Cassey so drained that she could hardly sit upright, and Toni quickly made
the bed in the sleeper cab so she could get some rest.
Toni pulled up the blanket to cover Cassey, and gently moved a lock of the golden hair away from her face
- a face that was so haggard from crying that it nearly broke Toni's heart.

"Sleep tight, kid," she whispered. Cassey mumbled something unintelligible , and turned to her right side.
Toni smiled wistfully, and then went back to her seat to drive on into the night.

--About thirty minutes later, she saw the bright lights of a truck stop coming closer.
Relieved, she pulled off the highway and into the nearest available slot. She couldn't remember the last time
she had been so knackered. What a day. She checked her watch. 1:05 am. Damn, they wouldn't be able to
leave at dawn this time. She was just about to crawl into the sleeper cab to tell Cassey they had stopped for
the night, when there was a knock on the door.
'Oh, what the hell now!' Toni grumbled, and opened the privacy curtains again.
"Want some company?" a garishly dressed woman said.
Toni gave her a menacing glare through the window, and after a short while the prostitute gave up and
walked on to the next truck.
'Lot lizards. Great, that's all I needed!' Toni thought. She didn't want to expose Cassey to the seedy side of
the truck stops, so instead of sending her off by herself to look for a place to spend the night, Toni decided
that it would be safer for all if Cassey stayed in the sleeper cab. With a deep sigh, Toni resigned herself to
be sleeping across the seats.

--Cassey woke up and stretched. She ran a hand through her hair and rubbed her face, trying to remember
where she was. The blanket protecting her smelled completely different from what it usually did... in fact, it
had a very pleasant scent. A truck starting in the background made her remember. They weren't moving, so
Toni had probably found a truck stop.
'What time is it...' she thought, and looked for her wristwatch. She couldn't find it, but a digital clock on the
shelf right next to her read 6:39 am.
She sat up and rubbed her face again. Her eyes were puffy after last night's crying, and she wished she had
something to put on them. She could hear someone snoring, so she quietly moved a flap of the leather
curtain and peeked out of the sleeper cab...
...right into Toni's bare back. Blushing, Cassey let the curtain fall down again.
7:05 am, and Toni's back was killing her. The polyester covers had scratched her so much that she had
almost thrown them out of the truck. Instead she had taken her t-shirt off and used that as protection against
the cold. By now it was much warmer in there than normal, and Toni's thoughts crossed to the young
woman in the sleeper cab.
'There are so many creeps and assholes in the world, but why did they have to pick on Cassey? Such a
beautiful, warm and kind young woman.' It dawned on Toni that she had bonded pretty well with the young
hitchhiker, and she found herself wishing that they were playing on the same team. Well, even if they had

been, Cassey was too emotionally ruined right now - it wouldn't be fair on either of them. But had they met
without any baggage... oh boy, watch out, earthquake zone...
Toni chuckled quietly to herself, but unfortunately, the small movements made her back hurt even worse.
'All right, enough is enough!' Toni thought and sat up angrily. She tried to get the wrinkles out of her tshirt, but soon gave up. It was smelly anyway. She withdrew the privacy curtains and yawned. The world
still looked the same. She turned her head and discovered that the muscles in her neck were hurting, too.
"Hey Cassey, are you awake?" she said softly.
"Yeah, I'm just waiting for you, sleepyhead," The younger woman joked, and opened the leather curtain to
the sleeper cab.
"There's a first for everything," Toni said, and reached inside to open a small compartment where her fresh
t-shirts were.
"Toni, thank you for tucking me in last night. I'm... a bit embarrassed for, you know, breaking down like
that," Cassey said sheepishly.
"Don't be. I know how important it is to get things like that out of your system."
"So I didn't scare you off?"
"No, you didn't. In fact, I'm glad you told me," Toni said, and put her hand on Cassey's shoulder. Their eyes
locked for a few seconds until Cassey looked down.
"Listen, I'm sorry to break up the moment, but if I don't go and pee now, I'm gonna explode," Toni said
with a smile, and grabbed her wallet.
"Can't have that, can we? I'll hold the fort while you're away," Cassey said and laughed.

--When Toni returned, she climbed up into the cab, and went straight into the sleeper.
"Oh Jeez, I'm sorry, Cassey," Toni said embarrassed, and quickly moved back out.
"It's all right, it was bound to happen sooner or later! No big deal," Cassey said and laughed. She came out
into the front and flipped her hair out of the fresh t-shirt.
"Sorry anyway," Toni said. She locked up the truck, and the two women headed for the truck stop.
"So, how do I rate?" Cassey whispered to her in a cheeky tone.
"Huh?"
"You know..." the blonde said, and wiggled her eyebrows.

"I told you the other day that it's not a joking matter, Cassey," Toni said sternly.
"You're right... not funny."
A beat.
"Weeeeell, a seven, maybe a seven-and-a-half," Toni drawled.
"Oh... out of ten, I hope..." The young woman's voice was tinged with disappointment.
"Yep, out of ten. Hey, you asked for my opinion."
"I suppose I did."
"Your ribs are showing. I like women with curves."
"My ribs are showing because I only eat half as much here as I did back home!"
"I beg your pardon! You're constantly stuffing your face with all kinds of junkfood!"
Cassey laughed.
"You ain't seen nothing yet!"
"Why you aren't the size of the Goodyear blimp, I'll never know."
"Hyperactive genes, I guess."
"Hyperactive something or other, that's right!" Toni said and quickly moved a step to the right to avoid
Cassey's gentle slap.

--A few hours passed, and because the traffic hadn't been too bad, they'd managed to cover a lot of ground
after leaving the truck stop. Right in the middle of a boring stretch of road, Toni's sixth sense kicked in, and
she started to feel that something was off.
"Cassey, I don't want to spook you, but does your boyfriend drive an orange and blue Chevy Chevelle?"
"... no, he's got a red Firebird. Why?" she answered with a slight tremble in her voice.
"A Chevelle's been following us for the better part of twenty minutes, and there have been plenty of
opportunities for them to pass us. How about that other creep... what was his name... Johnny?"
"Don't know... I've only seen him together with Tommy... do you think it's them?"
"Doesn't have to be, of course. But it does seem strange. You're a trouble magnet, you know that?" Toni
said to the young blonde.

"Been one all my life..."
"Heh. In about five miles or so, we're coming up to a series of s-bends. I can't go through there particularly
fast, so we'll see what the deal is then."
There was a 40 MPH speed limit for trucks through the s-bends, so when Toni slowed down for the first
part, the muscle car pulled out and drove alongside them.
"They're coming up fast, Cassey. Quick, lean over me and look out of the window. Do you recognize
them?"
Cassey got up and stretched across Toni, trying to not hinder her driving.
It only took five seconds, but for Toni, time had slowed almost to a standstill. It had been a while since she
had been this close to another woman, and Cassey was most decidedly A Woman. Her golden hair smelled
fresh, youthful, inviting... 'Toni!' she chastised herself. 'What did you decide on just this morning! No
messing around with this kid!' . But it was hard for the trucker to think about anything else than the flat
stomach she could feel against her right arm, and Cassey's hand on her thigh. Toni was sure that would
leave a scorchmark on her jeans...
And then the moment was over. The Chevelle rumbled past, the V8 growling as the driver hit the gas, and
he disappeared around the first of the s-bends.
"It wasn't them!" Cassey said greatly relieved, scooting back to her own seat. Toni cleared her throat
nervously and shuffled about to try to find a comfortable position.
"You sure?"
"Oh yeah, wasn't them."
"Did ya get the license plate?"
"... actually, it didn't have one on the rear..."
"I don't think it had one on the front, either."
"Hmm. What could that mean?"
"Trouble, just of a different kind."

--They'd made it safely through four of the five bends when Cassey suddenly yelled,
"Watch out! "
"I see it."

The orange and blue muscle car was parked across the road maybe a hundred yards ahead of them. The
passenger door was open, but both the men were gone.
"What the hell's going on?" Cassey asked confused.
Toni started to gear down, but suddenly she saw the sun reflecting in something off to the right, a pair of
sunglasses perhaps.
"A fucking ambush is what!"
She mashed the gas, and the turbocharged Inline-6 howled. The truck quickly gained speed, and two men
came running out of the shadows. One of them had a pistol in his hand.
"Oh Jeez!" Cassey shouted when the saw the gun.
"Get your head down, Cassey!"
The young woman did better, she left the passenger seat in a flash and dove into the sleeper cab.
"Fucking highway robbers!" Toni could hear Cassey shout angrily from somewhere behind her.
By now, the Mack was going 60 MPH or so, and the Chevelle was zooming towards them.
"There's no room!" Cassey shouted in a panic.
"I'll make room."
Toni aimed for the weakest part of the car, the rear axle and the section just behind it. The two men became
very agitated, and the one with the gun started firing on Toni's truck.
Cassey screamed just before the Mack hit the Chevelle with tremendous force. The shock of the impact
sent her flying through the sleeper cab, and all kinds of things fell off the shelves. Toni was nearly jerked
out of her seat, and she barely managed to hang on to the steering wheel.
The impact sent a cloud of dust and sand flying from both the two vehicles, and for a moment Toni's vision
was obscured... and then they were through. She wrestled the truck for another few seconds, and geared
down frantically for the last s-bend. She checked the mirrors to see what had happened to the other car.
As far as she could see, the rear axle had been torn from the Chevy. The man with the gun was still
shooting away at them. Toni hustled the Mack through the last s-bend a little too quickly, and the tires
squealed in protest.
Toni noticed she had been holding her breath, and she released it with a prolonged sigh. Never a dull
moment...
"Hey, are you all right in there? You can come up for air now," she called out to Cassey.
The answer was a muffled curse, so Toni looked back. Cassey's very shapely backside was in full view as
she tried to dig herself out of a mountain of clothes and small items that had been thrown about.
"Goddamn those fuckin' sons-a-bitches!" she roared when she finally emerged back into her seat.

Toni chuckled. There was a lot more fire to that young woman than what she'd originally thought.
"You all right?"
"Yeah, yeah. Thanks. Your bed is a mess and a half back there... hey, I can't believe those creeps were
trying to rob us! One of 'em fired at us!"
"They won't be doing no robbing for a while. We wrecked their car."
"Good." Cassey crossed her arms over her chest and looked very miffed.
"I'll try to raise the smokeys as soon as we're out of the hills. The CB doesn't work in there... that's probably
why they picked that spot."
"Great, more cops."

--Some time later, a police cruiser sped off into the distance, leaving the two women standing on the side of
the road. By now, the two men trying to rob them had been apprehended and they'd been taken to a small
town in the vicinity, their criminal careers over for the moment.
Cassey was looking at the damage from the impact with the Chevelle, but Toni only had eyes for the $65
fine in her hand. A small vein was visible on her forehead, and she was completely silent, which wasn't a
good sign.
The cop had given her the fine for driving with a broken headlight. That she had broken it trying to escape
from criminals didn't really appease the cop - even if the two men were wanted for several robberies and
violent assaults against truck drivers.
"I can't believe it... A sixty-five goddamn bucks' fine..." Toni finally said to no one in particular.
The headlight housing on the right side had been cracked, and the glass was gone. The fender had an ugly
ding in it, but that looked fixable to Toni's eyes. She reckoned it would take about two hours to get it back
to its original shape - she started calculating how much that would cost her, and she cringed. Still, being
stopped by the highway robbers would've been far worse. She shook her head and put her hands on her
hips.
All this time, Cassey had watched her cautiously. She didn't dare talk to Toni for fear of being growled at,
so instead she tried the old-fashioned approach by putting her hand inside Toni's arm, and giving it a little
squeeze.
It worked. Toni looked at her with a tired grin.
"You know, Cassey. I have never, ever had this much happen to me before. I'm serious. You're a regular
bad luck charm."
"At least the cop didn't frisk us," Cassey added, only half-joking.
"Yeah, thank God for little favors, huh?"

"What about the headlight?"
"The cop gave me a day to get it fixed. When we reach the truck stop tonight, I'll try to figure out what to
do. Anyway, let's move on. We've still got a long way to go," Toni said and patted Cassey on the back.

--A few miles further down the road, Toni decided to speak her mind.
"Listen, Cassey, I've been thinking about something you said last night. Why didn't you leave your
boyfriend sooner if he was treating you like dirt?"
"Well... despite what he did to me, he was all I had. And I did love him... once."
"Yeah, but you deserve so much better, Cassey. The way you look, you could have anybody."
"But that's just it, I didn't want anybody else, I already had someone. As I told you, when I first met him, he
was a breath of fresh air. My parents are conservative people, and I was so damned tired of living with
them. I had a happy childhood, but a very restrictive youth. I wasn't allowed to do much, except for silly
little things..."
"You told me yourself you were very naive. Your parents were just trying to protect you," Toni offered.
"Yeah, I guess you're right... well, it's a moot point now. I can't undo what's done."
"You do realize you don't have anywhere to live, right?"
"Well, I'm hoping to reach my aunt before we get there. I know she'll let me stay with her for a while."
"That's not a long term solution, Cassey. I think you need to find an apartment pretty quickly. You'll need
money for that, so you'll have to find a job, too, you know."
Cassey merely nodded. Toni didn't want to push her, so she let it rest.

--A little after 5 pm.
A dark green Oldsmobile convertible slowly crept up alongside the Mack. The driver honked the horn and
Toni looked down. Her eyes popped wide open and she had to blink a couple of times because she couldn't
quite believe what she saw - the passenger on the front seat of the Olds was waving her panties in the air,
which of course left her wearing... nothing. The passenger wiggled about in the seat to show off her goods,
and Toni just stared.
"What's up Toni, you look like you've seen a ghost...?" Cassey said.
"No... it's a... well... a flasher."

"A what?!" Cassey said, and once again leaned across Toni. She squealed in surprise when she saw what
was going on in the car next to them.
"Oh! My! God! Toni! You can see her... her... everything!"
Toni gave the airhorns two short stabs, and the convertible pulled ahead of them.
Two women in the backseat - that Toni hadn't had the time to look at before - turned around and pulled up
their t-shirts. They gave the black Mack a nice goodbye-wiggle and then they were gone.
"Does this happen a lot to you?" Cassey asked with a cheeky grin.
"What, that well endowed blondes flash their little golden fleeces at me?"
"Yeah!"
"No... but it matches all the other strange stuff that's been happening in the last few days perfectly, let me
tell ya..."

--Several hours on from the surprise encounter, they were driving into the approaching dusk. Toni yawned
and wiped her eyes. She was looking forward to calling it a day - all this activity had made her tired, and
her back and neck were still aching from sleeping across the seats last night.
"I really hope I can shower when we reach the truck stop. I'm beginning to feel ripe," Cassey said, sniffing
her armpits.
"Heh, you still smell fresh as a daisy to me. I remember one time during the big heatwave two years ago...
everybody was stinking, myself included, to be brutally honest, and the only truck stop within miles had no
water left. Damn near started a riot, that," Toni said with a smile.
"I can imagine. A truck stop full of sweating, smelly truckers... not my idea of fun!"
"Yeah, that was like 'Smell ya later'," Toni said and laughed.
"Hey, you wanna play a game or something?" Cassey asked.
"Oh, you know, I'm not good with games, Cassey. Unless it's arm wrestling..." Toni took a glance at
Cassey's well-defined biceps.
"... and I'm not sure I would have a chance at that, either."
"You're a lot taller than me. You have a lot more weight to throw around," Cassey said, and slapped Toni
playfully on her shoulder.
Toni gave her a mock hurt look that sent Cassey into a series of chuckles.
"I didn't mean you're fat!"

"That's what you all say, all you well-toned exercise goddesses... us curvaceous women have no chance of
ever getting to look like you."
"Gimme a break! You're easily the most beautiful woman in here."
"Nonsense, Cassey. Have you looked in a mirror recently? You could be on the cover of every fashion
magazine there is."
"So could you. You'd knock 'em all out."
"We urgently need to find somewhere to spend the night, you're beginning to hallucinate..." Toni grumbled
and winked at Cassey.
The young blonde winked back and chuckled quietly.
A road sign was lit up by the headlights as the truck thundered past it.
"We're gonna have to take a rain check on the game, Cassey. Only two miles to the truck stop..."
"Saved by the bell, huh?"
The two women looked at each other, and it was impossible not to feel the spark of energy passing between
them. Almost imperceptibly, Toni almost, almost, made a comment, but she chose to let the moment pass.

--As they had done on Monday, the two women split up. Even though Toni offered Cassey the opportunity to
sleep in the truck again, so she could save some money, the young blonde politely declined - she'd observed
the driver wincing from the aches in her back at least twenty times that day, and she didn't want to cause
Toni any pain.
Instead, Cassey grabbed her holdall and headed for the ever-present motel. Hopefully this one would be a
bit better than the one from the other night.

--Toni had driven the tractor unit into the garage and two mechanics had gone to work on the busted fender
and the headlight. The sparks were flying as one of them used a grinding tool on the metal.
She was waiting outside the garage with a mug of something they told her was coffee, but actually smelled
and tasted more like discarded gearbox oil.
"Don't you just love to look at the stars, Toni?" somebody said right next to her, making her jump a foot in
the air.
"Sorry, didn't mean to scare you..." Cassey giggled, and continued:

"I bought you a cup of coffee, but I see you've got one already..."
"Much obliged, Cassey. I don't know what the hell that was, but it wasn't coffee..." Toni said, and dumped
the 'gearbox oil' into a small bush next to the garage.
"You didn't answer my question."
"Look at the stars? They're just there, you know."
"You're so unromantic!"
"I've just never really thought about 'em," Toni said and shrugged.
"I love looking at the stars. They bring out the poet in me. Whenever I have the time to stargaze, I get an
urge to write poetry," Cassey said, leaning her head back so she could watch the endless array of little
white dots in the sky.
"Oh yeah...? Roses Are Red, Violets Are Blue... that sorta stuff?" Toni said and took a swig from the new
cup of coffee, which was a hundred times better than the gunk from before.
"Yeah, yeah, 'that sorta stuff'!" Cassey said, laughing out loud over Toni's complete lack of interest in
poetry.
"Did you manage to grab a shower?" Toni asked.
"Yeah. I feel much fresher now. This motel looks a lot better than the one from a couple of days ago. The
bathroom door can actually close this time."
"Wow, must be a five-star motel, huh?"
"Something like it. Actually, the prices are reasonable, so I'm OK."
"Good."
One of the mechanics came out to the two women.
"We'll be done in about thirty minutes, Toni."
"All right. I'll wait."
When the mechanic left again, Toni turned to Cassey and said:
"Thirty minutes mechanics-time equals fortyfive minutes of our time."

--When the truck was finally finished - fortyfive minutes later - the two women said goodnight to each other.

Toni's eyes followed the younger woman as she walked away with a noticeable swagger in her hips. Why
Cassey didn't have a line of suitors a mile long, she'd never understand. Very good looking, an athletic
body, a sharp mind... all in all she was exactly Toni's type...
Oh well, in another lifetime maybe.

--After returning from her own shower, Toni undressed and went to bed. Her back was killing her, so she
was dearly looking forward to a softer bed than the damn seats from last night.
She fell asleep almost before she had turned the lights out, and it wasn't long before she started dreaming.
At first she couldn't really understand what was going on, but it soon became clear to her that she was in
the middle of an erotic dream. A very erotic dream...
She found herself making love to a woman whose face she couldn't see, but there was no mistaking the
muscular legs, or the flat stomach, or even the golden manes on the other woman.
She saw her hands and lips all over the other woman, all the while being kissed and fondled herself. She
saw herself gently moving two fingers between the other woman's wet folds and heard her lover moan
passionately... The other woman opened her eyes and Toni stared into her sparkling emerald green orbs...
...and woke up with an almighty jerk. She bolted upright in the bed to clear her mind of everything from
that dream. The time on the digital clock read 2:05 am. Toni rubbed her face with both hands. Her heart
was beating wildly and she could smell the telltale musky scent of arousal in the air.
'If I'd known it would lead to this, I would have told Cassey to get lost on Monday...' she thought - but at the
same time, her heart told her that it was a lie.
She didn't dare go back to sleep at once, so instead she went out into the cab and cracked open a can of
Coca-Cola. Sitting in the dark, she pulled the privacy curtains apart on the driver's door and looked out into
the parking lot.
It looked the same as any other truck stop parking lot she had ever seen. The streetlights attracted thousands
of insects, flying about aimlessly below the glaring orange lights.
This couldn't continue. But what could she do? She sure as hell couldn't tell Cassey that she had just had
the most delicious wet dream with the two of them. The young woman would be scared off in world record
speed - Toni knew exactly how she'd feel if some guy told her that he had fantasized about her while...
well... she'd tear his head off. Both of 'em.
Toni sighed. And to think that she had feared Cassey would feel uncomfortable when Toni told her about
herself...
'Ace predictions, Antonia Willis,' she thought.
The truck on her left started and glided out into the night. Toni suddenly noticed a blue and green cabover
Peterbilt parked two slots away. The lights were still on in the cab, but the curtains were closed.

Could it be? It certainly looked like Charlotte's truck. Toni sighed again and looked up into the quilted roof.
Lord knew she badly needed a woman's touch. Making a quick decision, she emptied the can of Coke and
put her jeans on.
She locked up the truck and headed over to the Peterbilt. Yep, it was Charlotte's truck all right. In a very
cruel twist of irony, she found herself about to knock on a door and ask if they 'wanted some company'.
Toni sighed again... and knocked.
"Charlotte, you in there? It's me, Toni."
The privacy curtains were pulled apart and a woman peeked out. She was a little older than Toni, 35, and
she was a very pretty brunette with mahogany brown eyes and cute dimples. She quickly opened the door.
"Oh boy, Toni! Long time, no see, huh? Come on up, for cripe's sake. No point getting your yummy ass
bitten off by the mosquitoes!"
Toni climbed up into the Peterbilt, and took a glance out on the parking lot... and the images from the
dream still lingered within her.
*
*
CHAPTER 4
The next morning, just after dawn.
Cassey was really proud of herself for getting up so early. She didn't even feel tired, which was very, very
different from what she was used to. The big change was of course that she had something to get up to.
When Cassey washed her hair, she wondered what would happen today - the last day. She could hardly
believe it. She had only known Toni for four days... four days! And yet she felt like they'd been friends
forever.
What would the future hold for her? Cassey had given a lot of thought to the things Toni said to her about
education. As soon as she was settled in with her aunt, she would look for work. She would need a place to
stay, but having money for an education was more important. Cassey knew her aunt wouldn't mind having
her stay for a little while, but she knew it was impolite to stay much more than three weeks or so.
She stepped out of the bathroom and began to dry her hair. She still giggled when she thought of the
conversation she'd had with her aunt when she finally reached her on the phone last night.
-*-*-*-*"I'm so proud of you, Cassey. I think you've made the right decision. When are you here?"
"I don't know yet, but it'll be sometime tomorrow. You can't miss me, I'll be arriving in a big black truck!"
"Oh, lord, don't let any truckers fool around with you!"
"No chance of that, aunt Jenny, it's a lady driver."

"Uh-huh... like I said..."
"Oh, don't be silly!"
-*-*-*-*Cassey finished drying her hair and proceeded to clean up the motel room. She dropped off the key by the
desk clerk and headed for the parking lot. She noticed the curtains were still in place on the Mack, which
was unusual.
Suddenly she saw Toni and another woman standing close together... really close together. So close, in
fact, their lips were touching. Cassey blushed furiously. She didn't know what to do or where to go. She
was standing right in the middle of the gigantic parking lot, and there wasn't anything she could dive
behind.
Toni finished kissing the pretty brunette and gave her butt a squeeze. They hugged, and the other woman
climbed into a Peterbilt. She started and drove off, giving Toni a salute with the airhorns as she did so.
Cassey found the situation safe, so she walked closer.
"Good morning," she said, very surprised over the sharpness in her voice.
Toni turned around, still smiling.
"Morning. Is something wrong, Cassey? You're all flushed," Toni said, noticing the color of Cassey's face.
"Who was that?" 'Good god,' Cassey thought. 'Whose voice is that?'
'Whoa! No way... she's sounding like she's jealous...' Toni thought.
"You saw us? She's a real gorgeous girl I've known for a couple of years. It's nothing serious, we just like
to... meet up once in a while. It was a coincidence that we were both here at the same time."
"Well... you don't have to defend yourself to me, you know... ha ha," Cassey said, her voice slowly getting
back to its usual timbre. She shuffled back and forth on the parking lot, unsure of the strange emotions
within her.
"I'm not. Let's get something to eat."
"Good idea."
Cassey put her bag in the Mack, and thought to herself:
'Get a grip, you idiot. You have no right to feel so jealous. You've known Toni for four days. And did you
really expect a woman who looks like that to be chaste?'.

---

The day turned out to be real hot, so by lunch time, the two women had rolled down the side windows to
get some fresh air. Cassey had bought a bag of apples at the truck stop, and she was busy cutting one into
slices. When she was done, she offered half of them to Toni.
"What's this?" the driver said.
"Well... I think it's an apple...? Don't you eat apples?"
"Sure, but you bought them, they're yours."
"And I've decided to share. Here," Cassey said, and held out the slices so Toni could pick them up.
"Thank you, Cassey."
"You're welcome," the young blonde replied with a smile - and one of those cute nose crinkles. Toni's eyes
lingered on Cassey for a few seconds, but when she could see the young woman starting to turn her head
towards her, she quickly went back to stare out of the windscreen.
"I hope you don't mind me asking, Toni, but isn't it uncomfortable to always wear a bra? Don't you chafe?"
"Well, sure, when it's really hot, but there's a good reason for it..."
"You don't want anyone to stare at your nipples?" Cassey offered with a smile.
"Do I look as I care about anyone staring?" Toni replied with a raised eyebrow.
"Heh!"
"No, it's actually because the roads are frequently so poor and uneven that it's a real bumpy ride... you
know what I mean. Don't have to tell you how that feels."
"Ouch, no. But it's been pretty good on this trip, right?"
"This road's flat as a baby's bottom, but it's an exception. I remember not long after I started driving, I was
going on the I-10 in New Orleans, and I hit a pothole. The whole truck bounced so hard I nearly became
airborne! Well, my breasts had a really rough landing on the rebound..."
"Oh, God!" Cassey squealed and squirmed in her seat.
"...It knocked the wind out of me. I had to pull over and massage my chest. That was the only time I
wondered if trucking was really safe for women..."
Cassey laughed out loud. She felt a blush creeping up on her cheeks from the mental image that story had
produced, but she hoped it would go unnoticed.
"... So I started wearing a sportsbra, and I've done so ever since," Toni said.
"I'm glad I wasn't with you on that trip! Wow, the tricks of the trade, huh?" Cassey said and wiped her eyes.

--They didn't have far to go now, and that fact made Cassey feel strangely down. To lighten up the mood a
little, she decided they should listen to some music, and she practically turned the glovebox inside out to
find a tape they didn't hear the other day. She found one that Toni had written 'great' on, and showed it to
the driver.
"I guess 'Great' means that it's really good?" Cassey said.
"Yeah. That's one of my favorites."
"Country & Western?"
"But of course," Toni said and chuckled.
"Let's try it," Cassey said, and inserted it into the tape deck.
As the first song started, Cassey instantly recognized it.
"Hey! I definitely know this one! That's Roll On Big Mama!"
"Sure is," Toni said and flashed her a broad smile.
Cassey took a deep breath and started singing along to the song - loudly, and slightly off key. Toni joined
her a few words into the song, and the two women were soon going hell for leather.
'
Roll on, roll on Big Mama,
I like the way you sing

Roll on, roll on Big Mama,
The night time lets her breathe

Well, the feel of the wheel delivers me
From a life where I don't wanna be
And the diesel smoke with every stroke
Sings a song with a heavy note

And ramblin' is the life I chose

Sittin' here between the doors
And the yellow line a-keepin' time
The things that's a-runnin' a-through my mind
Through my mind

Roll on, roll on Big Mama,
I like the way you roll

Roll on, roll on Big Mama,
You are my very soul

On through the snow and the drivin' rain,
To the forty-below in Bangor, Maine,
To the hundred-and-ten in the Texas sun,
There ain't no road that-a we ain't run,

Up through the Colorado mountain tops,
Down to the desert where Reno stops,
North to the green of Port o' Delan',
There ain't no road that-a we ain't seen,
We ain't seen

Roll on, roll on Big Mama,
You're singing out my song

Roll on, roll on Big Mama,
The highway is our home
'
"Oh man, I can't believe I'm singing Roll On Big Mama actually riding in a truck! We used to play that
song at every single party at school a few years ago. I feel like a silly schoolgirl all over again, but damn
that was fun!" Cassey said, and clapped her hands together.
Toni smiled at the 'silly schoolgirl'. It just happened to be one of her favorite tunes, but she'd never thought
she'd be singing it at the top of her lungs in such charming company.
"Too bad Joe Stampley didn't call it Roll On Little Toni, huh?" Cassey said with a grin.
"He probably didn't 'cause it doesn't rhyme at all..." Toni deadpanned.
"You might be right about that... on the other hand, why don't I just call you Big Mama from now on...
wouldn't that be a hoot?" Cassey said, and flashed her most angelic smile in Toni's direction.
"No. Uh-Uh. No way, no how, no ma'am," Toni said and shook her head vehemently.
"You sure?" Cassey bashed her eyelids repeatedly.
"O-Yeah."
'
I never lost a fight for sweet temptation
That's before I laid my eyes on you
Should'a known it when I felt a shiver in my soul
That you'd be too good at doin' what you do

And honey,
You'd make an angel wanna cheat
I can't keep you off my mind
You'd make an angel wanna cheat
Don't have to say it to walk the line

I feel the fire everytime you touch me

I see the devil laughing in your eyes
Tryin' hard to hold on, but I jus' can't help myself
I guess it took too long to realize

That honey,
You'd make an angel wanna cheat
I can't keep you off my mind
You'd make an angel wanna cheat
Don't have to say it to walk the line
'
'If I didn't know better, I'd swear that The Kendalls had written that song about Cassey... fits her to a T,'
Toni thought as the tune faded out.
The trucker glanced over at the younger woman to see her face. Shiver in my soul, check... felt the fire
when she touched me, check... laughing eyes, check...
'I rest my case,' she thought.
Another couple of songs went by, and the two women had a great time singing along to the ones they both
knew, when Toni suddenly remembered that the last one on the tape was a Crystal Gayle song about the
sad end of a relationship. She didn't know if she should stop the tape or... too late... the song had already
started.
'
In love so blind,
I stepped across the line
Now just memories of you linger

Sometimes a girl in love
Will go too far

I was a crazy fool,

Let my heart overrule
Each decision my mind was making

The harm is done,
There is no place to run
You can't give me back what you've taken

Sometimes a girl in love
Will go too far

But I know I will smile,
For in a little while,
I'll be holding somebody new...
'
Cassey didn't know this song, but she'd been humming along to the music when the lyrics suddenly caught
up with her. She choked up and looked out of the side window so she could have a private moment. But she
didn't cry. There weren't any tears left for that relationship, or for Tommy. She'd spent them all that horrible
night in the bedroom, and then two nights ago in Toni's warm embrace... for the young girl from West
Texas, there would be no going back.

--The traffic grew heavier by the minute, and the San Diego skyline soon came into sight. Before long, they
were driving on a big eight-lane freeway taking them to the western parts of the city and the docks.
'Not long to go now,' Cassey thought, and sighed.
'Who could ever have predicted how attached I would get to that truck driver over there? Certainly not me.
Jeez, when she walked into the truck stop on Monday... all greasy and grumpy...'
Cassey couldn't hold back a giggle, making Toni look at her with a bemused expression on her face.
"What's so funny?"

"I was just thinking about how you looked when you came into Myrna's truck stop... you know, after you
had worked on the truck?"
"Oh yeah... great first impression, huh?"
"Yeah! Well, it worked out in the end."
"Hmmm," Toni answered with a smile.
Cassey fell silent and debated with herself if she should tell Toni what was on her mind... she finally
decided to take the leap. She steeled her resolve and turned around in the seat so she faced the driver.
"Toni, I want to tell you something important. Last night, it was a week since I left Tommy. At first I was
so worried about everything... and the trucker I hitched a ride with from Wichita Falls to Albuquerque was
old, grumpy and smelly. Then I met you... and I haven't been worried one second since, not even when we
thought that Chevelle from yesterday might have been Tommy, because I just knew that even if it had been,
you would've been able to find a way out of that situation. God, listen to my ramblings, huh?"
"It's all right, Cassey," Toni said and blushed a lot more than she normally would do.
"What I'm trying to say is that I'm so, so grateful that you wanted to help me." Cassey used her sleeve to
wipe away an errant tear from her eye, hoping that Toni hadn't noticed it.
"Hey, kid... These long highways grind the soul out of us truckers. It can get really lonely out here, and...
well, I've really enjoyed your company. The week has just flown by. You know, I almost feel like I've
known you for years," Toni said, smiling at the young blonde. She put out her hand and Cassey grabbed it
and held it tightly.

--Toni activated the turning signal, and the truck rumbled into the freight central.
She stopped at the end of a line of trucks, all headed for a booth where the manifest would be checked by
an employee.
After waiting for about five minutes, it was finally their turn to pull up to the booth. Toni handed the
manifests to the man sitting there and he quickly scanned the documents.
"Good afternoon, Miss Willis," the man said, and continued:
"Your trailer needs to go to warehouse 16, loading bay 4. Do you need a driver?"
'I beg your pardon?' Cassey thought, and her eyebrows shot up.
"No," Toni replied coolly. The man put a stamp on the documents and handed them back to her. She drove
off, leaving the man to take care of the other trucks in the line.
"Did he really ask you that?" Cassey said disbelieving.
"Yeah. I'm a woman, we can't drive. Didn't you know that?"

"Right. We should stay at home and cook dinner and breed children," Cassey said in a mocking voice.
"Right!" Toni said, and chuckled over the stupidity of it all.

--The freight central was an extremely busy place. Small shunter-trucks were constantly hauling trailers to
and from the cargo bays. It seemed very chaotic, but everything that happened was according to a plan. As
soon as a truck had dropped off a trailer, it was to drive to the staging area where masses of freshly loaded
trailers were ready to get shipped out.
The black Mack arrived at warehouse 16, and Toni expertly maneuvered the truck into bay 4. Because she
was hauling a tanker, she'd have to be very precise in hitting the marks.
If a driver couldn't hit the marks, the ground crew would have to wait for him to try again before they could
get to work, and they'd always let the driver know about it by loud jeers and whistling.
They had no such bother with Toni, she parked the grain tanker right on the money. A man quickly
attached two hoses to the tank nozzles, and activated the suction pumps. While this was happening, Toni
jumped out and disconnected the trailer's airbrakes from the rear of the cab, causing them to lock on. Then
she took a large wrench and lowered the parking wheels on the tanker.
When she was done, she climbed back up into the cab, checked that the trailer was stable, and slowly drove
off in the tractor unit, heading for the staging area.
"Just flippin' wow!" Cassey said, completely overwhelmed by the anthill-like activity in the freight central.
"Yeah, it's kind of a busy place, huh?"
"No shit! I can't believe how well you parked the trailer."
"It's what I do. And I'm damn good at it," Toni said, and meant every word.

--"OK, let's see if we're lucky enough to find a trailer going back home. If it's Frankie or Joseph controlling
the staging area today, then I think I've got a pretty good chance. They knew my dad."
"And the other controllers don't like you being a woman driver?"
"Something like that, yeah."
Cassey shook her head.

---

The middle-aged controller was walking around in a sweat-soaked shirt, holding a clipboard. A walkietalkie was constantly squawking with information from various shunter drivers.
"Sorry, Toni, there's nothing for you right now. Unless you want to take a local turnaround to L.A. ?"
"Aw shit, Joseph. You mean to tell me there's nothing going East? There are thousands of trailers here."
"Oh, we've got plenty of loads going East, Texas, Louisiana, Alabama, hell, I've even got one for Miami,
Florida. Take your pick."
"Look, I've been on the road for three weeks, I need to go home, you know?"
"I'm not bullshitting you, Toni. We ain't got nothing to New Mexico. Everything is either local,
northbound, or long distance. How about a load of furniture going to Seattle?"
"No way."
"Then I can't help you," The controller said and shrugged.. Toni turned around and went back to the truck.

--"Shit," Toni said when she returned.
"I don't like the sound of that... you couldn't get a load?" Cassey said.
"Oh sure I could, for all the states of the union... except New Mexico."
"Then what?"
Toni suddenly noticed that she was in the middle of a major pout. She snapped out of it because she didn't
want to ruin the last hour together with Cassey by being her old grumpy self.
"I'll think of something later on. Now let's go find your aunt."
"Toni, if you're too busy or something, you can drop me off at a bus stop. I won't mind..."
"Nope. A deal's a deal," Toni said, and turned the ignition key.
"Well... thank you," Cassey said.

--Toni drove out of the freight central and slowly brought the tractor unit into the busy city streets. After a
little while they reached a typical San Diego suburb with a lot of two-story houses, drawn back from the
sidewalk.

They found the correct street without much hassle, and parked at the curb in front of a house made of red
bricks.
A woman peeked through the curtain on the second floor, and scooted down the stairs. She opened the door
and waited on the doorstep. Cassey waved at her out of the opened window.
Toni looked at the young blonde, who had her bag in her lap and a forlorn look on her face.
"Well, Cassey, I guess this is as far as it goes."
Cassey nodded.
"Well?"
"Walk me to the door?"
"Sure." The two women left the truck, and walked the short distance to where aunt Jenny was waiting.
'Hello, would you look at that...' , Jenny thought as she saw the two women approach her.
She couldn't help noticing the very statuesque woman her niece was walking next to, and she definitely
couldn't help noticing the look on Cassey's face.
She looked at Cassey, and then back at the tall woman... and then back at her niece. Was it possible?
'If my sister knew she'd kill herself,' Jenny reckoned.
When her two guests reached the doorstep, she pulled Cassey into a bear hug.
"Welcome to San Diego, Cassey. My, my, you've changed since I saw you last! You're a regular bombshell
now! Wow, look at you!" the older woman said, and held Cassey at arm's length so she could get a good
look at her niece.
"You're only saying that to make me feel better, aunt Jenny," Cassey said and blushed.
"Oh, no, Cassey, I mean every word. How old are you now?"
"22."
"God, already? Then it's been six years! Let me see you... you're a very pretty woman," Jenny said, making
Cassey's cheeks blush crimson red. She looked down at her feet, unable to meet her aunt's eye.
"Hello, I'm Jennifer Rogers. I'm Cassey's aunt," she said and smiled, putting out her hand towards the tall
truck driver with the sky blue eyes.
Toni shook it.
"Antonia Willis. Please, call me Toni."
Toni looked at the older woman, who was wearing an oversized t-shirt, a pair of faded jeans and sandals.
She appeared to be in her late 40's, and the lines around her eyes and mouth told a story of a woman who

loved to smile. Her green eyes were very similar to Cassey's, but perhaps they were a bit more blue. Apart
from a few gray strands, her hair was roughly the same color as Cassey's, but where the young woman wore
hers long, Jennifer's hair was cut very short.
Their eyes interlocked, and Jenny knew right away what the deal was between her niece and the driver.
"You've driven together since Monday?" Jenny asked.
"Yep. Been an interesting week," Toni replied dryly.
"I'll bet," Jenny said and looked straight at the tall trucker to gauge her intentions. Toni responded with a
wistful half-smile.
"Where'll you go after here, Toni?" the young woman asked, oblivious to the exchange between the other
two women.
"I'm off to another freight central to see if they have a trailer to take back east. And then it's out to the truck
stop to spend the night. I'm leaving at dawn as usu... hey, Cassey, please don't cry..."
"I want to stay with you, Toni!" Cassey suddenly said through a veil of tears. She was clutching her bag
tightly against her chest without even realizing it.
"You do? Really?" Toni said, very surprised. She knew they had clicked very well, but it was still one hell
of a step to take - for both of them.
"Yeah. I was afraid you might get angry with me if I told you earlier. I mean, we've only known each other
for four days... but it's been the best damn week in my adult life..."
Aunt Jenny looked back and forth between the two women like she was at a tennis match. Her eyebrows
were at her hairline, but she was secretly rather smug.
A few tears fell down Cassey's cheek, and without hesitation, Toni used her thumb to wipe them away.
'And that seals the deal,' Jenny thought.
"Oh hell, kid, I would never get angry with you. I'll tell ya what, I've never laughed so much, and never
talked so much as I have these last couple of days. It's been really fun to share my truck with you."
"So... how about it?" Cassey asked hesitantly.
"Well, Cassey... remember you have to put up with my grumpy nature, and the dirt and grime of life on the
road, and..."
Cassey laughed out loud, and slapped Toni's hand lightly.
"Oh, you're not grumpy."
"I just haven't had the time to be grumpy. I mean, I've never had so much happen to me, like *ever*!" Toni
said, laughing.
"Yeah, I'm your little bad luck charm, you told me... So?"

Toni didn't know what to say. In a way she'd love to have the bubbly blonde along... in four short days she
had become the best friend Toni had ever had... but... there were so many things... so many obstacles.
'If I say the wrong word now, Cassey will break apart,' Toni thought, and looked at Jenny, pleading for
some help.
The older woman picked up the look, and said:
"How about we go inside and I make us some coffee, huh?"

--A little while later. Toni and Jenny shook hands on the doorstep.
"I hope you can live with this decision," Jenny said.
"Yeah... thanks for the coffee and the talk."
"Anytime."
Toni walked the short distance to the truck, opened the door, and got inside. She turned the ignition key and
pulled the chord for the airhorns.
PWAAP PWAAAAAP!
She turned her head to the right and looked into Cassey's emerald green eyes, shining and sparkling with
excitement.
"Let's go, pardner," Toni said.
Cassey nearly blinded the driver with her smile. Then she leaned out of the opened window and waved
goodbye to her aunt with a white handkerchief, soaking wet with tears of joy.
"I'll call, I promise!" she yelled to aunt Jenny, who frantically waved back at her niece.
Toni put the truck in gear and turned the black Mack out into the traffic, heading for the intersection that
would take the two women back out of the suburb.
Cassey had been right all along.
This wasn't the end. This was a new beginning. For both of them.
-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-**
*

BOOK 2 - CASSEY'S BIRTHDAY

*
*
CHAPTER 5
Sunday, August 19th, 1978.
Pink tendrils reached across the eastern sky, and soon the first rays of the day were shining on a small
house on the outskirts of Albuquerque, New Mexico.
Toni Willis yawned and rubbed her eyes. Darn, still waking up at the crack of dawn even when she didn't
have to. In the background, she could hear the neighbor's dog barking at a car driving by.
She looked around the smallish bedroom. The house wasn't much, but it was their home. She stayed there
when she wasn't on the road. It was really only a living room with a kitchenette, a bedroom, a small
bathroom and a storage room, but the monthly rates were dirt cheap, and that's why she continued to live
there even though it was really too small for two people.
Two people. Toni never thought she'd be able to say those words in earnest. She had never been one to
settle down, and she still really wasn't. It was just that blonde woman that she had met some months before
that had turned her world upside down.
Toni's pride and joy, her large black Mack tractor unit was parked outside the small house. That was how
they'd met. She had picked up the most innocuous looking hitchhiker... and they were still together, nearly
four months later.
Toni looked down at the blonde head resting on the taller woman's shoulder. Cassey Peters was sprawled
across Toni's body, still asleep.
Toni fondly remembered the utter and absolute thrill she got when Cassey kissed her for the first time. Up
until that point, Toni never dared to hope for more than what they already had, which was a very intense
friendship.
In fact intense was a fitting word for their relationship. When they argued it was explosive, but always
mercifully short lived, when they kissed the world stopped spinning, and when they made love for the first
time, it was measured on the Richter-scale. Literally!
Her eyes stopped at a newspaper clip that Cassey had cut out of the local rag. It said 'Slight earthquake felt
in Albuquerque! First tremor in a decade.' - That had been on the front page the morning after...
'Yep, we never do anything half-assed.. Aphrodite in disguise, that's who Cassey really is,' Toni thought
and smiled broadly. She put her arm around Cassey's shoulders and snuggled down to get some more sleep.

--Several hours later Toni woke up again, disturbed from her dreams by a very pleasant sensation - she
opened her eyes, and discovered the sensation was caused by Cassey nibbling on her neck.
"Good morning, sweetheart, and happy birthday," Toni whispered.
"'Morning, love. Thank you." Cassey continued to gently kiss the older woman's neck, going from her ear
and moving forward. The effect wasn't lost on Toni, who rather quickly felt a well-known spark ignite
within her.
Cassey's kisses followed an invisible line going from Toni's chin to her lips. Cassey pulled back slightly
and looked straight into Toni's eyes, pleased to see the ice blue orbs sparkling. The older woman was sure
she could hear a thunderclap somewhere in the distance as Cassey dove down and assaulted her senses with
a ferocious kiss.
"Roll over onto your back, Cassey," Toni said when they separated.
The blonde woman did as asked. Toni sat up on the bed and looked at the grinning li'l devil in front of her.
"Have I ever told you I love you?" The dark haired woman purred seductively.
"Often."
"Have I ever shown you?" Toni said and took her oversized t-shirt off, revealing her nude, tanned body.
"Not often enough!" Cassey said and laughed out loud.
Cassey started to remove her own nightshirt, but before she had time to get it off completely, Toni jumped
her and began tickling her mercilessly with her long fingers.
"Tickle time!" Toni cried out and went to work on Cassey's ribs and sides.
The young blonde tried to wiggle this way and that to get away from Toni's relentless tickling, but to no
avail. The bedroom was filled with the sound of joyous laughter, and after a few seconds, Cassey was
completely out of breath. She had a huge, beaming smile on her face, and all in all, she felt like she was in
heaven.
After a little while, she finally managed to put her fingers on Toni's waist and she started giving as good as
she got. Now it was Toni's turn to squirm around, and Cassey seized the opportunity to flip the dark haired
woman over onto her back. Cassey quickly straddled Toni's hips and she was finally able to take her
nightshirt off.
"Oh baby, you're so sexy," Toni said as she ran her hands up Cassey's sides, cupping the two perfect
breasts. She ran her thumbs over Cassey's nipples, and was pleased to see them immediately stand to
attention.
"Yeah?" Cassey said in a husky voice, the intimate touch sending a wave of pleasure through her body. She
leaned down to kiss Toni on the lips.
"Yeah..."

"I'm glad you think so," Cassey whispered, and went back to nibble on Toni's neck. Like before, she placed
a string of little kisses along Toni's strong jawline, ending up gently playing with Toni's bottom lip.
"Does the birthday girl have any special wishes?" Toni said between kisses, running her hands up and down
Cassey's bare back. She hooked her thumbs inside the elastic band of Cassey's panties and pulled them off,
earning a throaty purr from the young blonde.
"Oh, give me a minute to think of something," Cassey said, and traced Toni's lips with her tongue.
Toni opened her mouth to let Cassey in, and soon their tongues were engaged in a most wonderful dance.
Cassey pulled back again. She took Toni's hands and pulled them up to her breasts, making it clear for Toni
what to do. When Toni started playing with Cassey's erect peaks, the blonde woman's breath hitched and
she closed her eyes and purred.
Cassey moved over to straddle Toni's thigh. Soon, her hips started moving back and forth on their own
accord, and her throbbing center rubbed rhythmically against Toni's silky soft skin. A few throaty moans
escaped her as the cadence grew ever faster.
Toni's heart was thumping hard in her chest, and she felt extremely turned on by the sight of her partner
being so aroused, and by the feel of the warm wetness on her thigh. She moved her hands from Cassey's
breasts and placed them on her backside. She gently pushed downwards to add a bit more pressure, and
Cassey responded by groaning loudly.
Without breaking the sweet contact, Cassey pulled Toni up towards her and into a sitting position. They
wrapped their arms around each other's bodies and moved as one.
Cassey could feel her climax wasn't far away, so she slowed right down to get the most out of the
wonderful sensations. She briefly rested her head on Toni's shoulder before moving over to kiss the dark
haired woman again.
"Open your eyes, baby, I want to see you when you come," Toni whispered into Cassey's ear.
Cassey opened her eyes, and it was almost her undoing. The sight of the two ice blue orbs pulsing with
need so close to her made her even more giddy than she already was, and she couldn't stop her hips from
bucking.
Cassey had a wicked grin on her flushed face as she locked eyes with Toni and resumed the rhythmical
motion. Not even a minute later, a powerful orgasm ripped through her body, making her cry out and buck
wildly on Toni's thigh.
A series of aftershocks made Cassey's body tremble and quiver, but they eventually stopped, and the two of
them fell back onto the bed, still holding on to one another.
"Wow..." Cassey whispered, completely out of breath.
"Happy birthday, baby," Toni said, gently kissing Cassey on the lips.

---

Some time later. Cassey was surprised the house was still standing - it certainly wasn't for a lack of trying.
She looked at Toni - the older woman appeared to have fallen asleep again.
'Must've worn the old girl out,' Cassey thought to herself and grinned knowingly.
She swung her legs over the edge of the bed and padded out to the bathroom. Now came the worst time of
the day - it was a constant lottery if the water in the shower was steaming hot or ice cold... she turned on
the water and carefully put her hand into the stream. The shower had obviously decided to give her a
birthday present, because the water felt pleasantly warm for a change.
After showering and wiping herself down, she dug out a clean pair of panties from the dresser, and grabbed
some of yesterday's clothes. Sunday was laundry day and they were going to the Laundromat later.
She went past the bedroom again, and couldn't help but chuckle at the sight. Toni was still in bed,
apparently completely comatose. She was flat on her stomach, lying diagonally across the bed, with her
beautiful round butt cheeks on proud display.
"Toni? Honey, it's getting late," Cassey said to the sleeping goddess.
"Hhrmpf," Toni said and started to wiggle about to get into a sitting position. Her raven black hair was a
mess and was sticking out in all directions.
"Perhaps we should cut back on the love making if it wears you out like that?" Cassey said, waiting by the
door for the inevitable reply.
"Never!" Toni replied firmly, making Cassey giggle.
"Just a suggestion. I'll fix breakfast while you shower, OK?"
"Hey, wait a minute, it's your birthday, I'm supposed to make it for you."
"Nah, I got it. Don't worry."

--Fifteen minutes later, Toni joined Cassey at the small kitchen table in the corner of the living room. She
grabbed a slice of whitebread and put it into the toaster.
"We're running low on bread," Cassey said.
"I'll put it on the list... if I could find it," Toni said and yawned again.
"It's over on the magnetic board. I've rearranged it," Cassey said and smiled.
Toni looked.
"So you have. Sorry I didn't notice it before."

"As long as you're paying attention to me, I don't care about anything else!" Cassey said, and wiggled her
eyebrows.
"That's a given, honey," Toni purred and leaned forward to give Cassey a kiss. The toast chose that moment
to pop up from the machine, and both of them jumped in their chairs.

--"What a difference a year makes... Do you know what I did last year for my birthday?" Cassey said
thoughtfully as she munched on a French toast.
"No?"
"I had an exclusive little party. Just me and half a bottle of Jack Daniel's. And when ol' Jack was gone, so
was I. Slept for fourteen hours and threw up for the next two. I was so drunk I had a hangover for a week
afterwards. And now..."
Cassey took Toni's hand, and choked up so badly she couldn't say another word.
"I say we're both pretty fortunate," Toni said. Cassey nodded.
"I've said it before, and I'll say it again. You're the best thing that ever happened to me," Cassey said and
squeezed Toni's hand.
"I'm glad you think so, but honestly, you'd already taken the biggest step when we met, by leaving that
creep."
"I don't know... the next one was just as important for me," Cassey said and chuckled.
"What?"
"Remember the look on aunt Jenny's face when we walked up her garden path?"
"Yeah. She knew."
"She did, didn't she? It took me another two weeks after that to fully realize what was going on," Cassey
said with a smile.
"And we've never looked back since," Toni said, and leaned across the table to place a strawberry flavored
kiss on Cassey's lips.
"Oh, yummy! ...and sticky!"

--Later, after the dishes were done.

"Fred's home, his dog's running around," Toni said after peeking through the window.
"Then I'll just hop over there and ask if we can borrow his truck," Cassey replied.
"You do that. I'll collect the dirty clothes in the mean time."
Three big plastic bags later, Toni was wondering how the hell two women could amass so many dirty
clothes in only two short weeks - and nearly all of it was Cassey's, too. Toni only used 20 % of their closet:
her cowboy boots, three pairs of blue jeans, a small collection of tanks and plaid shirts and a pile of more or
less identical white t-shirts didn't take up much space.
Cassey returned with the keys for Fred's '66 Chevy Pickup truck.
"Ready?"
"Let's go," Toni said and picked up the three bags.

--Toni waved at old Fred who was sitting on his porch, his dog at his feet. He waved back, and the dog
growled.
They got in and Toni turned the ignition key - and found out the orange and white truck had a big hole in
the exhaust, producing a thunderous noise when she stepped on the gas pedal.
"Your exhaust is screwed!" Toni yelled to Fred.
"I know!" he replied and waved again.
"Heh. Must've just happened. There wasn't anything wrong with it the last time," Toni said and rolled her
eyes. She blipped the throttle in Neutral and the whole thing shook.
"How the hell can he drive like this?" Toni shouted to be heard over the racket, and that was just from
idling in Fred's driveway.
"He doesn't. He lost his license last month. He's blind as a bat!" Cassey said loudly.
"I've lived next to him for five years and never spoken with him... you're here for four months and you
already know his entire life's story. Typical."
"What can I say, I'm good with people."
"No shit," Toni said and gave Cassey's knee a squeeze.
"Hey, that's my knee, not the gearshift!" Cassey said sternly, and then returned the gesture by tickling
Toni's arm.
Toni forced the shifter arm into Drive, and the transmission howled and creaked.

"I shoulda brought my hearing protection!" Toni said and tried to step very lightly on the gas pedal. It didn't
help. The cracked exhaust roared whatever she did.

--Everybody looked at them when they entered the parking lot of the shopping mall, and Toni quickly found
a place to dump the old crate.
"Sweetheart, I know it's a mean hand to play on your birthday, but do you mind doing the laundry alone? I
need to fix that piece of shit exhaust," Toni said.
"Oh, I think I can handle it... but it'll cost you," Cassey said and smirked.
Toni took off her Mack baseball cap and held it to her heart.
"Golly Miss, Ah'm just a poor truckdriver with a leaky roof over mah head and two mouths to feed. Ah
don't reckon Ah have anythin' that can satisfy yer needs..." she drawled.
Cassey leaned over towards the driver, and slowly ran her index finger up the inside of Toni's thigh,
coming to a rest on her silver beltbuckle.
"I think we can work something out... later," she whispered seductively.
Nothing more needed to be said, so Toni settled for nodding her head.

--When Cassey had finished doing the laundry, she returned to the truck, only to find Toni on her back
underneath it, cussing and swearing like a sailor on shore leave.
"Honey, calm down, they can hear you all over the parking lot!" Cassey said and looked around.
"That goddamn piece of... Oh, hi, you're back."
"Yeah."
"I'm trying to tie a tin can around the broken section of the exhaust, and it keeps on falling off!"
"A tin can?" Cassey said perplexed.
"Yeah, it's an age old trick. Get a tin can, cut it open from top to bottom and force it onto the pipe. Usually
works, but this son of a... darned thing won't stay on!"
"Can I help you?"
"No room down here. Anyway, I think I've fixed it now. Looks like your positive vibes did the job."

"Gee, thanks!" Cassey laughed.
Toni crawled out and Cassey stared at her partner's formerly white t-shirt.
"You know, that 'look' is really you... all rugged and hands-on..."
"I'll give you hands-on..." Toni grumbled, and tried to brush off the patches of soot and the flecks of rust
that had fallen off the old crate.
"Later, as we agreed on."
"...I probably need to clean up a bit before we leave for the Fair."
"That's probably a good idea, honey," Cassey said and winked at Toni, who in return raised both eyebrows
and scrunched up her face in mock indignation.
Toni sat down and turned the key. The exhaust still produced some unwanted noises, but it was much better
now.
"The old tin can works every time," she said and reversed out of the parking space.

--As they turned onto their street, they could see a brown UPS truck parked in front of their house. The
delivery man was ringing on their doorbell.
Toni dropped Cassey off at the curb before parking in Fred's driveway.
"Hello, Sir, do you have a package for either Ms. Willis or Ms. Peters?"
"Yes, Miss, for a Miss Cassandra Peters."
"That's me."
"I need to see your ID, Miss. The package is marked as 'Valuables'."
"Huh? I wonder what could that be," Cassey said as she picked her driver's license out of her wallet. She
showed it to the delivery man.
"Here you go."
"Thank you, Miss. I need your signature here on the dotted line." Cassey did as instructed and scribbled her
name. The driver said goodbye and drove off.
She looked at the strange box, which wasn't big, only four by four inches. It felt solid but it wasn't heavy...
strange. She unlocked the door and went inside.
Toni soon came back from Fred's, wiping her filthy hands on a rag.

"I managed to wring $5 out of the old coot for the tin can. His dog hates my guts. Didn't stop growling at
me," she said and threw the rag into the bathroom.
"I've received a package from aunt Jenny," Cassey said and showed Toni the mysterious box.
"Hey, it must be a birthday gift," Toni said and smiled.
"Yeah."
"Well, aren't you gonna open it?"
"Yeah..."
"So?"
"I'm afraid it might be something embarrassing, like a sex toy or..."
"Nah, the box is too small for most of those things."
"Oh, and you're the big expert on 'those things'?"
"Wouldn't you like to know. Anyway, I'm gonna grab a quick shower," Toni said and kicked off her boots.
Cassey kept staring at the box and still didn't make a move to open it.
"Do you want me to open it for you?"
"No, it's fine. I got it. Thank you."
"Well... OK," Toni said and shrugged.

--After finishing the shower, Toni blowdried her hair and then went into the bedroom to pick up a new tshirt. She debated with herself whether she should choose the one with the Coors logo or the one with the
Mack logo... finally making up her mind, she picked the Coors one and put it on.
As she buttoned her jeans, her ears picked up a strange sound. It sounded just like...
In two steps, Toni was out into the kitchen. Cassey was crying and large tears ran down her cheeks. The
box had been opened and Cassey was holding a piece of paper. Toni kneeled down and held her partner's
hand.
"Good lord, sweetheart, what's happened!?" Toni said terrified.
"It's a letter from aunt Jenny, here..." Cassey said, and handed Toni the small piece of paper. She wiped her
eyes on her sleeve.
Toni took the note and read it:

'
Happy birthday, Cassey.

I know true love when I see it.
This is a gift for both of you.

Love, aunt Jenny.
'
Cassey picked up two shiny items from the padded box and showed them to Toni. Two identical gold rings,
with very abstract patterns of Celtic-looking symbols engraved on the outside, and the letters T&C 1978 on
the inside.
"God almighty, these must have cost at least 300 dollars each..." Toni muttered and put the note down on
the table.
Cassey took a napkin from the kitchen table and blew her nose in it. She was still in shock, so Toni ran her
hand up and down Cassey's back to calm her down a bit. Suddenly, Toni noticed that something was
written on the flip side of the note.
"Hey look, there's more... 'please give me a call for the story behind the gift, Jenny.' It's 10 am there now.
You wanna call her right away?"
"I... I need five minutes..."
"All right. Come on, I'll help you to the couch," Toni said, and put her hand on Cassey's elbow to lift her up
from the chair.

--A few minutes later, Cassey dialed her aunt's number. The phone was picked up on the third ring.
'Jennifer Rogers speaking.'
"Hello, aunt Jenny."
'Hello, Cassey, and happy birthday. I take it you have received my gift?'
"We have, yes. I don't know what to say... they're unbelievably beautiful. Thank you so very much..."
Cassey said, and started weeping again. Toni went into the bathroom to get a box of soft tissues so Cassey
wouldn't have to use the coarse napkins.

'I'm glad to hear that you like them, Cassey. I had a good friend make them after your last visit here. The
air between you and Toni practically glowed, you know. I thought it would be a great idea for you and your
love.'
"Oh, it really was. I'm so happy, and I know Toni is, too."
Toni put the box of tissues on the coffee table and sat down again. Cassey immediately pulled one out of
the box to wipe her eyes in.
'I'm happy to hear that. OK, as I told you on the note, there's a story behind it. In case you are wondering
about the strange patterns on the outside: It's an ancient Celtic symbol. The swirling pattern represents the
way love twists and turns, yet always finds its way to the ones that need it the most. I thought that was
really fitting for the two of you.'
Cassey had taken one of the rings and studied it closely as aunt Jenny spoke. She could almost hear the
symbols whisper to her in some long forgotten language.
"Wow, that's really interesting... "
'Yeah, I thought so too. Anyway, I don't want to take up any more of your time, so... have a real nice
birthday, you hear?'
"I will aunt Jenny. And once again, thank you very, very much... "
'You're welcome, Cassey. Give Toni a big sloppy kiss from me!'
"Will do. Bye bye!"
Cassey hung up, still staring at the rings. She placed them very carefully back in their box, and turned to
look at Toni.
"Aunt Jenny says hi. And..."
She moved in real close and placed a sloppy wet kiss right on Toni's lips.
"...she told me to give you this," she said and wrapped her arms around Toni's waist.
"Thank you, aunt Jenny!" Toni said, and laughed out loud.

--The Pickup truck rumbled into the grassy parking lot of the Albuquerque State Fairgrounds. This was the
last day of the big Summer Fair, and everyone had seemingly decided to visit at the same time.
"Damn, look at all these people! We're never gonna find a parking spot," Cassey said, sounding very
frustrated.
"No, it looks... yes we are!" Toni said and hurled the Pickup into a vacant slot on the left, just in front of a
gray Oldsmobile.

"Well driven, Ma'am," Cassey said and nodded her head at Toni.
"Why thank you, Ma'am," Toni replied.
The driver of the Oldsmobile honked at them a couple of times, but stopped when he saw Toni's six feet tall
frame step out of the truck. He quickly drove off, preferring to look for another parking spot somewhere
else.
"Better luck next time," she said after him.
"Oh boy, I can smell the popcorn way down here. Come on Toni, there's no time to waste," Cassey said,
generally acting like a giddy schoolgirl.
"Hey Cassey, are you sure you just turned 23? I think thirteen is more like it."
"Watch it lady, or you're gonna start sleeping on the couch!" Cassey said in a stern voice as they walked
towards the entrance of the Fair.
"Let me see... I might actually get to sleep a whole night, hmmm, I don't know..."
"I beg your pardon!" Cassey said, and slapped the taller woman gently on the butt.

--As they were standing in line for the first attraction they saw, Toni could feel a pair of eyes burning a hole
in her back.
"Somebody's checking me out, I can feel it. I hate being checked out," she growled quietly to Cassey, who
was standing in front of her in the line.
Cassey turned around.
"It's just a couple of teenage boys. No problem. But let me tell you honey, it's difficult to look past you."
"I'm wearing blue jeans and a white t-shirt, Cassey, same as hundreds of other women here."
"Yeah, well..."
Cassey let her own eyes linger on Toni's body.
"No contest, Toni, no contest."

--After twenty-five revolutions in the slowest merry-go-round Toni had ever been on, it was time for Cassey
to buy her first box of popcorn. Once she had it, she stuffed her face with the freshly popped corn like there
was no tomorrow.

Toni watched her with a bemused look on her face.
"Whatcha lookin' at? So I'm a popcorn kinda gal, big deal," Cassey said through a mouthful of popcorn.
"Do you think you could spare me *one* single popcorn, huh?"
"Oh, why not. Here, you can have the rest," Cassey said, and handed Toni the nearly empty box.
"Gee, thanks," Toni said as she looked down at the last few corns.
A soft drink vendor pushing a refrigerated cart walked past them, and the colorful advertisements caught
Cassey's eye.
"You want a sodapop? My treat," Cassey said.
"I could use a Coke."
"Small or medium?"
"Small. Only one restroom here," Toni said and smirked.
"Two small Cokes, please," Cassey said to the vendor, who expertly filled two Styrofoam cups with the
sticky brown liquid. With a smile, Cassey handed him a few coins and took the two drinks.
"Here you go," Cassey said, and gave Toni one of them.
"Thanks. What do you want to try next? The ferris wheel or the shooting gallery?"
"Where's the ferris wheel?" Cassey asked and turned around to look for the ride.
"... no, that's too high. I'll stick to the shooting gallery."
"All right. You're gonna have to do that by yourself, I can't shoot worth a damn," Toni said, as they started
walked away from the popcorn stand.
"I'm from Texas, it's kinda demanded of you there," Cassey said and smiled.

--"Oh Toni, look at those cuuute teddy bears! Wouldn't they look great in your truck?" Cassey said and
pointed at the prizes on offer in the shooting gallery.
"... yeah, I guess..." Toni said, scratching her head.
Cassey put down the 50 cents on the counter, and an attendant gave her a rifle.
"So you think you can shoot, little lady? Here's your chance to prove it. Get eight out of ten of the easy
targets and win a little teddy bear, OR get six of the moving targets and win a BIG teddy bear. You may
fire when ready - if you're up to the challenge," the man in the shooting gallery said.

Cassey took the rifle and aimed at the moving targets. Remembering the lessons her daddy taught her when
she was a kid, she controlled her breath and squeezed the trigger.
Pow... Pow... Pow... Pow... Pow... Pow. Six shots, six hits.
Toni's eyebrows shot upwards - Holy cow! Even the barker was silenced for a second or two.
"Ladies and gentlemen, it looks like Annie Oakley is visiting us today," he said, falling back into his role.
"You win a BIG teddy bear, Miss. Which color do you prefer?"
"The white one, on the left."
The attendant reached up and took the big fluffy bear down off the shelf.
"Here you go, Miss."
"Thank you," Cassey said and flashed him a big grin.
"A white bear for my love in white," Cassey said to Toni, and handed her the teddy.
"Thank you, fair lady. Now I have to go and win something for you. It's your birthday, not mine!"
"I'll think of something I want and let you know."

--They found a bench and sat down to rest their legs. Children were playing everywhere, running back and
forth between the benches.
"Oh, I know. There's a mechanical bull over there."
"Me on a bull? Cassey..."
"No? OK, how about... how about the wheel of fortune? I'd say you're a pretty lucky woman."
"Heh. I might give that one a try. Don't hold your breath, though."
"I know, Dunk The Clown!" Cassey said and laughed off Toni's expression.
"Do they really give out prizes in that?" Toni asked confused.
"Sure they do. We passed it a little while back. No teddy bears, but they had cute rag dolls dressed like the
Old West."
"That's a deal, kid. Let's go," Toni said in her best John Wayne imitation.

--"Step right up, folks!" The barked announced.
"Five balls fifty cents! One dunk will win you a little doll, three dunks will win you a large doll, and four or
more dunks will earn you a large doll and five more balls!"
"Welcome, Ma'am. Step right up, don't be shy - your mother wasn't!" the barker said to Toni when she
stepped up to the plate.
Annoyed by the fact that she was called a 'Ma'am' and Cassey a 'Miss', Toni missed the first ball.
"Oh come on, ya can do better than that!" the clown teased.
The second ball was a direct hit, and the clown went down to a great cheer from the spectators. After a
short wait, Toni threw the third one... which missed.
"Yer' pitiful ya know that?!" the clown shouted loud enough for everyone to hear. Toni knew it was all part
of the game, but she still didn't like being talked to like that.
Only two shots left to make it count. She had won a little doll for Cassey, but gosh golly she was going for
the big one.
The fourth ball was a direct hit again. Only one to go now... she aimed carefully, and threw... hit! The
clown went down, and the barker stepped closer.
"Yay! Gotcha!" Toni whooped.
"Congratulations, Ma'am. You may choose one of the large Genuine Old West Rag Dolls."
"Which one, Cassey?"
"The one with the black hair."
The barker heard, and didn't miss a beat.
"The one with the black hair for your lovely golden-haired daughter, here you go, Ma'am," he said loudly,
and the spectators behind them snickered.
Toni took the doll from the barker, completely mortified. They left the amusement and started to walk
around again.
"Did you hear what he said?" Toni asked, stunned.
"I did... mom."
"Now *you're* gettin' close to sleeping on the couch, young lady!"
"Better change the subject then. Don't you think this doll looks just like you? Blue eyes, long black hair and
everything?"

"Yeah, sorta..."
"There's a name on a little tag... 'Tex, The Gunslinger.' Yep, that's you all right," Cassey said and laughed.
"Cute. Ya want another popcorn?"
"I've never said 'no' to popcorn in my entire life, and I'm not about to start now..."

--A little later, the two women stood outside a small wooden shed, closely studying several drawings that
were on display. Inside, the artist was busy drawing a picture of a young girl using a charcoal pencil.
"Damn, this artist is good," Toni said.
"Yeah, but it's pretty expensive, 15 bucks a piece," Cassey added.
Toni looked at her, and then back at the drawings.
"Tell you what, I was planning to invite you to a drive-in movie later on, but how about we had one of
these made instead? That way we'll always remember this day. When the girl is finished, I'll ask the artist if
she'll draw the two of us together. How about that?"
"Oh, that sounds really great, Toni! Yes, please!"
The girl ran out with the drawing in her hand, and Toni knocked on the doorjamb.
"Excuse me. Is it possible for you to draw two people in a single sketch?"
"Sure it is, was that your kid before? You want one with the two of you?" the artist said. She was of an
indeterminable age, but probably in her 60's. Her long, gray hair fell loose over her shoulders, and she was
wearing a rust-colored dress and a headband. The ensemble made her look a little bit like a hippie who
hadn't noticed the 1960's were long gone, but her face and her eyes were warm and kind.
"Er, not really, it's more like... Cassey?"
Cassey stepped behind Toni and waved to the artist.
"... more like the two of us."
"Oh, that's no problem. But one of you will have to sit on the other one's lap... I only have one chair..." the
artist said.
"You got it. Come on, Cassey."
Toni took her cap off, grabbed the chair and made room for Cassey to sit on her lap.
"Aren't you uncomfortable?" the artist asked.

"No, no, we're fine. Thank you," Cassey answered politely.
"Ma'am, I'm going to omit the logo on your t-shirt. I'm not allowed to draw company symbols. The
copyright nonsense, you know."
"Oh yeah, sure thing. Ready when you are," Toni said.
"All right, here we go," the artist said, and put the charcoal pencil to the heavy paper.

--Cassey was speechless when she saw the completed drawing. She couldn't fathom how lifelike it was.
Toni's long flowing black hair and her own fair locks sort of melted together. And their eyes... The artist
had caught a very special moment between them. They were looking into each other's eyes, and the love in
that look was mesmerizing.
While Toni held the tube of cardboard they had bought from the artist, Cassey rolled up the drawing, and
very carefully put it into the protective tube.
"It's almost dinner time. How about we find the truck and head for the BK?" Toni asked, grabbing Cassey's
hand.
Cassey merely nodded.
As they walked back to the truck carrying their two prizes and the tube with the drawing, Cassey was still
silent.
"Aren't you feeling well, honey? I can't remember the last time you were so quiet."
"I'm fine, it's just... that drawing. Is that how other people see us?"
"I don't know, Cassey."
"It's so beautiful..." the blonde woman said quietly.

--After they had bought their food and found a table, Cassey went to work on her two double-decker
Whoppers with cheese. Toni had bought a much smaller burger and a small fries, and she was watching the
younger woman with a mixture of awe and pleasure.
"I've said it before, and I'll say it again. One of these days you're gonna forget to put on your human suit,
and I'll see that you're really the Bigfoot, right? Because I can't understand how the flippin' heck you can
eat it all."
The first double-decker was already gone, and Cassey wiped her hands and mouth in a napkin before
diving into the next one.

"It's quite simple, actually, I just open my mouth and move my jaws. Done it most of my life," she said and
smiled.
Toni rolled her eyes and shook her head, earning her a kick on the shin.

--"Ahhhh," Cassey said and patted her belly.
"All done? Are you sure you don't want another one?" Toni asked in a deceptively sweet voice.
"No, no, I'm quite full now, thanks. How was your burger?"
"Great, how about your four? ... and how did you like *my* fries?"
Cassey stuck her tongue out at Toni.
"So now we've got company at home, huh? A white teddy bear and a really cute rag doll. Did you have a
bedside companion when you were a kid, Toni?"
"No, not really. I mostly played with toy cars and trucks. They were a little too hard edged to be sleeping
with."
"I loved my furry little friends. I had loads of them," Cassey said dreamily.
"I remember you told me you had a closet full of dolls."
"Oh yeah! All shapes and sizes. Mostly plastic, but there were a couple of rag dolls. They didn't look as
good as the new one from today, though."
"You want some coffee to finish off the day?" Toni asked and found her wallet.
"Sure. Is it any good here?"
"It hasn't let me down yet," Toni said and went up to the counter to order two coffees.

--"Where do you want to hang the drawing of us?" Toni asked over the rim of her cup.
"In the bedroom, I think. I've always found it strange to have..."
Cassey looked around and lowered her voice. Toni leaned in to hear her.
"... to have Farrah Fawcett watching over us when we... you know," Cassey said, and wiggled her eyebrows
tellingly.

Toni laughed so loud that even the people slapping the burgers together looked at her. Cassey blushed
furiously and tried to hide her face in her coffee cup.
"Why haven't you said anything? That's just an old poster," Toni said, and wiped the corners of her eyes
with her sleeve.
"You might be attached to it, or something. Well, I've said it now."
"As soon as we're home, Farrah's outta here!" Toni said and laughed again.

--The lights were turned off in Fred's house, so Toni pulled into their own driveway and parked the Pickup
behind the Mack. She took the key out of the ignition and turned in her seat to look at her partner.
"Cassey, listen... I know that birthdays are great for reflecting on the past, but we have some things we need
to talk about regarding the future, too."
"I know, Toni. I'm not forgetting our agreement. And... I was thinking that now would be a good time to do
it. I read in the newspaper the other day that a local company is looking for typists, and the night schools
soon open their autumn classes."
Toni nodded and mussed her partner's golden hair.
"But... you know. It's gonna be difficult. We're sitting right next to each other, and I'm missing you already
just thinking about it!" Cassey tried to joke, but the laughter stuck in her throat. She could feel some tears
start to well up in her eyes, but she refused to give in to them.
"It'll only be the first few days, Cassey. As soon as you collect your first paycheck, you'll think differently
about it. But it's definitely gonna be a lot quieter in the truck!"
"Yeah. I guess you have to find yourself another hitchhiker, huh?"
"I'm gonna drive straight past all of 'em to get home to you faster!" Toni said and leaned over to kiss
Cassey's cheek.
A sad smile creased the younger woman's features.
"We really need the money. I hope I'll get that typist job," Cassey said.
"Yeah, I do, too. You could probably find a job in the dispatch out in the freight central, but there's no
public transportation out there, and the bank won't give me another loan while I'm still paying off on the
truck. And Fred's old piece of junk would bring more trouble than what it's worth," Toni said, and slapped
her hand down on the steering wheel of the Pickup.
"Yeah, I know. But what if I actually did get a job out there? I could probably get a loan myself, then."
"You could, but it isn't just buying a car, Cassey. Then it's gas, insurance... your paycheck will be eaten up
by that alone. There won't be anything left for the books and tuition fees and all those things."

Cassey felt as deflated as a leaky balloon. Just the thought of being a liability for Toni put her on the brink
of crying for real.

--They left the Pickup. The canopy of stars shone brightly out here in the outskirts of the big city. Cassey just
stood there and soaked it all in. Toni unlocked the house.
"I can see there's something more on your mind, honey," she said.
"Yeah... I know you don't care much for gazing at the stars, but do you think we could tonight? Just for a
little while?"
"Of course, Cassey. I'll get the blankets - meet you in the backyard."
Cassey slowly ran her fingertips over the surface of the gold ring aunt Jenny had given her. This was yet
another big step she had to take. She hoped it would all work out in the end. She sighed deeply and walked
around the house to the backyard.

--When Cassey got there, Toni had already placed a large blanket on the ground.
"Which way?" Toni said, holding two pillows in her hands.
"Right here," Cassey said and sat down on the blanket. She took one of the pillows and arranged it so she
was comfortable.
"It's a warm evening, we don't need a cover," Toni said and threw the down blanket back into the house.
She flopped down next to Cassey and took her hand.
"I hope you've had a nice birthday, honey. It was definitely fun to see the Fair again. I simply haven't had
the time go to there the last couple of years."
"Everything's been just right, Toni," Cassey said, and squeezed Toni's hand.
Toni looked up at the stars. She thought they looked the same as any other night, but she also knew that
Cassey loved to stargaze.
In fact Cassey's eyes were closed. She was going thinking about all the bad things that had happened to her
before she met Toni, and also all the good things that had come out of their relationship, including two
fluffy prizes and a magical drawing - but above all, Cassey realized that it was unfair to Toni that she had
to pay for both of them on top of the many expenses for her business. It was time for Cassey to earn her
own paycheck.
Suddenly a shooting star streaked across the sky right above them. Both women hurriedly made a wish.

"I know everything's gonna end up all right for us now. I just wished upon that shooting star," Cassey said.
"I did too, honey."
"Then we can't lose."
Very gently, Cassey ran her fingers up Toni's arm.
"Let's make love..." Cassey whispered seductively to the woman next to her.
Toni turned to her left side and brushed Cassey's hair away from her forehead. The two women looked
deeply into each other's eyes and marveled over the love found there.
"Out here?" Toni asked surprised.
Cassey nodded.
"Yes. Out here... just you and me... beneath the ancient stars..."
-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-**
*
BOOK 3 - THE LONG AND WINDING ROAD
*
*
INTERLUDE
Cassey Peters was in the kitchen doing the dishes. The doorbell rang, and she wiped her hands on her
apron. As she passed a small mirror, she stopped to check her hair so she'd look her best for Toni's return.
She opened the door. Outside were two men in police uniforms. They took their hats off when they saw
her.
"Miss Peters?" the one nearest her said.
"Yes?"
"May we come in?"
"What's this about, officer?"
"We better go in, Miss."

"Not before you tell me what it's about."
"According to our data, this is also the residence of a Miss Willis?"
"Yes."
"We really should go in, Miss."
"...all right."
They went into the living room. Cassey happened to look out of one of the windows, and observed, with
some curiosity, that the sky had turned blood red.
"Miss Peters, it saddens me deeply to inform you that Antonia Willis has been found dea..."
"NOOOOOO!" Cassey screamed into the darkness of the night. The sound of breaking glass was heard.
Her heart was beating so rapidly her chest hurt. Her eyes were burning hot, and she could taste the bile at
the back of her throat.
"Cassey, wake up... wake up, honey, please. You're having a nightmare..."
Toni's voice came from a million miles away, but the dark timbre soothed Cassey's soul. Slowly, her heart
settled down and she opened her eyes. Toni was above her, framing Cassey's face with her hands.
"God, that was frightening..." Cassey whispered, and breathed a trembling sigh of relief.
"For me too, honey. I've never seen you so scared. Your... your face was all twisted and..." Toni didn't want
to continue, so instead she leaned down and kissed Cassey on the forehead.
"I need some water, please," Cassey said.
"I'll get it, don't go anywhere."
Toni got out of bed and promptly stubbed a toe on the alarm clock Cassey's flailing arms had knocked to
the floor.
"Ouch!" she said out loud.
Cassey got her bearings and found the switch for the lamp on the dresser next to their double bed.
She leaned over the side of the bed and saw that the clock's glass housing had broken into several sharp
shards, and they were now embedded in the carpet.
Toni returned with the water.
"Stop where you are Toni, there's glass all over the floor here... I... I broke the alarm clock you gave me for
Christmas. I'm sorry..."
"No sweat, gives me an excuse for giving you another gift. My big toe found the clock, but how the hell did
I miss the glass on my way out?"

"Don't know, but you better put on some shoes before you get back here."
"Yeah."
Toni came back, this time wearing her cowboy boots. As she stepped over to the bed, the glass from the
alarm clock crunched under her heels.
"I'm glad you noticed, honey. That would have been nasty," Toni said as she gave the glass of water to
Cassey.
"Stay in bed, I'm gonna get the hoover."
Cassey nodded. She felt so damn tired. All her energy had been used up in a split second by the nightmare.
It still lingered on the back of her mind, and her soul felt like it had been put through a wringer.
After she finished vacuuming, Toni sat down on Cassey's side of the bed.
"Do you want to talk about it?" she said softly.
Cassey closed her eyes. It was all still there.
"I'm not sure I'm ready for it... but I feel I need to tell you..."
"Go ahead."
"It was all so brutally simple, really. Two cops at the front door telling me you were dead. But it felt so
*real*..." she said and shuddered.
"It was just a nightmare, honey. Come on, let's lie down," Toni said, and put her arm around Cassey's
shoulders.
She took off her boots and got back into bed. She slid very close to Cassey and held her tight.
"Try to go back to sleep, it's only a quarter to five. Let's talk about it when it's daylight outside, OK?" Toni
whispered.
"Yeah. Sorry for waking you up," Cassey said and gave Toni a kiss on the cheek.
"Anytime you need me, I'll be there for you."
Toni quickly fell asleep, but Cassey couldn't. That nightmare continued to play on her mind. It was so real,
almost like she had seen a glimpse of the future - that thought sent a shiver down her spine, and she tried to
move even closer to the dark haired woman spooned up next to her. Eventually the steady rhythm of Toni's
heartbeat and the warmth of her arms around Cassey's waist made the blonde woman relax and fall asleep
again.
*
*
CHAPTER 6

Monday, March 12th, 1979
Cassey awoke some time later, and this time it was a lot gentler. She could smell coffee from the kitchen,
and she could hear Toni humming quietly.
Instinctively, she reached for the alarm clock, but suddenly remembered it wasn't there anymore. Instead
she found her wristwatch and to her great surprise it was almost half past nine already.
She sat up in bed and scratched her hair. Remembering to check for any shards of glass Toni might have
missed in the night, she got up and padded on bare feet into the kitchen. She moved over to where Toni was
and gave the taller woman a fierce hug from behind.
"Whoa honeybuns, I'd say you're up now, huh?" Toni said and laughed.
"'Morning old girl."
"Old girl!?" The dark haired woman said and turned around so she could get a real hug.
"Honeybuns?" Cassey replied without missing a beat.
"I think we're gonna have to kiss and make up!" Toni said with a seductive laugh, and leaned down to give
Cassey a nice, loving good-morning kiss on the lips.
"Er... what were we talking about?" Cassey laughed.
"No idea," Toni replied and winked at her.

--A little later. The two women were eating breakfast at the small kitchen table.
"Is that nightmare still bothering you, Cassey? You're hardly eating this morning," Toni asked concerned.
"Not really... I'm just thinking about us."
"Oh?"
"Do you think we'll always love each other?"
Toni's brow furrowed. Hmmm.
"That's a pretty big question for a quarter to ten in the morning, honey."
"I guess it is. But it's something I haven't been able to stop thinking about after I heard my parents are
getting divorced."
"I understand..." Toni said.
Cassey sighed.

"Man, listen to me, huh? Twenty-three years old, and full of insecurities..."
"It's because you've already been burned once... and honey, I promise you I'll do all within my powers to
make sure we're together 'till the end of time. What I told you last night is 100% true: Anytime you need
me, I'll be there."
The young woman could only nod, afraid that she'd break into tears if she spoke.
"Partners?" Toni reached out her hand.
"For life," Cassey said, and grinned. She took Toni's hand and held it tight.

--While Cassey showered, Toni did the dishes. Almost subconsciously, she saw how the brush moved in
small seductive movements, gently caressing the china and carefully washing the soap off the plates. She
felt a familiar sensation stir within her, but she tried to ignore it.
In the shower, Cassey started to hum a happy tune and pictures of a showering blonde filled Toni's mind.
She picked up a mug, but before she had moved it an inch she put it down again and headed for the
bedroom.
In an instant she shed her clothes, grabbed a towel and went across the hallway to go into the bathroom.
Cassey stopped humming the second she saw Toni standing in the doorway, nude save for a cheeky grin.
"What kept ya?" she giggled, and put out her arm to welcome Toni under the warm water.
Toni grinned broadly and kicked the bathroom door shut with her heel.

--Later... much later.
Cassey sat in the couch trying to find something interesting on the TV when someone knocked on the door.
Even though Cassey knew exactly where Toni was - she was outside preparing the truck for the run
tomorrow - she couldn't help but feel a knot form instantly in her stomach. That goddamned nightmare.
Was this how it would be every time someone knocked on the door... or when the phone rang? Jeez what a
miserable life that would be. Cassey shook her head and turned off the TV.
She got up, and pulled the curtain aside to see who it was before she opened the door. It was Old Fred, their
neighbor.
"Hello Fred. Come, sit down, no point in wasting your energy." She and the old man sat down on the
wooden bench on the front porch.

"Hiya kid. I came by earlier, but you didn't hear me knockin'"
"No, we were... kinda... busy."
The old man didn't stop to think about what that might imply, but continued:
"Toni told me you gonna leave tomorrow?"
"That's right, Fred, we're going on a little trip north. It'll only be three or so days this time."
"Ya want me to take care of ya plants, as usual?"
"Yes please, if you don't mind?"
"No problemo, I still got the key from last time... so... I was wondering, are you gonna borrow the Chevy
today? 'Cos the gas is kinda low, and..."
"Oh Fred, you haven't been driving again have you? You've lost your license, and if the police catch you,
you're going to get a giant fine... or worse!"
"Don't worry kid, I've been drivin' since I was 13. I know how to run from the fuzz," the old man said, and
flashed her a toothless grin.
"Yeah, but anyway... never mind. I think we might borrow it, actually. We'll fill it up for you," Cassey said,
and gave the old man's hand a little squeeze.
"Much obliged, kid. If there's anything I can do for ya, just lemme know, OK?"
"You got it, Fred."
The old man got up, staggered a bit, and then walked back over to his own house. Cassey made sure he
made it safely across the road between their houses before she went looking for Toni.
"What the hell's going on with all those cookie crumbs!" Cassey heard Toni mutter, dragging the vacuum
cleaner out of the truck after she was finished vacuuming the sleeper cab. Cassey tried to hide a giggle,
unsuccessfully.
Toni noticed and climbed down.
"I think you've got something to do with that, haven't you?" Toni said, and gave her a nudge with her hip.
"Who me? I never leave any crumbs behind, I eat every single one of 'em," Cassey said.
"Can't argue with that."
"Old Fred was just over. He asked in a roundabout way if we would mind putting some gas in the Chevy.
And that gave me an idea."
"Oh yeah?" Toni said while she was rolling up the cord for the vacuum cleaner.
"Yeah, I was thinking about going to the mall, because your birthday is coming up, and..."

Toni turned around and opened her mouth to speak, but Cassey cut her off.
"... no, let me finish. I know you told me you don't like to celebrate it, but I insist. You gave me a
wonderful day at the Autumn Fair last year, and this time I want to give you something you won't forget in
a hurry. And besides that, our one-year anniversary is just around the corner, too."
"Now that sounds better, Cassey, that date is worth celebrating. Not my birthday."
"You can huff and puff, but I won't give up. And you know how stubborn I can be," Cassey said and
winked at Toni.
"Don't I ever," the older woman growled seductively and winked back.
"... yeah, well, anyway, back on topic," Cassey said and cleared her throat.
"Since we always do everything together, I wondered if you would pick out your present yourself. I'll pay
for it."
"I've got a better idea, Cassey. Let's find something that would be useful for both of us, and we'll split the
cost," Toni said.
"Yeah, but, it's your birthday..."
"And the birthday girl always gets her wish, right?"
"Sure..."
"My wish is that we buy something together. I don't need much anyway, Cassey. I already have what I want
the most. You."
Cassey blushed furiously. If they hadn't been standing outside, she would have kissed the taller woman
already. As it was, she fidgeted with Toni's belt buckle.
"We're going to have to get a rain check on those thoughts of yours, honey. We've got a lot of things do to
today," Toni whispered in Cassey's ear.
"So now you're a mind reader, too?" she answered with a grin.
"No, but I know that look on your face, honeybuns," Toni said and kissed Cassey on the neck, before
rapidly moving into the house.
"I'll 'honeybuns' you, ya big tease!" Cassey said and followed her partner inside.

--After finding a space for Old Fred's Chevy pickup in the parking lot, Toni's legs felt like lead as she came
closer and closer to the most horrible place she knew - the shopping mall. Thousands of yelling children
and yapping women, and not to mention the air conditioning which was never more than two degrees above
freezing. At least she had remembered her jacket this time. It wasn't that Toni hated the shopping mall...
she just didn't know what the hell to do there.

But one look at Cassey's beaming face made her realize that a relationship was always give and take. And
besides, she had exposed Cassey to a few seedy and rundown truck stops where Toni was sure the young
blonde felt the same as she did now.
"So, where do you want to go first?" Cassey said.
"Oh, honey, you're the expert here. I'd just get lost. What do you recommend?"
"Yeah, but that's just it, I don't really know what we're looking for."
"About the gift? I'll know when I see it."
"Great! Then we're just gonna have to start from one end and work our way through!" Cassey said.
"Uhhh, OK..."
"No sweat, honey, only 150 shops to go!" Cassey said and slapped Toni's shoulder.
"Lead on, Cap'n!" Toni said and gave her a mock salute.

--About an hour later, Toni felt they had looked at several hundred shops already...
"Eh, I don't know, Toni. Four identical white T-shirts...? I know it's like your uniform and everything,
but..." Cassey said, while carrying the four mentioned items on her arm. They had visited every single
clothes shop in the mall before ending up in a sports equipment store.
"It's what I wear."
"Sure, but what about trying something wild and different, like buying a 'T' in another color, like red, green
or... how about yellow?" Cassey said, and held out a yellow t-shirt for Toni to see.
"Yellow! I don't do yellow. I'm just a blue jeans and white t-shirts kinda gal. You, on the other hand,
everything looks sensational on you, from pea green to crimson velvet. I think it's your smile, it goes with
anything," Toni said and winked.
Cassey shook her head and laughed.
"Gee, thanks for the compliment, but it's you we're buying clothes for today."
"You know what, I think I'll try something really daring and buy a red T," Toni said.

--25 dollars poorer, the two women sat down at one of the cafés and ordered some coffee.

"Wow, I can't believe I've been shopping!" Toni chuckled.
"I can't believe I actually convinced you to do it! So, your birthday... have you seen anything that might
interest you?" Cassey replied.
"Well, not really... no."
Cassey's eyebrows slowly climbed up her forehead and she plonked the coffee cup down on the table.
"Toni!"
"What?"
"We're here to find you a present, right?"
"Right...?"
"So we're not leaving until we've found you a present!"
"Oh..." Toni said, dreading the prospect of going through all those shops again.
Cassey nodded.
"So there."
Toni sighed and emptied her cup of coffee.

--About an hour had passed when Toni suddenly noticed Cassey's face was very pale.
"Honey, are you all right?" she said, and took Cassey by the elbow.
"Cramps," the blonde woman said as she sat down on a nearby bench, pressing her hand against her
abdomen.
"Oh, man..."
"Yeah... I... I don't feel too good. Would you mind going home early, Toni?."
"Of course not. Can you walk?"
"Yeah... If I'd said no, would you carry me to the truck?" Cassey said and tried to smile.
"Yes I would," Toni said without hesitation, and helped Cassey up from the bench.

---

Safely home again, Cassey was in the bedroom taking a nap. Toni didn't feel well either, but that was
because she couldn't stand seeing her partner in pain. She grabbed a Coors from the fridge, kicked off her
boots and collapsed onto the couch with a long sigh.
Her thoughts began to wander. She thought of the time before her father got sick, and all the stupid things
she did back then.
She remembered how she was as a teenager - snotty, sarcastic, obnoxious and just plain abrasive, with no
friends, no lovers, no nothing. She was an expert in hurting people and pushing everyone else away from
her. Firmly believing she could manage on her own, and running away to San Francisco in '67. Getting
stoned out of her skull together with some complete strangers, and then winding up arrested for possession
were just some of her personal highlights.
She was 19 then, the same age Cassey was when she moved in with that creep Tommy. Toni had never
even met him, but she still knew a lot of things about him. How he liked to slap Cassey around when they
were in bed and all kinds of sick things like that. What a fucking animal.
Toni sighed again and got up from the couch. She went quietly past the bedroom and into the little storage
room at the end of the hallway. She quickly found the brown suitcase where she kept all the records of her
father's illness. She had wanted to throw it out when he died, but now she was glad she hadn't.
On her way back, she picked up another beer, cracking it open as she sat down on the couch. She opened
the suitcase. The first thing she saw was a black and white photo of her dad and herself, taken when she
was about 15. He had been a very handsome man; always warm and kind, even when Toni had made yet
another mess of her life.
'Dad would have loved Cassey,' Toni thought and sighed again. She took a large swig of the beer, and
started to look through the papers.

--Cassey yawned and stretched. The nap had helped her, the ache in her abdomen was tolerable now and she
generally felt much better.
She put on a bathrobe and padded into the living room. She found Toni sitting on the couch, staring into an
old suitcase. A photo on the coffee table caught Cassey's eye. It was unmistakably a picture of Toni, even
though she looked to be very young. Four empty beer cans were on the table as well, and it gave Cassey a
very unpleasant flashback to her days living with Tommy where empty beer cans always littered the tables.
She shook those negative thoughts out of her mind, but worried about what had caused Toni to drink so
much on a Monday evening.
Toni held a letter in her hand, but didn't appear to be looking at it. Cassey saw the stationary was from a
law firm in Albuquerque and briefly wondered if they had trouble coming. She tried to read the letter from
where she was standing, but couldn't.
"Is there something wrong, honey?"
Toni hadn't noticed that Cassey was there, so she jumped. Her knee hit the underside of the table and the
four empty cans clinged and clanged, resulting in one of them falling over the edge. Toni quickly picked it
up and placed it back on the table. She cleared her throat.

"These are some of the papers from when my dad was ill," Toni said quietly.
"Oh. I wish I could have known him, Toni. From that picture and what you've told me he seemed like such
a nice man."
"He was. He would have loved to meet you..." A tear escaped Toni's right eye and ran down her cheek. She
didn't do anything to stop it.
"It was diabetes, wasn't it?" Cassey asked concerned.
"Yeah. The autopsy showed he had suffered a stroke in his sleep. Hopefully, he never felt anything. He was
57."
Cassey sat down next to Toni and leaned her head against the older woman's shoulder.
"Why haven't we ever visited his grave?"
"He didn't get one. He wanted to be buried in an unmarked grave."
"Oh. But we could still visit the cemetery?"
Toni just shrugged.
Cassey didn't want to push Toni, so she merely nodded.
"He didn't leave me much... some tools for the truck, a photo album with some pictures of my real mom,
things like that. The bank took nearly all the assets," Toni said and leaned back in the couch. She closed her
eyes and exhaled slowly. The four beers had finally caught up with her, not to mention being so worried
about Cassey, so she felt drowsy.
Cassey took the letter from Toni's hand. She read it, and was astounded to see the date listed for the death.
"That's the day before your birthday... oh, honey, why didn't you tell me? No wonder you don't like to
celebrate it..."
Toni shrugged again.
"Yeah, well..."
"Listen, would you like me to make you a mug of tea, Toni? I'll add some mint and lemon if you like?"
Cassey asked quietly.
"... yes, please. I sure could use that right now," Toni replied without opening her eyes.
"Let me get dressed, and I'll be there in a flash."

---

While the water was heating up on the stove, Cassey went around the house and did various little jobs,
preparing for the run in the morning.
"You're gonna get a hangover tomorrow, Toni," Cassey said as she removed the empty cans.
"Nah, not of four beers."
"Still, I wouldn't drive anywhere the rest of the day if I were you."
"Not planning to."
Toni collected all the papers and put them back in the suitcase. She took one last look at the photo and
closed the lid.
The kettle whistled merrily and Cassey poured the boiling water into two mugs. She crushed a mint leaf
and put it into each mug, and squeezed about 10 droplets of lemon juice into the water. She stirred and
carried the mugs over to the coffee table.
Toni came back from the storage room and sat down next to her. She picked up the spoon and started
stirring her tea.
"Are you feeling better now?" Toni asked.
"Yes. I don't know what that was. I've never had that before.. I guess my period's coming up. You know
how highly strung I can sometimes get when it's my time of the month."
"Do you still want to join me the run tomorrow?" Toni asked.
"You better believe it! You're not getting rid of me that easily, Toni. Now get down here and kiss me!"
Cassey said and tugged on Toni's shirt.
Toni chuckled and leaned down to comply.
*
*
CHAPTER 7
The two women were up at the crack of dawn, getting ready to leave.
"OK, here's the plan, I'm going out to Greasy to try to catch a trailer going north. You'll finish up here, and
when I've secured a load, I'll call you."
"Sounds fine. Damn, it's early," Cassey said and yawned.
"You know what they say about early birds."
"Who gives a shit about the wildlife at 6:15 in the morning!" Cassey growled.
Toni was all set to go, and she had her hand on the doorknob.

"Honey, are you sure it's safe?" Cassey said.
"Look, Cassey, just because I'm now certified to drive Hazardous Goods, it doesn't mean I have to haul
nitro every day, you know. I thought you'd be happy for me. It was difficult as hell to get it..."
"I am happy for you, but I won't lie: I don't particularly like it. This is exactly what my nightmare was
about. One day there's going to be a cop knocking on the door telling me that I need to come down to the
morgue to ID your charred body," Cassey said in an increasingly frail voice.
"That can just as well happen now. I might get a flat and run off the road in half an hour. There are so many
things that can go wrong in life..."
Toni moved away from the door and stood next to Cassey.
"I'm doing it for *us*. With the Hazardous Goods certificate, I'm going to get a big increase in salary. We
could use the money, you know."
"Yeah... I suppose. Well, at least I'm along for the first run."
"Yep," Toni said and ran her fingers through Cassey's golden locks.
"Who knows, I might talk so much you're gonna drop me off at Myrna's on the way out!" Cassey said, and
laughed nervously.
"Oh, I wouldn't... do that to Myrna, honeybuns," Toni said and nibbled Cassey's ear, secretly pleased that
Cassey was coming along for the run. She had been alone on scores of runs over the years, and it was
always much more fun when Cassey was with her.
Cassey guffawed, and slapped Toni's butt playfully.
"Now what did I tell you about calling me that, huh?"
"I can't remember. You're gonna have to tell me again..." Toni said and moved in to give Cassey a goodbye
kiss on the lips.

--Toni's truck rumbled into the freight central. She found an empty parking space and went looking for a load
supervisor.
She knocked on the door of a small booth where a haggard looking man was sitting at a desk barking orders
into a CB mic.
"Mornin' Toni, long time no see."
"Morning, Greg. Got something Hazardous going north?"
"Yeah, several. Take your pick," he said and threw a clipboard in her general direction.

She looked through the list and spotted one load in particular.
"Got it, Greg. WBC1104."
"That's a chemical tanker, for Walker-Benson Chemicals in Omaha, Nebraska. Lemme check it... wait a
sec..." Greg said, and shuffled through a large stack of yellow files.
"Oh yeah, that's a two truck job, a load of drums as well. They go together."
"Shit," Toni said disappointed, and reached for the clipboard again.
"No sweat, I'll just find someone who's available..." he said, and once again shuffled through files - pink
this time.
"... ah... ah... Ernesto Chavez isn't doing anything. I'm gonna call him in, he's local, so it shouldn't take
long."
"Tell him to meet me out at Myrna's in an hour or so," Toni said.
The load supervisor reached for a piece of paper and scribbled down the information.
"... Myrna's. Yep, got it. OK Toni, since it's Hazardous I'm gonna need to see your papers."
Toni handed the supervisor the paperwork, including her newly-acquired certificate allowing her to haul
Hazardous Materials, Class A-through-F.
"Yep, yep, looking good. All right, sign here... thanks. The trailer's in lot H1 stall 12. It's silver with a large
red stripe down the side. Think you can find it?" he said and beamed her a smile.
"I'll manage... See ya, Greg," she said and grinned.

--Toni found the tanker without much hassle, connected the brake lines and retracted the support wheels on
the trailer. After checking the tires and the lights, she climbed up into the truck and drove off slowly.
As she drove past the main building, a man came out and waved at her. She stopped and rolled the side
window down.
"Problems?"
"No, but the boss asked for you."
"Yeah, all right, but I haven't got all day."
"It won't take long."
She turned off the ignition and got out of the truck to follow the man back to the office building. She
knocked twice on a fancy glass door and opened it.

"Hiya, Toni. Come in, sit down."
"What's the occasion, Greasy?" Toni asked impatiently.
The 55 year old freight controller was sitting in a swivel-chair, looking smug. His real name was Andy
O'Keane, but everyone called him Greasy because of the way his hair was constantly slick and shiny from
the copious amount of Brill he put in it. Sixty lbs. and twenty years ago he might have been considered
good-looking, but he definitely wasn't now. Toni always thought he looked like a cross between a weasel
and a jackal.
"I was just wonderin' why you aren't working for me?"
"I've always been an independent, you know that."
"Yeah, but I've heard that your... hm, personal situation has changed, so I was thinking, maybe..."
"Where did ya hear that?" Toni said sharply.
"Can't remember, but anyway..."
"Not interested," Toni said, and folded her arms across her chest.
"A steady paycheck doesn't interest you Toni?"
"'Course it does, but I can't see you offering me enough."
"It must be expensive owning your own truck, insurance and everything..."
"Get to the point."
"Well, I was thinking... I could buy the tractor unit from you, and you could work for me."
"How much?"
"Well... 45 grand?"
"As I said, I can't see you offering me enough, Greasy," Toni said and started to turn around to leave the
office.
"50?"
"Look... I'm just not interested, OK?" She sighed.
The freight central controller had a sour look on his face, but knew better than to get on the bad side of
Toni Willis.
"All right, Toni. Let's drop it. For now." He put his hand out.
"First smart thing you've said today," she said, and shook the older man's hand.

She left the office, and Greasy was left tapping his fingers on his desk. He picked up the phone and dialed a
local number to one of the Load Supervisors. He was put on hold, which didn't improve his mood.
"Greg? It's Greasy. What load did Toni Willis get? That's a two-truck deal, right? OK, fine. Who's on your
list to drive the second truck? Chavez? Forget him, I want Doug... what? Yeah, Dickhead Doug, that's right.
No I haven't forgotten he's on probation. I want him. On the double."
He put down the receiver, and an evil smile slowly spread across his face.

--The phone rang. Cassey put down the camera she was working on and picked up the receiver.
"Cassey Peters speaking."
"Hi, honey, it's me. I'll be by in about twenty minutes or so... that is if you still want to go?"
"I've just fixed the sandwiches, and I'm preparing my new camera now, I'll be ready. Ahh, what kind... what
kind of load did you get?"
"A chemical tanker, northbound. We're going to Omaha, Nebraska."
"Oh."
"Yeah, I figured it might be a good omen for my first Hazardous Goods trip. When we first met I was
hauling a grain tanker, remember?"
"Sure, but grain is one thing; chemicals..."
"It's as safe as it ever can be, Cassey."
"... and if something happens, at least we're together."
"Honey..."
"Yeah, yeah, I know. Twenty minutes?"
"Yes, if you'll ever let me hang up!"
"Har har, missy. I was planning to blow you a 'See ya soon' kiss through the telephone, but now I've
changed my mind!"
"That's all right, I'd much rather have it in person anyway! I'll be home before you know it. Gotta go CLICK"
Cassey was left looking at the receiver, and chuckled as she put it down.

--Toni opened the door to Myrna's truck stop. She noticed someone had made a graffiti on the "Open 24
Hours" sign that said 'just like the waitress'. She chuckled to herself. Whoever scrawled that on the sign
obviously didn't know Myrna.
She went up to the counter and bought a cup of coffee from the elderly waitress. After exchanging the
customary greetings, Toni began to look around to see if she knew any of the customers.
She spotted a familiar head of ash blonde curls buried behind a newspaper. Toni picked up her cup and
walked to Laura's table.
"Hiya, Curly," she said with a exaggerated Southern accent.
"Hey Toni, where the hell have ya been!" Laura replied, and put away the newspaper.
"Here and there, I've been pretty busy."
"I heard ya got the Hazardous Goods certificate."
"Yep. On my first run now, actually."
"Watcha haulin'?"
"Chemicals."
"Ouch."
"Nah, it's not too bad. Just follow the rules, and it'll be fine."
"S'pose."
"How about you?"
"Furniture. Pretty boring stuff..."
Laura tapped her fingers on the table and continued:
"Say... I don't wanna pry, but I heard something about you hooking up with someone...?"
"You heard right."
"I'm happy for you Toni. You needed it. Is it anybody I kn..."
At the same time, Cassey opened the door and looked around to find Toni. Laura recognized the blonde
immediately but she couldn't believe her eyes.
"Well I'll be a son of a..."
Toni tried unsuccessfully to hide a big grin. Cassey came over to the table and scooted down next to Toni.
She remembered Laura and gave her a big smile.

"Cassey, I think you know Laura Yates already? Laura, this is Cassey. She's the one."
"I was guessin' as much, Toni," Laura said astonished.
"Hello. Pleased to meet you again," Cassey said and nodded at the curly haired trucker.
"I reckon you found a ride to California, huh?" Laura said with a big smile.
"Oh you betcha," Cassey said, and caressed Toni's arm.
"Listen honey, I need to use the restroom before we leave. How long do I have?" she asked Toni.
"Just as long as you need. But if you're not back in 20 minutes I'll come lookin' for you."
"All right. See ya Laura," Cassey said, and left the two older women.
"Wipe that smirk off your face. It ain't becoming of you," Toni growled to the other trucker and winked to
take the edge off the words.
"I'm impressed Toni. I really am. But there are two things I fail to understand," Laura said mischievously.
"And they are...?" Toni sighed, knowing full well that she was about to be insulted.
"Number 1, how the hell can a gorgeous creature like that fall for a grumpy old saddlebum like yourself...
and number 2, does she have a sister!" Laura said and laughed out loud.
"Well, number 1, we fit together like two adjacent pieces in a jigsaw puzzle, and number 2... no. She's
unique," Toni said quietly.
Laura nodded understandingly, and got up from the table.
"Well, the clock is ticking, and I have to go - stay safe, Toni. And I really am happy for ya. Sounds like
she's worth hanging on to." Laura leaned down and slung her arm around Toni's shoulders.
"But... if she ever loses interest in you, tell her to call me!" she said and quickly moved away from Toni as
the dark haired woman tried to slap her on the butt.
"Catch ya later, Laura."
"See ya."
After Laura had left the truck stop, Toni picked up the newspaper the curly woman had discarded, and
started to read.
'Not gonna happen, Laura. Not gonna happen,' she thought to herself as she scanned the headlines.

--Ten minutes later, Cassey returned and sat down opposite Toni.

"So, are you ready for your first trip to the great undiscovered North?" Toni asked her.
"Yep. Think so."
"We're going to have a small convoy on this trip. The company ordered two loads, and it was easier to use
two trucks rather than drive twice."
"Really? I've never tried that!" Cassey said excitedly.
"There's nothing in it, honey, it's just two trucks driving behind each other. We've done that countless
times," Toni said to the smiling blonde.
"Yeah sure, but this time we're all going the same place."
Toni chuckled. Can't beat that kind of logic.
"Do you know the other driver?" Cassey asked.
"No. But I asked the freight central to tell him to meet us here."

--If there was one thing Toni absolutely hated, it was when she was made to wait for other people. She
checked her watch again - this Chavez character was nearly fifteen minutes late, and her patience was
running very low.
She was sitting on the aluminum steps leading up to the cab on Cassey's side of the truck. The door was
open to get some air, but Toni wasn't in a sociable mood so she didn't speak a word..
A noisy and out-of-tune airhorn signaled the arrival of a beat-up old brown Kenworth that wheezed to a
stop next to Toni's immaculate black Mack. A man jumped out and shut the door with a rattle.
"Yo babe, Doug's here! Whassup?" the man said. He was about 25, pale and scrawny. He was dressed in
black jeans and a Cheech & Chong T-shirt that looked like it hadn't been washed since it was bought.
"Greg told me the other driver would be someone called Chavez. You don't look like a 'Chavez'," Toni said
dryly.
"Don't know shit about that, I'm here now. Where' we goin'?"
He started to laugh off the look on Toni's face.
"Chill, babe. Greasy told me all about it. I'm jus' making fun."
"Fun was 10 minutes ago, now we're running late," Toni hissed at him. He didn't notice, because he was
busy getting an eyeful of Cassey, who had come out into the cab and was sitting in plain sight behind the
open door.
"Oh yeah... heh heh... are you gonna keep the little doll up there all the trip, or can we share or..."

"Let's move," Toni said, already thoroughly fed up with Doug. She walked around the front of her truck
and left him standing by himself.
"Sure, sure, whatever you say, chief," Doug said loudly after her, and laughed before he re-entered his own
truck.
As the two trucks left Myrna's truck stop, Cassey settled into her seat.
"I did *not* like that guy, Toni. I've known my fair share of creeps so I can recognize 'em in an instant... he
was one."
"I agree. But you don't have to talk to him if you don't want to."
"Thanks."

--A little later on.
"... and then he got his tie stuck in the copier, you should have seen it, it was hilarious!" Cassey said, and
laughed.
"I can imagine. That's what happens when guys try too hard to impress the ladies," Toni added.
"Yeah. Nah, he's a nice guy actually. He's married, two kids."
"You know, Cassey, I'm really glad to hear you've settled in so well. I told you there would be light at the
end of the tunnel. I seem to remember you were skeptical."
"I guess I was. Working in Albuquerque, I can at least go home to our house every day and not live in a
cockroach-infested flat... which reminds me, when we get back, I need you to check something in the
engine in the Beetle."
"What's wrong with that bucket of rust now?" Toni said and sighed.
"It may be a bucket of rust, but I paid for it myself! Don't know what it is, sometimes the engine sounds
funny."
"It's fifteen years old, honey. It won't last forever. How many miles has it done again?"
"Well, 140.000... but they were built to last, you know!"
"That's what they said about the Titanic."
"Funny," Cassey said and made a face at Toni.
Cassey crawled back in the sleeper and picked up her new Kodak camera.
"I can't wait to try this out for real. I already got four shots of the truck after we arrived at Myrna's."

"Oh yeah?" Toni said.
"Yep. Wanted to test some funny angles and stuff. Hey, do you think I might be able to sell some of the
shots to magazines or newspapers, I mean if they're good enough of course?"
"Eh, I don't know, you might... I can't really say. The roll you took to try it out back home turned out pretty
good."
"Especially that shot were you posed as a..."
"Especially that one!" Toni said and laughed. Yeah, who knew that a bedsheet could double as a toga when
*somebody* suddenly had the urge to play Aphrodite and Adonis?
"Boy, it's good to be back on the road again. And I love it when you're with me, you know that honey?"
Toni said with a smile.
"We've really experienced a lot together when we've been on the road, haven't we?" Cassey replied.
"We really have, and Cassey... it's still true, every time you're with me, strange things happen. I mean, now
with what's-his-name... Doug. Back at Greasy's, the Load Supervisor told me to my face that he would call
someone called Chavez. Greg's a friend of mine, he wouldn't lie to me..."
"Couldn't Chavez have been sick? Or something?"
"Well, I suppose he could..."
"But, anyway, I know I'm a trouble magnet. Let's just hope the strange things stay reasonable... hey,
remember that highway robbery in broad daylight? From our first trip together?" Cassey said and chuckled.
"Sure do, the feel of your hand on my thigh is etched into my brain."
"My hand? I don't recall that..." Cassey said, scratching her neck.
"You leaned over me as they drove past in their car, and you put your hand on my thigh to keep your
balance. I was worried that my jeans might catch fire," Toni said and wiggled her eyebrows.
"Oh yeah, I remember now. That was completely unintentional, I can assure you!" Cassey said and
laughed.
The CB crackled to life.
"Hey chief, I have to take a dump at this truck stop, I'm pullin' over."
"Doug, for mercy sakes, we ain't got time for any more delays, we're running late as it is!" Toni said angrily
into the mic.
"Chill dudette, I said I have to take a dump. Do you want me to do it outta the window?"
"All right, all right, we're pulling over," Toni said and sighed. She hung up the mic.
"Man, what did I do to deserve him?"

--The next one hundred miles passed without incident. As usual, Toni had the needle on the speedometer
glued to the 'double nickel', 55 mph. Suddenly she noticed that Doug had started to overtake them.
"Oh, what the hell's that guy doing?"
"Overtaking us. Told you he was trouble."
"Actually, you said he was a creep, Cassey."
"Same thing."
"Hmm."
The Kenworth thundered past them, doing at least 65 mph. The barrels on the trailer were dancing about
dangerously.
"Goddamnit, look at that. Irresponsible son of a..." Toni growled.
A few miles further along the highway, Doug's truck started to carelessly sway between the lanes.
Toni shook her head in disgust.
"Breaker one-nine to that Doug fella up ahead. Just what do you think you're doing, champ, over?"
"Lay off mah drivin', man! I'm flyin'!"
"... You're all over the road, Doug, over."
"No I ain't, you're just seein' double!" the voice said from the CB, followed by an almost hysterical laugh.
"What the hell is that guy's problem?" Cassey said.
Toni sighed.
"He's high as a kite."
After driving like a madman for a while, Doug settled down somewhat, and at least tried to stay in the right
lane. However, he was still going way over the speed limit, and by now he was far ahead of the black
Mack.
"Typical. Never any cops around when we need 'em," Cassey said.
"Usually you don't like cops much, honey."
"I like jerks like Doug even less."
"Yeah."

The truck thundered past a large roadsign.
'WEIGHBRIDGE 2 MILES - ALL TRUCKS MUST STOP'
"Well, this is going to be interesting. If he doesn't stop they'll go after him," Toni said.
"If he really is high, he won't notice anything other than what's in his mind," Cassey added quietly.
A few minutes later, they arrived at the weighbridge. Men in uniforms were swarming all over the place
and lights were flashing on all the police cruisers. A very familiar rust-brown truck was parked at an
awkward angle... right on top of a booth where the officer checking the weight usually sat.
"Oh Jeez, he's really done it now..." Toni said and rubbed her forehead.
"I hope no one was in there... " Cassey said concerned.
Approaching very slowly, they could see Doug being hand-cuffed and dragged over to the office building
by four agitated police officers.
Toni drove up to one of the two remaining scales that still worked. The officer there waved her forward and
she stopped right on the marks.
"License and manifest, please Ma'am," the officer said to her.
She reached down and gave the man the two documents.
"Did anyone get hurt in that mess, officer?" Toni asked.
"No. The space cadet tried to use a lane that was closed for repairs. He nailed the booth, though."
The officer checked the documents thoroughly before handing them back to her.
"Your weight's in order. The manifest says the destination of the load is Walker-Benson Chemicals...?"
"That's right, officer."
"Then I need you to park over on the Hazardous Goods lot, Ma'am. Follow the red arrows."
"Yes, officer," Toni said and sighed. She just knew that Doug would get them in trouble somehow.
She started and followed the red path to a remote parking lot.
"Now what?" Cassey asked.
"Don't know, honey, but it's probably got something to do with Doug."

---

After driving a short while, they stopped in the designated area. A police car arrived and two men stepped
out.
"Trouble," Cassey said out loud. A shiver ran down her spine but she forced herself not to panic.
"Ma'am, I need you to turn off the engine and come with us to the office building," a heavy-set police
officer said.
"Do you need to see the manifest again?"
"No Ma'am, just you."
"I have a passenger."
"Then we need to see him too," the officer said.
"I'm afraid they want you to go too, honey," Toni said to Cassey.
"Yeah, I heard."

--The two women sat in the backseat of the police car as it made its way back to the office building.
Cassey looked out of the side window. Her guts were all twisted up into one rock-solid knot. Toni noticed
Cassey's paleness and took her hand and held it the rest of the short drive.
Cassey tried to smile, but it only creased her lips slightly.
When they arrived at the building, they just caught a glimpse of Doug being thrown into a police van.
They were helped out of the police car and into the office building. The heavy-set police man knocked on a
door to a Sergeant's office.
"Enter!" a gruff voice said from behind the door.

--"... so, to make a long story short, you're allowed to drive on if your blood sample is clear," the Sergeant
told Toni.
"How long will that take, Sergeant?" Toni asked while fidgeting with the small bandage on her arm
covering the tiny hole caused by the needle.
"We told them to rush it, probably two hours from now." He got up from his chair and rolled down his shirt
sleeves. When he was done, he ran a hand over his crew cut and cleared his throat.

"Now, ladies, please wait in the small cafeteria. There's a coffee machine if you want some," he said,
making it clear the conversation was over.

--Toni and Cassey sat down in the cafeteria, which really wasn't more than four tables and an ancient looking
machine that produced hot beverages.
"Damn, we're gonna miss the deadline," Toni said and flung her cap onto the table.
Cassey was still pale, and she appeared very small as she sat down on one of the chairs.
"I know this must be killing you, honey. When we get back home, I promise you I'm going to kick Greasy's
ass from one side of New Mexico to the other," Toni said, and put her hands on Cassey's shoulders.
"Every time the door opens, I expect to see Tommy walking in," Cassey said in a very small voice.
"Tommy's far away from here, honey. It'll be all right. And in any case, he'll have to go through me first,"
Toni said.
"I love you Toni," Cassey whispered.
"I love you too, honeybuns."

--One hour and forty-five minutes later a officer walked in and said:
"Miss Willis? Miss Peters? The Sergeant wants to see you in his office."
Toni put down the week-old newspaper she'd been reading, and gently touched Cassey's arm. The young
blonde had been trying to relax by using some old meditation techniques she had remembered reading
about - unfortunately, they hadn't really worked.
"Come on, the Sarge wants to see us."
Cassey yawned, but got up and followed Toni out of the dreadfully dull cafeteria.

--"You're free to leave when you want to. Your blood sample was clear," the burly Sergeant said as he was
shuffling through some paperwork.
Cassey breathed a big sigh of relief, and she wiped off her sweaty palms on her jeans.

"May I ask what happened to the driver of the truck that crashed?" she said.
"That idiot? He's a collar on possession and a severe case of DUI. He didn't understand one word when we
read him his rights, so we've sent him to detox," the sergeant said and rolled his eyes.
"That's all, ladies. I'm sorry to dismiss you like this, but I'm real busy, so..." the burly man said and got up
from his chair.

--The fresh air smelled like a sea of roses to Cassey when they stepped out of the glass doors, and she
breathed deeply all the way back to the truck.
It had turned dark while they were waiting for the results to come back, and Toni was furiously calculating
how to get to the chemical company in time to meet the deadline. Frustrated, she discovered it couldn't be
done. They had lost too much time waiting for Doug and the cops, so they were going to have to spend the
night at a truck stop.
"I need a hug, a kiss and an Aspirin - in that order," Cassey said when Toni unlocked the door to the truck.
They both climbed up and Cassey immediately stepped into the sleeper cab.
She sat down on the bed and let out a long trembling breath.
"Man-o-man what a day..." Toni said and flopped down next to the blonde woman.
Cassey put her arms around Toni and almost squeezed all the air out of her. After a minute or so of holding
on for dear life, Cassey's muscles began relaxing and she felt like she melted into a big puddle. Her eyes
were burning, but she forced herself not to cry.
Toni lifted Cassey's chin with a finger and looked lovingly into the green eyes. Cassey cocked her head
slightly, making room for Toni to claim her partner's soft lips.
Cassey really needed that kiss, and if she could have continued to kiss Toni for a week, she would have.
Alas, she needed air all too soon and they moved apart.
"God, I needed that," Cassey whispered.
"Me too. Now let's find you that Aspirin, and let's get the hell outta here."
*
*
CHAPTER 8
A quarter past midnight. For once they'd been lucky and found a truck stop pretty quickly. Outside the
truck the world kept turning, but all Toni wanted was a soft bed and a warm blonde to hold in her arms.

"Can't sleep either, huh?" Toni whispered into the darkness. She was spooned up behind Cassey and she
could feel the younger woman moving around restlessly.
"No," Cassey answered and sighed.
"Do you need to talk about today?"
"Yeah. I need to wind down. Do you mind?"
"Of course not. Go ahead."
"What do you think Doug was on?"
"Benzedrine, probably."
Cassey turned over so the two women were face to face.
"Have you ever tried that?"
"... no. But I've been offered it dozens of times."
"Were you ever tempted?"
"I'd be a liar if I didn't say yes. But I was afraid I might like it too much... get addicted."
"I'm glad you didn't. One addict is enough in this relationship," Cassey said bitterly.
"Oh honey, I don't... you're not a drug addict."
"I so nearly was... there's a particular story I've never told you. And it isn't pretty," Cassey said and sighed.
"I'll listen, Cassey. Please tell me."
"On New Year's Eve two years ago, Tommy and I were invited to a party with some friends. It was the last
time I saw them. I made a fool of myself that night... probably scared them off for good," Cassey said and
shook her head.
"Go on."
"This was before things got out of control with Tommy, you understand... well, anyway, he'd brought some
weed to the party, I don't know where or how he got it... it was stronger than anything I had ever tried. He
mixed the joints himself and gave me one... I was..."
Cassey shook as a cold shiver ran down her spine. Toni started to caress the younger woman's arm to make
her feel safe.
"I was totally bombed out. Later he told me I was hiding under a table... for eight straight hours. The
sounds were magnified in my head, and the world was in all kinds of weird colors. I had never been so
scared in my life, Toni. I had really extreme hallucinations, insects eating people's faces... things like that."

Cassey moved closer to Toni and put an arm around her waist. In a strange way it felt good to share that
story, and Cassey was surprised she didn't even feel like crying.
"God, what a horrible experience... I'm glad you wanted to share that with me. I don't think that was pure
marijuana in that joint, Cassey. It sounds to me like it was spiked with something else."
"If it was, he never told me."
"Yeah, well, you know how I feel about that Tommy character," Toni growled.
"Oh god, I wish I'd known you earlier, so many hurtful things would never have happened..." Cassey
whispered.
"I wasn't always an altar girl either, Cassey. I've done some shit in my time," Toni said and turned over
onto her back. She put her arm around Cassey and held her tight.
"Maybe so, but I refuse to believe you've ever done things to deliberately hurt people," Cassey said with
her head resting on Toni's shoulder.
A long, pregnant pause.
"Have you?" Cassey said, very surprised. She lifted her head and looked straight into Toni's blue eyes.
"Well... not deliberately... but I've hurt people. My dad loved me, but I think he was hurt by some of the
things I did, and why I did them. Remember I told you I'd been arrested in Frisco? I'll never forget the look
on his face when he came to pay the bail. He wasn't angry, he was just... sad and hurt. But did I change?
No."
"I wish I could have been there for you, Toni."
Toni's eyes flashed with love for the younger woman, but suddenly she was overwhelmed by a large yawn.
"Hey honey, I think I'm ready to sleep now. How about you?"
"Yeah, I guess I am. Good night, old girl," Cassey said, and kissed Toni on the cheek.
"Good night, honeybuns."
"But I ain't moving an inch, I got you just where I want you!" Cassey said and gave Toni a little squeeze.
"Great. Good night."

--8:35 am at the Walker-Benson Chemicals Co. factory in Omaha.
Cassey watched Toni unhook the trailer after backing it up to one of numerous loading ramps. The tall
trucker waved at Cassey and left for the office.

She returned only a few minutes later which was never good news. Cassey looked on in silence as Toni
climbed up into the cab and gripped the steering wheel. Cassey had learned that, in situations such as these,
it was better for everyone involved if Toni was allowed to cool off for a few minutes.
After a minute or so, Toni slowly exhaled a lungful of air and released the death hold she had on the wheel.
"Bad experience in there, honey?" Cassey asked cautiously.
"He yelled at me for being late. I don't respond well to being yelled at."
'Tell me about it,' Cassey thought.
"So no return load here?"
"No. He told me to fuck off, actually."
Cassey's temper rapidly went into the red zone, and she was just about to go in there and give them a piece
of her mind when Toni started the truck.
"Let's get the hell outta here before one of us makes a mistake, huh?"
"That's probably a good call, Toni."
When they drove through the factory gates, Toni got an idea, and she grabbed the CB mic and pressed
down the button.
"Breaker one-nine to anyone listening. I need advice on finding a freight central, over."
‘This is the Midnight Express and I got ya loud and clear breaker. What's your Twenty?" A female voice
said from the CB.
"Just outside the gates of Walker-Benson Chemicals, over."
"All right, the nearest freight central is about five miles south of where you are. Find a road called
Wellstone Boulevard and head south. You can't miss it, over."
"That's a big 10-4, Midnight Express. My handle's Little Toni. Thanks a whole bunch. Over and out," Toni
said and hung up the mic.
"Wellstone Boulevard? Wasn't that the big road we crossed before we entered the industrial area?"
"I believe it was. Let's check it out," Toni said and turned the truck right.

--The black Mack rumbled into the freight central. They went around once to look at the trailers lined up. It
wasn't as busy as Greasy's place back home, but it looked like there was plenty of work to be found here.

"Do you want to wait here or come with me, honey?" Toni said, and reached for her logbook in the glove
compartment.
"To tell you the truth, first of all I need to go to the little girls' room!" Cassey said and laughed.
"That's over there," Toni said and pointed out of the window at a low building off to the right.
"I noticed. I'll wait by the truck if you're not here when I come back."
"Deal."
Cassey watched Toni stride over to the office building searching for a controller to talk to. She just loved to
see her walk... it was so powerful, so uncompromising, so... well, sexy.
As Cassey turned around to go to the restroom, she noticed a sunflower yellow Freightliner with very shiny
chrome trimming parked across the yard. The female driver was sitting next to the truck in a deck chair,
having a cup of coffee and a cigarette.

--After Cassey had used the surprisingly clean facilities in the restroom, she walked over to the yellow
Freightliner.
"Hi."
"Hiya doin'" the woman said. She appeared to be in her mid-forties, with graying hair cut very short and
crow's feet around her eyes. She was wearing worn blue jeans with a huge belt buckle and a plaid shirt over
a black tank. Her shirt sleeves were rolled up, revealing several faded tattoos - Cassey thought she could
recognize a bull and an eagle.
The driver finished her cigarette and she threw the butt onto the ground, and crushed it with her boot.
"Are you Little Toni?" the woman said.
"No, but I'm riding with her. You wouldn't happen to be the Midnight Express, would you?"
"Yep. Angela's my real name."
"Mine's Cassey, hello," she said, and put out her hand.
"Where ya goin'?" Angela asked as she shook Cassey's hand, surprised over the young woman's firm grip.
"We're trying to find a load going south."
"Heh, me too."
"Really? Not much to find here, then?" Cassey said disappointed.

"Weeelll, yes and no. I wasn't too keen on the first load they offered me, so they decided to put me on hold.
Eh," Angela said and shrugged.
"I've heard that story before. What'd they offer you?"
"Johns."
"Sorry?"
"You know, johns... toilet bowls. I said, no flippin' way, man," Angela said, and laughed out loud.
"Why did you call your truck the Midnight Express when it's so brightly yellow...? If you don't mind me
asking, of course," Cassey said.
"I had a dark blue truck when I started to go by that name, and it kinda stuck. I like it. Want some coffee?"
"No, thank you."
"Suit yourself," Angela said and emptied the thermos into her Styrofoam cup.
"Would you mind if I took some pictures of your truck when Toni comes back?" Cassey asked.
"Pictures?"
"I've got a brand new Kodak I'm dying to try for real over in the truck. I've only done a couple of shots of
the Mack..."
"Sure, go right ahead. Only of the truck, OK? I don't want my ugly mug contaminatin' any family album!"
Angela said and laughed.
Cassey laughed too and nodded.
"Then it's a deal," Angela said.
In the background, Toni came out of the office with the controller in tow.
"Hey, there's the controller, I better look like I know what I'm doing!" Angela said.
She took one look at the statuesque woman with the jet black hair walking in front of the fat controller and
let out a long wolf call. Cassey blushed and looked at the older woman like someone had caught her with a
hand down the cookie jar. Angela noticed and laughed.
"Judging by that look on your face, I'd say that's Little Toni...?"
"Yeah."
"Are you and her, ah...?"
"Almost a year now, in fact."
"Well, excuse the hell outta me, then!"

"Don't think about it," Cassey said and laughed.

--Cassey met Toni and the controller halfway to their own truck.
"Find anything?" Cassey said.
"Sorta. That woman you were talking to, is she the Midnight Express? ... and did she just whistle at me?"
Toni said and raised an eyebrow.
"Er, yeah. She did. And she is," Cassey said and tried to hide a big grin.
"I gotta have a word with her..."
"Oh Toni, you're not gonna..." Cassey said shocked, and put a hand on the taller woman's elbow.
"... about a load. Whassat?"
"... never mind," Cassey said, and feigned innocence.

--Half an hour later, the two trucks left the freight central loaded with sanitary equipment: Toni carried the
same trailer with toilet bowls Angela had rejected earlier, while the 'Midnight Express' was hauling
bathtubs.
"So we're going to drop off the trailers at a construction site, huh? How exciting!" Cassey said.
"Let's see how exciting you think it is when we're hosing down the truck afterwards so the mud won't
stick."
"Heh, hadn't thought of that... but of course, you in a wet t-shirt does make up for quite a lot of hassle."
"You wish!" Toni said and laughed.

--At noon, the two trucks made a lunch break at a truck stop, and Cassey went to get some coffee and
sandwiches. The roads were congested, and they didn't want to waste any more time than absolutely
necessary. Angela felt tired, so she had decided to stay in her truck and sleep a bit.
Toni sat on the bottom step of the cab and examined her left boot. There was a stone in it somewhere, and it
was driving her nuts. She looked up and noticed a man walking among the trucks. He wore several cameras
around his neck, and occasionally took pictures.

While she was busy getting her boot back on, the man approached her.
"I'm sorry, Miss. Are you the driver?"
"That's right. Can I help you?"
"I was wondering if you'd be interested in earning a few dollars?"
"Doing what?" she said rather skeptically.
"I'm a photographer, as you can probably see, and I have to say you are by *far* the prettiest, hell, the most
strikingly beautiful woman I've met for some time. Have you ever been professionally photographed? I'm
sure you have, with those gorgeous eyes. Here's my card, my name's Anthony Jones."
"Oh yeah?" Toni said with a great deal of sarcasm in her voice. Mr. Jones didn't pick it up.
"Yeah! I was thinking maybe a... a swimming pool! Yes, a swimming pool so the water would match your
eyes. I can see it now, you in a... white bathing suit, tasteful of course, and..."
"You're wasting your breath, buddy."
"No, no, don't say that, I haven't even told you how much you could earn yet... 200 dollars! How about it?"
"Forget it," she said and got up. She climbed the steps up to the cab and closed the door behind her.
The photographer shrugged and moved on to find someone else he could talk up.

--A few minutes later, Cassey came back with a very sour expression on her face.
"What is it honey, didn't they have your favorite sandwich?"
"I've just met the most sleazy photographer. He offered me 200 dollars to have my picture taken... in a
meadow that would match my eyes!"
Toni laughed out loud.
"Yeah, well, he told me I'd look great in a white bathing suit!"
"What a jerk. And just how long do you think it would take for him to 'suggest' we took our clothes off?"
Cassey grumbled, handing Toni a sandwich.
"Fifteen minutes, tops. This is how I figure it: Let's say there are maybe five women a week who accepts
his deal. At least two of those are also willing to do nudes, and at least one of them is ready to do porn.
Then, he sells the porn to someone higher up and makes a lot of money."
"Yeah, but what happens when some of the women refuse to do nudes?"

"He gives those women the 200 dollars he promised them, and let 'em walk away. The last thing he wants is
to have the police on his back," Toni said as she unwrapped and started eating her sandwich.
Cassey let out a long, slow sigh and shook her head.
"Man, this world is going to hell in a handbasket, you know that?"
"Supply and demand, Cassey. That's all there is to it."
"Yeah, well, but... ugh. Mind you, he wasn't all wrong. I think I'm inspired to do something with my own
camera that involves you wearing a white bathing suit..." Cassey said and tickled Toni's thigh.
Toni lifted an eyebrow.
"I'll keep that in mind for later. Now, finish your ham-and-cheese. We'll be going in a short while."
"Yes, Ma'am."

--The black Mack was trucking along and everything was going fine for a change.
Cassey was driving Toni to distraction by having her feet up on the dashboard and displaying her perfectly
shaped legs.
"Hey, did you see that? Wasn't that a police cruiser?" Cassey suddenly said, interrupting Toni's pleasant
thoughts.
"Ah, where?"
"We just drove past it, he was parked behind a road sign."
"I didn't see it. You sure it was a cop?"
"Oh yeah. I just looked up, and there it was."
Toni grimaced over Cassey's unintended double entendre, but grabbed the CB mic anyway.
"Well, Cassey, now you're gonna have your big CB debut."
"What? No, no, you better..."
"Come on, you're not afraid are you?"
"I don't know what to say!" Cassey said, and laughed nervously.
"Sure you do, come on."
Toni handed her the mic, and Cassey cleared her throat.

"Breaker one-nine, breaker one-nine, with a smokey report. There's a bear working the I-8-oh Westbound
just outside of North Platte, over."
She handed the mic back to Toni with a beaming smile. Before long the CB crackled to life.
"10-4 fair lady, I copy."

"10-4 on the smokey report li'l gal, much obliged."
"Wow, they really listen to me!" Cassey said.
"Of course they do. We truckers are depending on someone telling us where the cops are."
"Yeah, but you never go too fast."
"No, but they don't always need an excuse, Cassey."
"Don't I know it."
"Yeah well... anyway, since you've had your on-air debut now, I think it's about time you got yourself a
handle. Do you have anything in mind?"
"A handle? You mean like The Bandit?" Cassey said and chuckled.
"I do believe that's taken..."
"Yeah, a handle... let me think about that. Hmmm," Cassey said, and leaned back in her seat.
After a couple of miles, Cassey shrugged her shoulders.
"I'm stumped. I want the name to be fun, but not tacky... but not boring either - if you know what I mean."
"I've got one for ya," Toni said, and flashed Cassey a blinding smile.
"Oh yeah?" she replied rather apprehensively.
"The Green Eyed Goddess."
Cassey promptly buried her face in her hands.
"Honey?"
"The Green Eyed Goddess?" the blonde woman said in a muffled voice.
"Yeah, I thought of Goldilocks, but that was too silly, or even TexasGal, but that's too common... so...
Green Eyed Goddess," Toni said, still biting her tongue trying not to laugh at Cassey's facial expression.
"Little Toni and the Green Eyed Goddess, huh? I guess that has a certain ring to it."

"You bet it does, Cassey. Besides that, it suits you. Every morning I look at you and I can't believe how
beautiful you are," Toni said and reached out to hold Cassey's hand.
"Oh God, you make me blush..." Cassey said, and her cheeks and ears were tinted in the cutest shade of
pink this side of Graceland.
"Yeah, but then you wake up and it's back to earth with a bump," Toni added and stared straight ahead,
whistling slightly and waiting for the inevitable fallout.
Cassey blinked once, twice, three times...
"I'm tellin' ya right now darlin', one day that one's gonna come back and haunt ya with a vengeance!"
Cassey growled in her best Clint Eastwood imitation. She leaned over and kissed Toni on the cheek to take
the sting out of the words.
"I'm sorry, Cassey, that was in poor taste," Toni offered.
"Yes it was, but, hey, I'm used to it by now," Cassey said with a cheeky grin.
"Ouch. Touché."
"The Green Eyed Goddess..." Cassey said and leaned back in her seat, chuckling over the silly name. After
a while, she found that she actually kinda liked it.

--A little later, after they had safely left the crowded small town, the CB crackled to life.
"Breaker one-nine to the black and yeller trucks up ahead. Do y'all mind if we joined ya, over."
"How about that, Toni, we've got company!"
"Yeah, looks like we've got ourselves a convoy."
Toni picked up the CB mic and pressed the button.
"Hello breaker, you're runnin' with Little Toni and the Green Eyed Goddess sharin' the black Bulldog as
your front door with Midnight Express in the rockin' chair. Who we got with us, come back?"
"Y'all got the Spanish Fly and the Texas Raider here, the Raider's got the back door covered."
"That's a big 10-4, Texas Raider. Keep your eyes peeled, smokey's real active today," Toni answered.
"Will do, Little Toni. Out."
"Oh, this is so exciting!" Cassey said and almost squealed with joy.
"Well, yeah, but it carries some obligations too."

"How so?"
"We're the front door, and that means that I have to raise the trucks coming towards us for smokey reports
from time to time. And things like keeping to a set speed, you know..."
"Wow, I never thought of it that way."
"That's really what we do out here, Cassey. We're just trying to get from A to B and hope the law won't put
their hands too deep into our pockets. We're all out here trying to make a buck for ourselves and our
families."
"And they're all following us..." Cassey said and tried to see the other trucks in the rear view mirror.
"No they ain't, we just happen to be in front."
A truck approaching them flashed its high beams. Toni quickly grabbed the mic.
"Breaker breaker, who was that just flashin' his lights, over?"
"That would be the Guilty Pleasure, darlin', I'm jus' tellin' ya the road is clean and green, over."
"Much obliged Guilty Pleasure, out."
"Darlin'!" Cassey said and raised an eyebrow.
"That's how we speak out here, you should know that by now," Toni replied with a smile on her face.
"Sure, but I don't want nobody else calling you 'darling' but me..."

--"Man, that Texas Raider's really talking, huh? He hasn't stopped squawking since he joined us!" Cassey
said half an hour later.
As if on cue, the stream of words from the CB stopped suddenly, and the Raider delivered an important
message to the other trucks:
"This is the backdoor, looks like we've got a bear in a plain brown wrapper creepin' up on us."
"10-Roger, backdoor. I got it covered," Toni said, and paid extra attention to the speedo.
Sure enough, a few minutes later an unmarked beige Oldsmobile slowly drove past the four trucks. A large
CB antenna on the roof was swaying in the wind.
"He's got his ears on. He's probably listened in on us for the last five miles or so. Maybe more," Toni
explained to Cassey.
"We're not doing anything illegal here, why the hell won't they leave us alone?"

"It's all part of the game," Toni said and shrugged.
"One I could happily do without."
"Me too, but that's just the way it is, you know," Toni said.

--They continued to be part of the convoy for another half hour or so until they found the off ramp where
they had to leave the highway.
"Breaker, breaker to the Spanish Fly and the Texas Raider, it's been a real pleasure to be part of your li'l ol'
convoy, but here's where the Midnight Express and myself leave ya. Catch ya on the flip-flop. Bye-bye."
"10-Roger that Little Toni and Midnight Express, stay safe wherever you're goin', Texas Raider out."

"The Spanish Fly wishes you a happy journey, see ya."

--Toni stopped at the entrance to the construction site. The ground looked muddy and slippery, and there
were plenty of potholes all over the place.
The two truckers drove on very carefully to try to avoid at least the deepest holes, not always successfully
so, and were soon at the off-loading ramps. The place was deserted, except for a single man in a hardhat.
Toni rolled the window down.
"Where the hell is everybody?"
"I'm all there is, we don't have enough workers to help you unload. Everyone's busy fitting the window
sections," the man said.
"Ya gotta be kiddin'!" Toni said in a thoroughly fed up tone that made Cassey giggle.
"Sorry, Ma'am. The forklift is over there. Go over to the barracks after you've unloaded and we'll settle the
payment there," the man said and left.
"Pfffffffff," Toni said and shook her head.
"What?"
"I can't drive a forklift!"
"Really?"

"Yeah. Let's hope Angela can, or else we're up dung creek without paddles."
"Charming!"
"Angela, please tell me you can drive a forklift?" Toni said into the CB.
"I can drive any fork you can think of!"

--A few minutes later, Angela sat in the driver's seat of the forklift and stared at all the buttons and
instruments.
"Of course, they did have fewer knobs and dials when I last drove one..." she said, almost as an
afterthought.
"The basics must be the same, however. Lemme see, Raise fork, here..." she tried a lever.
"Hmmm, no... OK, safety switch, got it." She turned a big red switch to the 'on' position and tried the first
lever again. This time the forks went up.
"Great, got that. Forward... reverse... fork up, fork down. OK, I'm ready!"
"Don't knock yourself out," Toni said. Cassey kept a safe distance.
"I'll try not to," Angela replied.

--There were a few beginner's mistakes, but Angela soon got into the swing of things, and within 45 minutes
she had unloaded both trailers.
While Toni and Angela went to collect the money from the foreman, Cassey stayed behind to watch the rest
of the construction site. The house being built was a beehive of activity with dozens of workers on
scaffoldings putting in the windows, and it was fascinating for the young woman to see how everyone
seemed to know exactly where to be and what to do.
She dug out her Kodak and took at least a dozen pictures of the various things from the construction site.

--"I gave Angela some of our share. She deserved it after all that hard work," Toni said when she returned
with the money.
"That's fair enough."

"Hey, I think it's time for a cup of coffee. There's a truck stop not far from here, whaddaya say, over?"
Angela said on the CB.
"That's a big 10-4. You lead and I'll follow. Out," Toni said.

--A little while later. After dropping off the trailers at a local depot, they hosed down the tractor units on a lot
next to the truck stop's gas station - and just as Toni had predicted, everyone's clothes got wet.
"I'm gonna change, meet ya inside in five minutes, OK?" Angela said and tried to get her unruly wet hair
settled down.
"Yep. We'll be there," Toni said as she rolled up the hoses and put them on the hook next to the diesel
pumps.

--Tony and Cassey quickly changed into some dry clothes and entered the truck stop to look for Angela they found her sitting at a table, eating an enormous cheese burger.
"Don't look at me like that, all that work made me hungry!" she said between bites.
"I'm actually hungry too, Toni, do we have time to eat?" Cassey said, and showed Toni the cutest puppy
dog eyes imaginable.
"Well, if you eat as much as you usually do, then maybe not..." Toni said mischievously. She sat down
opposite Angela and picked up the menu card.
"Har har, smartypants," Cassey said and turned to Angela.
"You want something, Angela? A soda?"
"No thanks, Cassey, I'm full."
Cassey turned around and headed for the counter to order her food. Angela watched the young blonde for a
bit before wiping her mouth and fingers in a napkin.
"How long have you been trucking, Toni?" she said.
"Since '69. I became a gypsy in '75. How 'bout yourself?"
"I started driving in '62, and I got my own license nine years ago. To tell you the truth, I've been looking to
get out of the business. I'm 45 now, and I'm beginning to feel the long hours. There are days where my
back's killing me."

"I hear you," Toni said and toyed with the salt and pepper shakers. She vividly remembered days where she
could hardly stand up after driving too many hours without a break.
"Cassey told me this morning that you've been together for almost a year. That's rare in this business. I
guess I don't have to tell you that, huh?"
"No. I know we've got a good thing going. If I could only stop puttin' my foot in my mouth we'd be great..."
Toni said and shook her head.
"Don't worry, she loves ya," Angela chuckled.
"We love each other, but I'm not always making it easy for her."
"It's easy to fall in love, living together's the hard part," Angela said.
"That sounds like experience talking."
"Yeah, I guess. I've never had a relationship last as long as yours. So..." Angela shrugged and ran a hand
through her hair.
"I never imagined I'd be in one that would last that long either... but something happened. I don't know,
maybe we were hit by Cupid's arrows."
"Whatever it was, it got you good, I'd say," Angela said and chuckled.
Cassey returned and placed a plate on the table with a cheeseburger the same size as the one Angela had
just finished, and a mountain of French fries.
"Here Toni, I bought you a Coke," Cassey said, and put down the cup in front of Toni.
"Thanks, honey."
"No way you little featherweight can eat all of that!" Angela said.
"It'll be gone within 15 minutes," Toni said.
"No way. $5 says she can't eat all the fries."
"You're on," Toni said, and placed a fiver on the table.

--"Done," Cassey said twelve minutes later.
Toni grinned and put the $10 in her wallet.
"Told ya so."
Angela repeatedly shook her head over the sight of an empty plate in front of the petite blonde.

"Oh man, that's so unfair! I look at a donut and gain weight, and you little leaf can eat half a cow and not
even look stuffed afterwards!" Angela said and pretended to sob.
"That's just the way it is, I don't know where she's putting it, either!" Toni said and laughed.
"Yeah... Well, it's been a hoot guys, but I've got to leave the party now. I've got a regular run to do
tomorrow, so..." Angela said and got up. She shook hands with Cassey and Toni.
"It's been fun, Angela. Stay safe," Cassey said to the older woman.
"Always. You too, huh? Both of ya."
"You bet," Toni said and nodded.
A few minutes later the yellow Freightliner went by the window where Toni and Cassey were sitting.
Angela saluted them with two long PWAAAAP's from the airhorns before she went out into the congested
late afternoon traffic.

--Toni tapped her fingers on the table.
"What's on your mind, honey?" Cassey asked.
"I have an idea. It's a quarter past four. If we bunked down and tried to sleep now, maybe five or six hours
or so, there would be a lot less traffic on the roads. We'd get home with less stress."
"Without a new load? Won't that cost you money?" Cassey asked concerned.
"Yes. But I was thinking you'd might be tired of the run...?"
"Hell no, Toni. I'm up for it if you are!"
"And you're not just saying that...?"
"We're here to make money, aren't we? And besides, I think I'm beginning to like the endless highways...
especially when you're driving."
"All right, then I have another idea. I saw a freight central not far from here. We can sleep for a few hours,
and then go out there to see if they've got something for us. OK?"
"Oh yeah, that sounds a lot better. Of course, we could also..." Cassey looked around, and then leaned in
real close to Toni's ear.
"... make love first, and then sleep..." she whispered.
*
*

CHAPTER 9
2 am. So far Toni's plan had worked out fine. The traffic was almost non-existent and the miles flew by
underneath the truck.
It had been a long time since Toni was fresh and unstressed when she was driving by night, and she
realized she'd missed it. Driving in the night was a completely different experience to driving in daylight. It
was much more tranquil. With the horizon so much closer, she could focus solely on the driving.
Cassey had said earlier that she had begun to like the driving, but Toni doubted she would ever get to like it
as much as she did herself.
In a way it was in her blood. Whenever she was on the road, going from A to B she really felt alive. It
didn't matter what the load was, or even if she had one at all - it was all about the driving.
Not that she didn't feel alive when she held Cassey tight, or when they made love. Of course she did, but
those sensations were very different. Toni smiled, thinking about the intimate moment they had shared only
a few hours earlier.
Once again Cassey had done her best to make Toni deaf on one ear by howling straight into it as she
climaxed. One of these days she was going to buy some earplugs, but on the other hand, the cries of passion
bursting forth from the young blonde was almost half the fun...
"Break one-nine for that black Mack up ahead. Ya got ya ears on, buddy?"
Cassey was resting in the sleeper cab, so Toni had turned the CB down low.
"I got ya ten-ten on the side. You've got Little Toni and the Green Eyed Goddess at your front door. Who is
this, come on back?" Toni answered and tried to keep her voice down.
"Moonshine Joe's the name. Whatcha haulin' in that silver dropdeck, over?"
"Howdy Joe. It's chemicals, so you might wanna stay back some!" Toni said and laughed.
"Yeah, I better. Listen Toni, are ya familiar with the roads around here, over?"
By now Cassey had heard the conversation and peeked her head through the leather curtain. Toni noticed
and turned the volume back up to the normal level so she could hear it clearly over the hum of the engine.
"No, this is the first time I'm here, over."
"I thought as much. Ya goin' too fast. We're crestin' a hill in about a mile or so. There's a steep descent on
the other side that leads into Dead Man's Curve. Ya need to slow down to about thirty if ya don't wanna get
ya angel wings early."
Cassey's eyebrows shot up, and she hurried into the passenger seat. She picked up the map she had
followed earlier and looked at it thoroughly - there was no mention of a steep descent.
"10-4 Joe, obligin'" Toni said and hung up the CB mic. She started to gear down and put it into low. The
Mack had gone down to 30 mph when they crested the hill and the road suddenly seemed to drop out of
sight in front of them.

"Christ almighty Toni, look at that, it's not on the map!"
"Yeah."
Toni expertly drove the Mack slowly down the hill and round the bend. A large cross had been erected
right on the entrance to Dead Man's Curve, proving that not everyone had been so fortunate.
When they reached the bottom of the descent, Toni craned her neck to look in the mirrors. She could see
the headlights of Joe's truck following them down the hill. When she was sure he had time to answer, she
picked up the mic.
"Thanks, Joe. I owe you one, over."
"You're welcome, Little Toni. We gotta look out for one another out here. Just glad I could help. Moonshine
Joe out."
"It looks like we're coming up to a truck stop." Cassey pointed out of the windscreen at some bright lights
and a few neon signs a couple of miles ahead.
"Hope it is, I could use some coffee," Toni said.
"Me, too," Cassey said and yawned.
Joe's Peterbilt overtook them as they slowed for the truck stop, and Toni pulled the chord for the airhorns to
salute him. He answered, and then he disappeared into the darkness of the night.

--Toni opened the door to the cafeteria and let Cassey inside. The place was deathly quiet and the only
person in sight was a waitress taking a nap, resting her head in her arms across one of the tables. Her
glasses and a long forgotten mug of coffee were placed next to her on the table top.
"I have to take a leak," Toni said, and headed for the restrooms.
Cassey cleared her throat, making the waitress jump.
The elderly woman looked around disoriented before remembering to put on her glasses.
"Whaddaya want?" she growled.
"Coffee, please," Cassey said.
"Wakin' me up at God knows what hour just to get some goddamned coffee. The nerve of the young people
these days..." the waitress muttered under her breath. Growling and cursing, she kicked the percolator into
life and emptied a fresh bag of coffee beans into the machine.
"Jeez, you'd think they'd never seen a goddamned sodapop machine. When I was their age, I'd already..."
the waitress said, going on and on.

Cassey rubbed her face and sighed deeply, wishing that Toni would come back quickly. Fortunately her
prayers were heard and the driver returned, using a wad of toilet paper to dry a large, wet stain on the front
of her T-shirt.
"No, it's not what you think it is," she said as she saw Cassey open her mouth to speak.
"The damn faucet on the sink is broke. The water's going everywhere!"
"She probably fixed it herself," Cassey said, and pointed her thumb at the cursing waitress.
"Remind me not to stop here in the future, OK?" Toni said quietly. Cassey nodded solemnly.
Finally, the waitress put down two mugs of coffee on the counter. The brown liquid sloshed over the edge
and down the sides of Cassey's mug, and Toni casually handed her the wad of toilet paper to wipe it off.
The waitress put out her hand and growled:
"That'll be $3.50. And no plastic!"
Cassey duly put the coins into the open hand, and the waitress retired back to her table.

--Several hours later.
Toni hung up the CB mic. She was still laughing from the conversation she had just had with a fellow
trucker.
Cassey smiled at the sight. She just loved to see Toni happy.
"I know I'm probably being stupid, but I don't understand some of the pet names you give the trucks in the
CB lingo, Toni..." Cassey said and turned towards the driver.
"What do you mean?"
"I can understand Bulldog because of the little figure out front, but 'Jimmy', 'K-Whopper', 'Fruitliner' ...? I
just don't get it."
"I've got no idea where they came from originally, but they're not hard to decipher once you get to know
them. 'Jimmy', that's easy, that's a GMC, and..."
"What about a 'Jimmy B', then?"
"A Jimmy B is a GMC Bison. It looks a little like the Mack RS from a distance, but up close they're really
different."
"For you, maybe," Cassey said and laughed.
"K-Whopper that's a Kenworth..."

"Oh yeah, that was the truck Jackson drove when we met him last year, right? The red one?"
"That's right. A Fruitliner, well that's just a Freightliner. And don't ask me how they got from one to the
other..." Toni said and smiled.
"And then a 'Pete' must be a Peterbilt?"
"Yep - see, you already know a lot of them."
"Yeah, well... oh, look at that fantastic sunrise, Toni!"
Toni turned her head and looked at a breathtaking array of colors spreading out over the Eastern sky. The
sun had just climbed above the horizon, chasing away the last of the night.
"Oh, yeah. Looks kinda great," Toni said.
"Toni, if I said 'pleeeeeease', would you stop the truck so I could snap a few photos?"
"Sure thing, honeybuns," the driver said, and started to gear down.

--80 miles further down the road.
"What's this?" Cassey asked, and showed Toni a piece of paper. She had been looking through the sleeper
cab for something to eat when she had found the paper with Toni's handwriting on it.
"Oh, that's just something I wrote down a couple of years ago. Wow, I can't believe you found it... I thought
it was gone forever."
Cassey started to read it.
"You wrote this?" she asked surprised.
"No no, I didn't write it, I just copied it from someone I met a truck stop. But I liked it a lot, so I wanted to
keep it. It's from a song by Dave Dudley."
"It's beautiful..."
"Yeah. Hey, Cassey, do me a favor? Would you please read it out loud?"
"I'd be honored to!" Cassey said and cleared her throat.
'Dear God above,

Bless this truck I drive, and

Help me keep someone alive

Bless my sight on this day
On streets where little children play

Bless my helper fast asleep
When the night is long and deep, and

Keep my cargo safe and sound
Through the hours big and round

Make my judgment sound as steel
Be my hands upon the wheel

Bless the traveler going past, and
Teach him not to go so fast

Give me strength for every trip, so
I may care for what they ship, and

Make me mindful every mile, that
Life is just a little while

Amen.'
"Amen," Toni echoed.

Cassey lowered her hands into her lap as a content silence filled the cab of the black Mack. Both women
knew that further words were needless, so they kept quiet and savored the moment.

--A while later.
"Toni?" Cassey said in a sweet voice.
"Yeah?"
"Look straight ahead and have a determined look on your face."
"Huh?"
"Just do it."
"Yes, Ma'am."
CLICK - FLASH!
"Don't waste your film on me, honey."
"Nonsense, this one's gonna be the best shot of all," Cassey said, and advanced the film with her thumb.
"I'm really glad you've found something you're interested in, honey. That deck of cards you used for
solitaire was pretty much worn out," Toni said.
"Yeah. In a way I've rediscovered something I already loved a long time ago. I got a camera for my... oh
gosh, perhaps 10th birthday, and the next year or so I went through at least 15 rolls of film. I shot
everything in sight, people, landscapes, cars, everything," Cassey said as she attached the lens cap to the
camera.
"Sounds like fun."
"It really was. It got a little expensive in the end, though. My dad suggested that I took a break from it. A
thirteen year break, as it turned out! And of course, not all the shots were good, we threw a lot of them
away after they'd been developed. But I kept the best ones in albums. I wonder where they are now...
perhaps my parents got rid of them after I moved out."
"I doubt it, honey. Parents tend to keep things their little ones have made."
"Heh. I'm gonna have to ask mom about that the next time we talk on the phone."
"I've got an idea, why don't we buy something for your camera as our anniversary gift? A zoom lens, or a
tripod or something..."
"Well, we agreed on getting a gift that both of us would enjoy, remember? You wouldn't get much pleasure
out of it if we got something for my camera..."

"Yes I would, honey - I'd get to see your beaming face whenever you use it. I'm serious, Cassey, your eyes
light up just by talking about it. And I'm never more happy than when you are."
"I... well, a zoom lens would allow me to get closer to whatever it is I'm looking at, without disturbing it
too much..."
"You see? Let's go to the mall again next weekend. The shop where you bought the camera will be more
than happy to see you again. What was that guy's name..."
"Mr. Jenkins," Cassey added.
"Right. He seemed to be trustworthy. I'll bet he knows exactly what to get for that Kodak."
"Oh yeah, no doubt about that."
"I think that's pretty much settled, then... huh?"
Cassey smiled so broadly Toni almost needed to shield her eyes. The young blonde leaned over and kissed
Toni on the cheek.
"And then you're gonna have to teach me how to use the camera. Otherwise we won't have any pictures of
you," Toni said.
"I think we can manage that, too," Cassey said and laughed.

--Three hours and 165 miles later... somewhere in Colorado.
"I can't believe how active the bears are today!" Toni said as they were passed by what felt like the 30th
police cruiser of the day. The car drove onto the off ramp a few miles later.
"Breaker one-nine, this is Little Toni, I'm looking for a smokey report. I'm southbound on I-25, over," she
said into the mic.
"Hello breaker, this is the Cottonmouth, ain't nothin' in sight, she's all clean and green. You're clear to
mash the gas, over."
Toni looked at the receiver and furrowed her brow.
"10-4 Cottonmouth, I copy," she replied after a short pause, and then hung up the mic.
"Is that like pedal to the metal?" Cassey said and giggled.
"Yep. But there's something fishy. I don't think that was a truck answering."
"Oh? Why not?"
"The sound was too clear. No engine in the background."

Cassey turned in her seat to look at Toni.
"I noticed, but couldn't he just be taking a break somewhere?"
"In that case, he can't see what's going on out here."
"Yeah, you're right... then what?"
"The bear that just passed us," Toni said, and checked the mirrors.
"But why would he do that... wait a minute, he's trying to set a trap for us!"
"Yep."
"What an asshole," the blonde woman growled.
"Yeah, well, we're not gonna give him that pleasure, are we?" Toni said.
"Hell no."
Toni made sure the needle was glued onto the double nickle, re-checking constantly. Cassey giggled at the
thought of the two of them fooling the cop.
After six miles of keeping to the speed limit, Toni noticed a car following them closely.
"Cassey, look in the mirror. We've got company. It looks like we made the right choice this time."
"*You* made the right choice, honey," Cassey corrected her.
The police car pulled out and drove alongside them for nearly a mile, like he was marking his territory.
Just as Toni reached for the CB to ask if there was a problem, the police officer stepped on the gas and
roared off into the distance.
"Shithead," Cassey said and waved her middle finger after him as a parting salute.
Toni chuckled at her partner's temper.
"I know, I know. It's just that some days I want 'em all to disappear, you know?" Cassey said frustrated.
"I understand perfectly honey, but really... then we'd just have to deal with jerks like Doug all the time."
"S'pose," Cassey said and shrugged.
"Enough talk about cops. When we get home, I promise you won't see another uniform for as long as you
want," Toni said and gave Cassey's knee a squeeze.
"When we get home I'm not getting out of bed for a week," Cassey said. She shook her head and sighed
deeply.
"Yeah?" Toni said, wiggling her eyebrows.

"To sleep!"
"Oh, sure."
"Well, at least some of the time...?"
"That's better."

--"Let's do something fun to get my mind off all the negative stuff. You wanna play twenty questions?"
Cassey asked.
"I suck at twenty questions, Cassey, you know that."
"Yeah, that's why it's so fun to play with you!"
"How about I Spy?"
"Sure, unless you plan to use my belly button again..."
"I'm not," Toni said and chuckled.
"Then it's all right."
"OK, I spy... let me see... yup, got it," Toni said and smiled at Cassey.
"Is it animal or... well, technical," Cassey said and smirked, looking around in the cab.
"Animal."
"Huh. OK, then... is it..." she looked out of the windows onto the scenery whizzing by.
"Is it that group of horses over there?"
"Nope."
Five minutes later, Cassey looked at Toni who wore a very suspicious looking smile on her face.
"You promised you wouldn't use my belly button again," she said.
"I didn't. You give up?"
"Yeah!" Cassey said exasperated.
"It's the remains of your ham and cheese from yesterday," Toni said and pointed down at a mess in the
small tray between the seats.

"My... oh yuck, I forgot to throw it out! Why didn't you tell me!" Cassey said and picked up the other half
of the sandwich that had tasted so strange she couldn't eat it. She rolled down the window and threw the
bundle out with a disgusted look on her face.
"I only just saw it. Hey, I won, didn't I ?" Toni said.
"Yeah, yeah. I owe you a kiss."
"Make it a sloppy one."
"Will do."

--Cassey reached down into her carrier bag and pulled out a paperback.
"Let's see if I got my money's worth with this thing."
"What is it?" Toni asked.
"A romance novel."
"Huh?"
"I bought it a little while ago, at one of the truck stops we visited."
"Since when did they sell romance novels at truck stops... and since when did you even read them? They're
trash," Toni said.
"They can't all be bad. You know what, I think I'll torture you some more while I'm reading. Serves you
right for not telling me about that stinky sandwich!" Cassey said teasingly, and put her feet up on the
dashboard.
"So you've noticed, huh?" Toni chuckled.
"Oh yeah, I could feel your eyes burning a hole into my thigh a couple of times."
"That's your own fault honey, you could just be old and fat like myself."
"Old, fat and needing glasses, honey," Cassey said flatly while leafing through the book, making Toni
laugh out loud.
'Reginald's strong arms held Abigail tight. The young woman was swept helplessly off her feet by the
dashing rogue who had saved her from the marriage to the homely prince. She nearly fainted as his lips
touched hers...'
Cassey read the paragraph out loud to Toni.
"What a load of bull," the blonde woman said.

"Told ya so."
"Yeah. $1.99 wasted. Those novels are so far removed from the real world it's a wonder anyone buys them.
I mean, come on..."
"Well, true, but a lot of people want to escape the daily routines with a touch of romance, Cassey."
"S'pose."
"And besides, a girl can use her imagination, right?"
"Well, that's true. Perhaps it would go a little something like this..."
'Toni's strong arms held Cassey tight. The young woman was swept helplessly off her feet by the dashing
rogue who had saved her from the rotten creep. She nearly fainted as their lips touched...' Cassey read.
The two women looked at each other for an eternal second.
"Much better. But you actually kissed me first," Toni said.
"Yeah, now you mention it."

--Several hours later, Toni slowly drove the Mack up to the end of the queue for Greasy's freight central. It
was apparently a busy day, as they were only fifth in line.
"Honey, please, promise me you won't do anything you'll regret," Cassey pleaded.
"I promise I won't kick his ass to Arizona, even if he deserves it. No, I'm going to act as an adult and speak
with him instead... well, yell at him."
"Honey..."
"Kidding," Toni said, but Cassey wasn't entirely convinced.
"Hmmm."
They went a truck length further in the line before stopping again.
"I did *not* need this," Toni said and sighed deeply.
"I know what you mean, I just wanna go home!" Cassey said and yawned.

---

After nearly ten minutes of waiting, it was finally Toni's turn at the booth. The controller was Greg, the
man who had organized the load on Monday.
"Papers," he said roughly, without looking at who it was.
"Ya better get Greasy on the horn. Tell him I wanna see him," Toni growled as she handed the controller
the manifest.
"Oh... Hi Toni... yeah, er, Greasy's sorta preoccupied today..."
"Greg, do I look like I give a shit?"
"Er, no, but he's talking to the cops..."
"I'm sorry?"
"Yeah, two cops came by earlier today, and they've been talking to him for nearly two hours..." Greg said,
and put a stamp on the paperwork.
"And my money...?" Toni said.
"I got it, don't worry. Tell you what, I got a break coming up, so... meet me in the Hazardous lot in, say, 10
minutes?" he said as he handed her the documents.
"You better not be bullshitting me, Greg. I'm not in the mood to play party games," Toni growled and
pointed her index finger at him.
"I'm being totally honest with you, Toni."
Toni put the truck in gear, and the two women drove off.
"So, Greasy's talking to the cops, huh?" Cassey said.
"Surprise, surprise."
Driving around the lot, they were soon faced with the remains of Doug's rust brown Kenworth hanging off
the back of a wrecker truck.
"Holy shit! They can forget about fixin' that thing. It's a writeoff," Toni said. The front axle was gone
completely and several large pieces had been torn out of the engine cover and the wheel arcs. The
windscreen was missing, and the left hand door was only attached to the top hinge, making it sway in the
wind.
Cassey quickly took a picture out of the opened window as they drove past the wreck. The flash lit up the
scene, saving Doug's stupidity for posterity.

---

Toni unhooked the dropdeck tanker and left it for the shunters to deal with. She had just about had it with
the whole thing.
For once, Greg was there faster than he said he would be.
"Hi again Toni, hello Miss," he said, and nodded to Cassey.
"I'm Cassey," she said and shook hands with him.
"I'm Greg. Nice to meet ya. So, Toni... I'm really sorry about what happened on Monday. I didn't have
anything to do with it. I was going to call Chavez like I said I would, but Greasy told me to call Doug
instead."
"Yeah well, Doug turned out to be a piece of trash."
"Yeah... Greasy insisted. I told him Doug was on probation, but..."
"Probation, for what?" Toni interrupted.
"A prior case of DUI."
"DUI my hairy backside!" Toni growled.
Cassey guffawed and slapped a hand across her mouth.
"He was a pothead! A heavy user, too! He was probably already loaded when he met us out at Myrna's.
And then he wrecked one of your trucks. I just saw it, it's ripe for the trashcan," Toni said.
"Yeah... and allegedly, and please note I said allegedly, there's some business about smuggling Weed as
well."
"By Doug or Greasy?" Toni asked.
"Both, according to the grapevine."
"Oh that's just ginger peachy, Greg. Tell ya what, I don't give a shit about your mess, so just give me my
money and I'm outta here."
"All right, all right, I got it right here."
Greg dug out a large wad of cash from his attach‚ case, which made Cassey's eyes grow as big as saucers.
He flipped through some of the bills and handed Toni her payment for the run.
"Here ya go. Satisfied?"
"Yep. Thanks Greg. I'll be back on Monday."
"Is that a promise or a threat?" he said and laughed cautiously.
"Depends on you," Toni said in a menacing tone which was offset somewhat by a lopsided grin on her face.

Greg opened his mouth but not a sound came out. He settled for nodding.
"Come on Cassey, let's go home," Toni said.
"I can't wait," the blonde woman said and climbed up into the truck.
*
*
CHAPTER 10
6:20 pm. It was gray and overcast, which pretty much reflected the mood of both women.
Toni pulled into their driveway and shut off the engine. Both women were quiet. This was a trip they
wouldn't forget in a hurry.
Cassey's face cracked wide open in a yawn that threatened to dislocate her jaw.
"Man, I'm beat."
"Yeah, me too. This run was harder than I thought it'd be," Toni said and rubbed her eyes.
They grabbed their various bags and climbed down from the truck.
'Strange... I love the truck and I love the driving, and yet I can't leave it quickly enough when the run's
over,' Toni thought.
She shook her head, and stretched out her arms above her, making her back creak and pop in protest.
"Remind me to give you a back rub later on, honey," Cassey said.
"I will. I need it," Toni replied, and sniffed her shirt...
"...And a shower."

--Cassey unlocked the front door and placed their bags on the floor. Old Fred had placed the mail on the
coffee table, and she skimmed through them before heading for the kitchen to put a can of soup on the
stove. There was a letter from her mother. No doubt with some info about her parents' divorce, Cassey
thought.
"Anything interesting in the mail?" Toni asked as she entered their house and closed the door behind her.
"Nah, not really. Letter from my mom."
"I'm gonna grab a quick shower before we eat, OK?"

"Sure. It's chicken soup," Cassey said, and held up the can for Toni to see.
"Great. I'll be right there."
Cassey removed her shoes and relished the sensation of walking around in bare feet for the first time in
several days.
She emptied the can of soup into a large pot, and turned on the gas stove. Satisfied that the soup was
warming up as it should, she opened the letter from her mother.
It read,
"Hello Cassandra. It seems like I'm always bringing you bad
news. I just had a call from the police station. Tommy Rawlins
is dead. He was..."
Cassey stood up from the kitchen chair like she'd been bitten by a snake. She stared at the letter in a haze.
Tommy dead? Walking on auto pilot, she went over to the stove and used a large wooden spoon to stir the
soup, still holding the letter in the other hand.
"... is dead. He was shot in the line of duty. Sunday evening
he pulled over two kids in a stolen car. As he checked the
driver's license, the passenger ran away from the car. Tommy set
after him, but the passenger pulled a gun and shot Tommy in
the chest. A terrible tragedy. I tried to call you all Monday,
but no one answered, so I guessed you were away..."
Sunday evening. She had had the nightmare very early Monday morning. 'Oh man, that's creepy. Majorly
creepy' , she thought.. If she had still lived with him, that whole dream would have happened for real.
Cassey broke out in goosebumps all over her body.
"... you were away with Toni. Tommy's funeral is set for this
Sunday. I know you won't come, but I'm going to send a wreath
with all our names on the card. I know how you feel about him, but
all of that doesn't matter now, and especially not to his parents
and his sister.

If you're home, please call me on Saturday after 11 am.

Love you, mom."
Cassey put down the letter on the kitchen table and stared out into empty space. Wow.

--Toni entered the living room, drying her hair with a towel.
"I'd forgotten how good hot water felt. Hey, honey, you're really pale. You shoulda told me you weren't
feeling well, I would've made dinner..."
"Oh... it's not that, honey," Cassey said, and poured the hot soup into two bowls.
"You don't look too well," Toni said concerned.
"It's the letter from mom. It just shook me up a bit... Tommy... he's dead. He was shot in the line of duty."
"He's what?!"
"Yes. Sunday evening. I... I don't know how I feel about it, to be honest... but anyway, I'm starving. Let's
eat while it's hot," Cassey said, and pulled out a chair.
Toni looked at her partner and knew that Cassey's apparent calm was only a facade, but she decided to let
the younger woman set the pace.

--After the dishes were done, Toni and Cassey went to sit in the couch. Cassey leaned her head on the taller
woman's shoulder, and absentmindedly toyed with a loose thread on her jeans.
"I can't believe it," Cassey said quietly.
Toni gently ran her fingers through the blonde mane.
"It must be difficult to understand."
"Yeah. He wasn't always a bastard, you know. I did actually love him... once. When I first met him, he was
so kind to me. He bought me gifts from time to time... even if it usually was a six-pack of Bud."
Toni smiled and kissed Cassey's hair.
"I saw his good side... and I felt his bad side," Cassey said and involuntarily touched her throat where the
angry marks had long since faded.

"You know, Toni, I think it's a good thing I wasn't home when this letter arrived, because... I don't know
what I would have done. I'm so glad you're here with me, and that you don't mind listening to my
babbling."
"Oh come on, honey, I love to listen to you. Your voice soothe my soul."
"And you're not just saying that because you need a back rub?" Cassey tried to joke, but the laughter stuck
in her craw.
"No," Toni said reassuringly.
Cassey suddenly leaned forward and buried her face in her hands.
"I have such a guilty conscience, Toni. I should be on my knees weeping over the death of the man I lived
with for two years, but I can't cry. In fact, I feel... liberated. I feel sorry for his family, but for him... no. I
can't cry."
Toni scooted over and put a leg on either side of Cassey. She pulled the younger woman back to lean
against her body.
"The only advice I can give you is to remember the good times you had - and let the bad memories be
erased by the love we share now," Toni whispered in Cassey's ear.
The blonde woman nodded. Almost in spite of herself, a single tear ran down her cheek.
"I love you, Toni," Cassey said quietly.
"And I love you... so... very... much..." Toni whispered, and gently kissed her partner's neck.
-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-**
*
BOOK 4 - TWO MONTHS TO REMEMBER
SPECIAL HURT/COMFORT DISCLAIMER:
One of the plot points of book 4's chapter 19 is an illness-related hurt/comfort scenario with the lead
characters. Readers who are sensitive to such a scenario may wish to skip the scene.
*
*
INTERLUDE
10:30 pm, Wednesday October 31st, 1979 - Halloween.

"How much liquor do you want in your coffee, honey?" Toni asked as she opened the cupboard and took
out a bottle of O'Connor's Finest Irish Whiskey .
"Enough to taste it, but not so much I'll get drunk..." Cassey replied from the couch.
"Smartypants."
Toni poured what she hoped was the right amount in the two steaming mugs, and then stirred. She took the
mugs and headed for the couch.
"Here ya go, hon."
"Thanks. Come sit down. I've found a great little story I want to read for you," Cassey said, and padded the
couch with her hand.
"Can't wait. Lemme kill the lights, and we're set."
Toni turned off the lights and for a brief moment the two women were sitting in total darkness.
Outside, the wind was whistling around the corner of the house, and leaves were blowing down the street.
"Don't you just love Halloween? We've got pumpkins, a spooky book, and the wind's blowing. Perfect!"
Cassey said, as she used a lighter to ignite four candles on the coffee table.
"And tomorrow *somebody* has to rake together those leaves out on the front lawn, honey," Toni said as
she sat down.
Cassey kicked off her shoes and folded her legs up underneath her. She lowered her voice to a whisper.
"I hope you're ready to get spooked, honey. This story's pretty creepy."
"I'm ready," Toni whispered and kissed Cassey's cheek.
"You better be," Cassey said and kissed her back.
The blonde woman cleared her throat, and began to read from the book:
"All right, 'The Undead Shall Inherit The Earth' . The night was dark and stormy..."

--Fifteen minutes later...
"Brooke constantly looked over her shoulder as she walked along the gravely path into the graveyard. She
could feel she was being watched, but there wasn't a living soul in sight..."
KNOCK! KNOCK! KNOCK!
"DEAR GOD IN HEAVEN!" Cassey half-screamed and dropped the book on the floor.

Toni, who had closed her eyes and was resting her head on Cassey's shoulder, almost had a heart attack.
"GOD DAMN!" she said out loud.
"Oh my heart..." Cassey said, trying to calm down after the fright.
It knocked on the door again.
"Do you think it's one of the undead?" the young woman whispered to Toni.
"If it's anything less than Frankenstein's goddamned monster, I'll kick its butt to Arizona for interrupting
your story," Toni growled, and headed for the door.
It turned out to be Old Fred, their neighbor.
"Hi, Toni, I just came home and saw fire flickering in here, and I worried you had forgotten a candle or
something...?" he said, honestly concerned.
"We appreciate it, Fred. No, we were just... ah, we were just reading a scary book, you know... Halloween."
"Oh damn... I forgot that was tonight ...I'm real sorry, Toni," he said and took his 1961-vintage baseball cap
off.
"It's all right, Fred. We're glad you're watching the house for us. Don't worry about it."
"You sure?"
"Oh yeah."
"Say hello to young Cassey for me, huh?"
"Will do, Fred. See ya."

--"Was that Fred?" Cassey asked, still a bit unsettled.
"Yep. He saw the candlelight and thought we'd forgotten it. Nice of him to notice. He's gotta work on his
timing, though," Toni said as she sat back down.
"Yeah... so, where were we..." Cassey said and brushed a golden lock of hair away from her eyes.
"I think we were just getting to the chapter where you become possessed and ravish me 'till the break of
dawn..." Toni whispered seductively in Cassey's ear.
"Mm-hmm?" The younger woman replied and smiled before she continued:
"It does sound tempting... but I wanna finish the story first!" she said and gave Toni a bump with her
elbow.

Cassey laughed off of Toni's cute pout.
"It's the last chapter anyway... so, where were we, oh yeah... there wasn't a living soul in sight."
A little while later:
"Brooke forced the wooden stake into the vampire's heart! Mankind had finally been freed from eternal
torment. The End."
Cassey closed the book and put it on the table.
"That was nice and scary, don't you think?" she said to Toni.
"Oh yeah. God, I can't tell you how much I love just to listen to your sexy voice rumbling in your chest,"
Toni said, and moved her hand across the younger woman's stomach.
"Hey honey, that story wasn't supposed to get you hot!" Cassey laughed.
"It didn't... you did..." Toni said, as she moved her mouth close to Cassey's ear and began to suck on her
earlobe.
Cassey flushed furiously. The feel of Toni's tongue dancing on her ear nearly caused her to rip her clothes
off right there on the couch.
"Honey, mmmffmmmmhhh, honey... we're not dressed for the occasion..." she managed to say between
breaths.
Without a word, Toni grabbed Cassey's blouse and pulled it up just enough to get her hand underneath it.
She gently clawed at Cassey's smooth skin and felt the younger woman's impressive abs retract. Cassey
moaned, and it only helped to increase Toni's passion.
Cassey turned around on the couch so she was face to face with Toni, and stretched her legs out underneath
Toni's long frame.
They were so close they were breathing the same air. Each woman became lost in the other's hungry eyes,
each of them swimming away on the stream of passion emanating from the other.
Cassey let her fingers climb slowly up the inside of Toni's thigh, a motion she knew drove her partner wild
- and sure enough, Toni closed her eyes and growled as she felt Cassey's gentle touch on her.
As the probing fingers found their target, Toni closed the rest of the distance between them and claimed her
partner's soft lips in a heated kiss.
*
*
CHAPTER 11
"Good morning, honey," Cassey said to Toni as she entered the kitchen.

"Which hand?" Toni teased, holding out two clenched fists.
"The left one."
Toni opened her left hand, revealing it was empty.
"No, that's your left, I meant my left!" Cassey said and laughed.
"You got it," Toni said, and used her other hand to reach behind Cassey and draw her real close.
"Hmmm. Now this I like," the blonde woman said and grinned.
"Thought you might," Toni said, and leaned down to kiss her partner.
After a minute or so they broke contact.
"Mmmm," Cassey hummed.
"You'd almost think we're on our second honeymoon, huh?" Toni said and laughed.
"Well, as long as we spend it on the couch or in the bedroom, it's fine with me," Cassey said and turned
away from Toni, making sure her backside was wiggling as she walked.
"Are you trying to kill me, woman? Yeah, I bet that's what you're planning. Kill me with your curves and
live off the life insurance," Toni said and laughed out loud.
"No Ma'am. Can't make love with a life insurance," Cassey said, and winked at the older woman.
"Heh."
The phone rang. Toni left the kitchen table and picked it up.
"Toni Willis speaking. Yeah? Yeah. Really? That's interesting. Thanks for letting me know, Greg. I'll get
back to you."
Toni put down the receiver but didn't go back to the table right away.
"What was that, honey?" Cassey asked.
"That was Greg from the freight central. He told me that one of the drivers has broken a leg in a car crash.
He asked me if I could take over the run."
"A run? Now?" Cassey said interested, hoping for some more adventures.
"It's right away, but it isn't an interstate load - it's all here in New Mexico. And... it's steady hours. Seven
am to four pm Monday through Thursday. Fridays to three pm."
"Really?" Cassey felt disappointed, but she was unsure as to why.
"Yeah. It's for a couple of weeks, at least."

"Wait a minute, you'll be home at four-thirty or so every day? That means you'll be here when I get back
from work! Oh, that'll be great, Toni!"
"Honey, you make it sound like I'm never home..."
"Oh, I didn't mean it like that, it's just that steady hours is... well, it's just completely different to being
away for days on end."
"Yeah. So what do you say?"
"I say go for it!"
"That's a deal, honey," Toni said, and picked up the phone again.

--Saturday afternoon.
Toni was sitting at the kitchen table with a stack of papers in front of her.
"This is really weird, I've not been an employee for years... not since before my dad died," Toni said as she
leafed through the papers she had received from the freight central, confirming her new status as an
employee of Detillo Freight, Inc.
"I could easily picture you running a desk instead of a rig. You know, a pencil in your hand, horn-rimmed
glasses, your hair in a bun, a nice green- and yellow flowered dress..." Cassey said, as she did the dishes
after lunch.
"Watch it, young lady. Keep that lip up and you'll get in trouble," Toni said with a mock scowl.
"Oh yeah?" Cassey replied undaunted.
"Yeah!" Toni growled teasingly.
"What'cha going to do, make me eat your pancakes?" Cassey said and giggled.
Toni turned around.
"Hey, I only messed up the pancakes once!" she said with a pout.
"Once was enough."
"Well, I did make it up to you afterwards."
"That you did," Cassey replied and kissed Toni's cheek.
"So, what's on our agenda for the rest of the day and tomorrow?" Cassey said as she pulled out a kitchen
chair.

"Drive to the mall for the BK and a movie?"
"What's playing?"
"Moonraker."
"I've heard it's not as good as the last one."
"Heh, me too. Let's skip that one, then."
"BK sounds great, though... hey, wait a minute, I've got an idea," Cassey said as she went hunting for the
newspaper.
"What's that, hon?"
"Look here, Miller's Furniture has a special November sale today and tomorrow. How about we drive down
there and see if they have a new bookcase?"
"Well, we're a little low on finances, Cassey."
"I know, but looking is free, honey. Come on, let's do it. Have a little look-see in the furniture store, and
then go over to the BK."
"I guess a little... shopping... won't kill me," Toni said and winced.
"No, and if you behave, there might be a little reward for you at the end of the evening..." Cassey
whispered in Toni's ear.
As soon as Cassey had moved away, Toni jumped up and grabbed her winter coat and the keys to the
Beetle.
"We're off!" she said.

--Cassey had to rub her eyes. Toni scratched her neck.
"$198 for a bookcase... what's wrong with this picture?" Cassey said disbelieving.
"That can't be right. Let me get a salesman..." Toni said, and started to look around for someone to help
them. She quickly found a man and signaled for him to come over.
"How may I help you ladies?" the salesman said.
"Is this price right for this bookcase?" Cassey asked.
"Yes. $198. It's for sale today and tomorrow, down from $248. It's popular, so if you want it, I suggest you
move fast."

Cassey looked around in the store. There were maybe two other customers in the whole place.
"We'll manage without it. Thank you very much," she said, and wanted to leave.
"Try to feel the texture, Miss. This wood is of the finest quality, genuine American, not that foreign
plywood junk. This'll last for a hundred years, easily," the salesman said.
"Fella, it's a bookcase, not the key to the city," Toni said sourly and walked away, with Cassey in tow.
The salesman shrugged and went back to the cash register.
"You know, Toni, shopping would be a lot more fun if it wasn't for those obnoxious people...," Cassey said
as they left the store.
"Heh, never thought I'd hear such words coming from you," Toni said and chuckled.
"Anyway, I'm hungry. Let's go find that BK. My treat."
"Deal."

--As Cassey munched on the last of Toni's fries, as usual, the tall woman was thinking hard.
"I've been thinking, Cassey, it would be a lot cheaper if we just bought the wood and made the bookcase
ourselves."
"... then we'll have to stop by the library first to pick up a book about woodcarving, 'cause I don't know the
first thing about that," Cassey said before finishing the soft drink with a loud slurp.
"Me neither, but we know someone who does."
"Who?"
"Old Fred."
"Old Fred, our neighbor?" Cassey said, shaking her head slightly.
"No, Old Fred the plumber."
Cassey raised an eyebrow, much to Toni's delight.
"Some time ago, Fred showed me a couple of things he'd made. They looked pretty good. He made his own
bed, did you know that?"
"Now, Toni, dear... what were you doing in Old Fred's bedroom?" Cassey said with a wicked gleam in her
eye.
"I was delivering a letter to Fred the mailman had given us."

"Uh-huh. And then you just happened to go into Fred's bedroom?"
"You know me, I'm like a choirboy. So was Fred," Toni said, playing along with a smirk.
"Yeah? Like they're always angels," Cassey said and rolled her eyes, grinning.
"Anyway, back to the real world! To cut a long story short, as I said, he showed me some of his work. I'm
sure he would want to make a bookcase for us."
"Have you forgotten he's blind as a bat?"
"No problem. When he's working, he's got these unbelievably thick glasses."
"Do you really think he'd do it?" Cassey said, and slurped the last drops of her soft drink through the straw.
"Absolutely. I think he'd love to have something to do."

--Sunday, just before lunch.
Cassey was cleaning up a little. She was listening to the radio and humming along to the familiar tunes,
occasionally breaking out into loud, slightly off-key singing.
As she was dusting off the tv, her peripheral vision picked up a shiny object hiding under the couch. At first
she thought it was a coin, but she soon identified it as the button of Toni's jeans.
Things had been very... rumbustious last night when Toni received her Patient Citizen reward. Cassey
chuckled at the thought. How their lovelife could continue to be so fiery was beyond her. Not that she
complained, of course.
She moved the coffee table and got on the floor as she tried to reach the damn button. No chance, her arm
was too short. She couldn't reach it from the other angle either.
Cassey kneeled and dusted off her hands. She tried to push the couch away, but the damn thing must've
weighed 250 pounds as it wouldn't budge an inch. All right, plan B. If she couldn't get to the button, the
button better get to her. She looked around to find a long object - equipped with a spoon, she tried again.
At the same time Toni opened the front door. She had been busy working on Cassey's ancient Beetle, but
her rumbling stomach had convinced her it was time for lunch.
She stopped dead in her tracks as she saw her partner's very shapely backside point up in the air next to the
couch. Cassey made all sorts of funny, moaning noises, and she moved in a strange, yet rhythmic way.
'Should I interrupt her, or should I leave?' Toni thought, but decided that if Cassey was doing anything
naughty, she wanted to be a part of it.
"Darling?" Toni said. Cassey stopped what she was doing, and was just lying there, backside up.

"This isn't what it looks like," a muffled voice said from somewhere halfway under the couch.
"No?"
"No. I'm trying to reach a goddamned button in here."
"Sure."
"Are you making fun of me?" Cassey said, still with her backside pointed upwards.
"The thought never crossed my mind," Toni said, and stifled a laugh.
"Yeah well, since you're here now, may I suggest that Miss Longarm gets down here and picks up her own
button," Cassey said as she pulled herself out from the dusty underside of the couch.
"My button?" Toni said as she got down on the carpet next to Cassey. She peeked in under the couch, and
continued:
"Oh, yeah, from last night..."
"Exactly," Cassey said, and brushed several dust bunnies out of her hair.
"I can reach that, no problem," Toni said, and effortlessly pulled the errant button out.
Cassey grumbled under her breath.
"Why was I at the back of the line when they gave out the long arms?" she said.
"Because it would have been unfair to everybody else if you had been given long arms in addition to your
stunning beauty, honey," Toni said, and presented the button to Cassey.
"Silver tongued devil, you."
"That's what they call me."
"Oh yeah? Sure it's not... HA-CHOOO! ...Oh, for Pete's sa... HA-CHOOO!"
"Yeah, it's kinda dusty under there, huh?"
"HA-CHOOO!"
"I think it's best if I made lunch today, honey," Toni said and chuckled.
*
*
CHAPTER 12
Monday morning, 6:15 am. Cassey was so bleary-eyed she could hardly see straight when Toni left for the
freight central - fortunately, she could find her partner's lips with her eyes closed.

--"Hiya Greg!" Toni said to the load supervisor, as she drove the pickup through the entrance to the freight
central and waited by the booth.
"What the hell Toni, where'd ya get that old wreck?"
"It's my neighbor's."
"Right. Park next to the warehouse, I'll be there in ten minutes."
"Gotcha."

--"So, Toni, have you ever driven a Louisville?" Greg said as he handed Toni the keys to the Ford delivery
truck she'd be using.
"Nope, but there can't be that much difference."
"Nah. A smaller engine and only half the gears of your rig, but the rest 's about the same. But, er, Toni..."
"Yeah?"
"You're gonna hafta wear overalls."
Toni raised an eyebrow.
"It's in the new regulations... sorry. The new owner's kinda strict on following them."
"All right, since it's you. Where do I get one?"
"Right here," Greg said, and opened the bag he was carrying. He pulled out a brand new set of polyester
overalls. The set was light brown and it had the yellow company logo prominently placed on the back and
on the breast pocket.
"Thanks. You sure it's my size?"
"It's the biggest one we have."
"Jeez, I'm not that fat!" Toni growled, but laughed at the load supervisor.
She held her new overalls up and checked the size.
"I think I can wear this over of my regular clothes... if that's not against the new regulations?"
"I don't think anyone's ever thought of adding something like that into them, Toni."

--"OK. Toni, I know you're an experienced driver, but I have to go through the procedures with you
anyway," Greg said as they were sitting in the cab of the Ford.
"It's the new..."
"... the new regulations. Yeah. Go on," Toni said.
"All right. This is a refrigerated truck, so you must keep the compressor running at all times. The truck's
load is organized so it follows the route. As you go through the route you'll work your way through the
load. The last items in the truck will match the last dropoff on the route. You with me?" he said, and looked
at Toni, who had suddenly lost her sunny mood.
"I'm not a rookie, nor a retard, Greg."
"I'm really sorry, Toni, but the new boss'll have my ass if I don't do this..."
"Who the hell is the new boss anyway?"
"A big shot from California. Richard Detillo."
"Never heard of him."
"You can't miss him, he's always wearin' a bowtie."
Toni rolled her eyes.
"Now, I guess you've understood the orders. I need your signature here," Greg said, and pointed at a dotted
line while presenting Toni with a pen.
"Do you have any questions?" he said.
"Are there any of the dropoffs I should be particularly concerned about? Like is there room to park, things
like that?"
"Not really. Have a nice run."
"Thanks, Greg."

--Toni arrived at the first stop on her list, a fancy restaurant. As the hydraulic rear hatch was slowly lowered
to a horizontal position, a very dandishly dressed woman came out of a back entrance.
"You're late!" she said in a real grating high-pitched voice.

"No I'm not... ?" Toni said and checked the order sheet and then her watch.
"You're ten minutes late! Don't argue with me!" the woman said.
"Yes, boss," Toni said and rolled her eyes.
"Well?"
"Well what?"
"Get working! Do you expect *me* to carry it inside?" the woman said, and held the door open so Toni
could carry the goods inside.
Toni hopped up on the lift and checked the order sheet. Three items for this dropoff - two trays of tomatoes
and a crate of lettuce.
She quickly found the goods and lowered the lift to the ground. She carried them inside - Toni calculated
they must have weighed all of eight lbs. in total.
She placed them on a table and waited for the woman to catch up with her.
"What are you waiting for? A tip?"
"Your signature, Ma'am."
"Oh yeah..." she said, and scribbled something illegible on the sheet.
"Thank you, Ma'am." Toni said politely, but the woman had already left her.
Walking back to the truck, Toni mumbled a few choice words about the other woman's ancestry.
The next stop was a Korean restaurant just around the block. Fortunately, that went a little easier.

--The third stop brought new problems. It was a seedy bar, which of course didn't bother Toni, but there were
two police cruisers and an ambulance parked outside, all with their lights flashing.
'Great,' she thought.
She checked the sheet. The bar was scheduled to get eight crates of miscellaneous items. As she walked
round the truck, two paramedics wheeled a man out of the bar on a stretcher... with a knife hilt-deep in his
chest.
Her eyebrows went up. 'Must be a nice neighborhood,' she thought. 'It ain't even half past nine.'
A uniformed cop came over to her.
"What's your business here?" he said.

"I've got a delivery for the bar."
"Don't go anywhere," he said and left.
"Right..." Toni mumbled, and leaned against the truck.
A few minutes later, a pot-bellied detective approached her with a notepad in his hand.
"I'm detective Walker from the 2nd precinct. The officer told me you've got a delivery for the bar?"
"That's right, Sir."
"How much?"
"Eight crates, Sir," Toni said. She was nearly a head taller than the detective, and she secretly loved that he
had to lean his head back to look her in the eye when he addressed her.
"To whom?"
"Lemme see..." Toni said, and folded out the order sheet.
"... a Mr. S.E. Jones," she continued.
"Yeah, now, that might be a problem," the detective answered while picking his ear with his ball point pen.
"Don't tell me that was him on the stretcher..." Toni said and sighed.
"'Fraid so."
"Crap."
"Do you know what the delivery is, does it say on your note, there?" he asked.
"No, Sir... just 'miscellaneous items'."
"Yeah. Probably nothing. I better check anyway. Lower the platform," he said.
Toni did as told, and the detective climbed up on the hydraulic lift.
"Got a knife? These are all wrapped."
"Sorry, no. I'm not allowed to open them, Sir."
"Crowbar?"
"No, Sir."
"Hmm. Then we're gonna hafta confiscate them. Wanna give me a hand getting them down from here?" he
asked.
"No problem, but I need someone's signature for the order sheet."

"I'll do that afterwards."

--After all that nonsense, Toni needed a break, but there were three more dropoffs to do before lunch... and
nine more before the day was over.
'It sounded like a really good idea at the time...' Toni grumbled to herself. 'Now I know why I'm an
interstate trucker.'

--By the time her lunch break came around, Toni was ready to pack it in and go home, but she was
determined to get through this job - after all, she had volunteered, and she didn't want to be known as a
quitter.
The cold, stale coffee didn't improve her mood, and the four lukewarm sandwiches didn't either - but as she
picked up the last sandwich, a piece of paper became visible.
'Hello, honey. Isn't this fun? I haven't written little notes like this since I was in school. I hope your day is
pleasant, and when it's done, I hope you hurry home to your woman, because she might have a little
surprise planned for you. Cassey XXX'
"Hell yeah!" Toni said out loud, before looking around to see if anyone had seen her talking to herself.

--The rest of the day went by noticeably quicker, and Toni was soon on her way back to the freight central
with an empty truck.
She went in through the back entrance and parked the Louisville in a loading bay. She stepped out of the
scratchy polyester overall and flung it over her shoulder.
When she returned to Fred's truck she found a note stuck under the windshield wiper.
"You need to see the boss ASAP when you return. Greg."
Toni rolled her eyes. Not now, for cryin' out loud. She looked at her watch which read five past four. While
she hadn't said to Cassey what time she'd be home exactly, she knew that the 'surprise' probably had a
limited shelflife...
'I better get it over with,' she thought and rolled her eyes again. Reluctantly, she wiggled back into the
polyester overall.

--Toni knocked on the door to the boss' office. The last time she was here, it was still that creep Greasy
running the place. To say that everything looked different would be an understatement. Everything had
been painted yellow and brown - the walls, the ceiling, everything - they even had a brown carpet.
Toni shook her head at the ghastly sight.
"Enter," a voice said from the other side of the glass door.
Toni really tried not to do a double-take, but only succeeded partially. The man sitting by the desk wore a
big yellow and brown bow tie that stuck out like a sore thumb. He looked to be around 45, with graying
hair at the temples and a slightly unhealthy facial color - a reddish complexion that betrayed that he liked to
drink a bit more than he should.
"Hello, Miss Willis, I'm Richard Detillo," he said, and put out his hand. Toni shook it and was pleasantly
surprised to feel a strong grip.
"Please have a seat," the boss said, pointing at a brand-new plastic chair - of course yellow with brown
highlights.
"I have to admit I find it really nice of you to jump into this job while the regular driver's recuperating. We
really appreciate it."
"You're welcome."
"Greg told me you're usually a long distance trucker?"
"Yep."
"Isn't it boring to drive around in the city instead of the open road?"
"Yep," Toni said with a smile. Maybe he wasn't as dumb as the bow tie suggested.
"Well, it's only temporary. I hear you own your own truck?"
"I do."
"Have you ever considered joining the team here?"
"No. I'm a gypsy driver at heart. It wouldn't work, Mr. Detillo. Actually your predecessor asked me the
very same thing, and I gave the very same answer."
"Really? There's no mention of that in the records..." he said and shrugged.
"Well, I don't think Greasy was big on paperwork," Toni added flatly.
"I guess he wasn't... anyway, I'll put it in your personnel record now. If you ever reconsider, my door is
always open."
"All right. Thank you for the offer."

"You're welcome. See you tomorrow, Miss Willis. It was a pleasure talking with you."
"Likewise, Mr. Detillo."
They shook hands again, and Toni left the office pondering this new development.

--By now, Toni was rather eager to see Cassey, so she didn't even bother parking the old truck in Fred's
driveway. Instead she just left it behind Cassey's VW.
She opened the front door carefully and peeked in, anxious not to ruin the surprise. Cassey was sitting on
the couch reading a newspaper.
"Yoohoo? Honeybuns?"
"Toni? Is that you?"
"No, darling, it's the tooth fairy."
"Come on in, Miss Fairy. You can't stay long, I'm expecting someone."
"Har Har," Toni said as she entered their house.
Cassey got up and gave Toni a tiny little kiss.
"How's your day been?"
"Your letter saved it."
"I'm glad you liked it. Listen... why don't you go grab a quick shower, and I'll... prepare the surprise," she
said, and winked mischievously at Toni.
"I'm on it," Toni said, and made a beeline for the bathroom.

--When she was done showering, Toni put on her white terrycloth bathrobe. She combed her long, black hair
while thinking about what the surprise might be.
She opened the bathroom door and was somewhat baffled to see the door to the bedroom closed. Her eyes
locked on to a note taped to the doorhandle that said,
'Follow the red ribbon.'
She looked down and saw a red ribbon lying on the floor. She didn't want to disappoint Cassey, so she
followed orders. The ribbon went into the kitchen, where a piece of paper tied to it had an 'I' on it. Toni's

eyebrows shot up. She continued to follow the ribbon and found another piece of paper on the coffee table,
this one with a big red heart and 'LOVE' on it.
The red ribbon went under the door to the bedroom. Toni opened it, and saw another piece of paper on the
floor. 'YOU'.
"I really do," Cassey said, holding the end of the red ribbon in her hands. She was reclining on the bed
between a couple of pillows, wearing a sexy smile, a red silk negligee and red lace panties. She had
loosened her golden hair and it cascaded down over her bare shoulders.
"Oh, dear god..." were the only words out of Toni's mouth.
Wordlessly, she went over to the bed and sat down on the foot-end.
"What did I do to deserve this?" she whispered to Cassey, while slowly running her fingers up a deliciously
bare leg.
"Nothing in particular... just being who you are. Do you like my surprise?"
"Oh yeah."
Toni's fingers slowly traced a line up Cassey's thigh, finding their way under the negligee and onto Cassey's
stomach.
With her other hand, Toni eased out of the bathrobe. The cool air tickled her naked body, already humming
with lust and need.
Cassey presented the end of the ribbon to Toni.
"I think it's time to unwrap the gift, don't you?" Cassey said, and moved into a sitting position.
Toni carefully pulled the negligee off Cassey's body and marveled at the sight. Cassey slipped back down
on the bed, and Toni crawled up next to her. She gave Cassey a loving kiss on the lips, before moving
down to kiss the delectable belly button.
"I..."
Her hands glided upwards, cupping the perfect breasts. She gently kissed each of Cassey's erect nipples,
earning a passionate moan from her partner.
"Love..."
Toni made a string of little kisses on Cassey's chest and throat, ending up with tickling the young woman's
earlobe with her tongue.
"You..."
Toni framed Cassey's face with her hands, moving a stray lock of hair away from the blonde's forehead.
She couldn't help falling completely, hopelessly, endlessly in love with Cassey all over again.
"So much..." she whispered.

Cassey's green eyes were pulsating with lust as she put her hand behind Toni's head and greedily pulled her
down to claim her lips.
The passionate kiss went on for several minutes, but finally they had to break away to get some air into
their lungs.
"I'll bet you never expected this, huh?" Cassey said with a cheeky grin on her face.
Toni was mesmerized by the emerald green orbs in front of her, so she could only shake her head.
"Do you like the red lace panties?"
"Oh yeah," Toni said, brushing her hand across the delicate cloth covering Cassey's hip.
Cassey smiled and leaned in to kiss Toni again.
"So do I, but I think they've been on long enough..." she whispered into Toni's ear. She moved over onto
her back and wiggled down between the pillows to get comfortable. She lifted her hips slightly so Toni
could take off the panties.
Toni immediately understood what was required of her, and she slowly moved down Cassey's body,
placing a long line of kisses between the perfect breasts and onto the soft stomach. When she reached the
belly button, she let her tongue play around the small hollow.
"It's a bit lower, old girl," Cassey said and giggled.
"Oh..." Toni said, playing along. She continued downwards and put her thumbs inside the red panties. She
pulled them off with ease and leaned down to gently place a kiss on Cassey's patch of golden hair. She
crawled back up Cassey's body, kissing her way back to the enticing lips.
Toni slowly traced Cassey's upper lip with her tongue, and it only took a heartbeat for the blonde to open
her mouth and invite Toni inside. While they were kissing passionately, Toni ran her fingers through
Cassey's loose hair, reveling in the feel of the silky soft strands. She pulled back slightly and looked
lovingly at the young blonde before her.
The look of uninhibited lust in Cassey's eyes sent a wave of pleasure through Toni, and she couldn't hold
back a passionate sigh.
"Let's do it together," Cassey purred, and put one of her legs between Toni's. They both turned over onto
their side so they had better access to each other. Without breaking off a kiss, Cassey let her hand run
slowly down Toni's body to caress the hardened nipples and the full breasts she found there.
Spurred on by her partner's actions, Toni did the same on Cassey's body, and she was soon rewarded with a
throaty moan from the young blonde. Toni pulled back from the kiss, content with looking at Cassey.
Cassey took that as an OK to go on, and she let her hand continue its journey downwards until it rested on
the dark patch of hair.
"Are you ready?" Toni whispered, and pulled Cassey closer.
Cassey nodded, and felt Toni's hand match the movement she had just made herself.

Moving as one, they let their fingers brush across the wet folds of their partner a couple of times before
very gently inserting first two, and then another finger into each other.
Cassey's breath hitched and Toni's hips bucked as they felt their partner inside them, and they gave each
other a bit of time to get used to the new sensations. Soon, they started moving their hands to a slow
rhythm, all the while looking deeply into each other's eyes.
They started kissing again, their tongues engaging in a sensuous dance that only added to the pleasure for
both women.

--They continued like that for a long time, making slow and gentle love to each other and giving their partner
all she needed.
Toni knew she wouldn't last much longer, and she could feel her entire body trembling from Cassey's
intimate touch. Her face and chest were flushed, and her breath was shallow.
"Oh baby, I need you so badly," Toni whispered as they kissed again.
"Come on, roll over..."
They withdrew their fingers from each other and Toni did as she was told, spreading her legs as she rolled
over to make room for Cassey.
Cassey made herself comfortable between Toni's legs and placed a line of little kisses down the inside of
both of Toni's thighs. When Cassey started pleasuring Toni's swollen nub with her tongue, the dark haired
woman threw back her head and groaned loudly in a way that made Cassey's nape hairs stand on end.
Never breaking contact with her lover, Cassey gently inserted two fingers deep into Toni's very wet
opening and resumed the rhythmic motion.
Toni moaned and grabbed hold of the sheet, crumpling it into a ball in her fist. Her hips matched Cassey's
rhythm, meeting her thrusts perfectly and allowing the fingers to move even deeper inside of her. Several
times, she bucked upwards, almost throwing Cassey off in the process.
Cassey pulled back and wrapped her free hand around one of Toni's thighs so she could hang on the next
time, but Toni immediately started whimpering from the loss of contact. Cassey grinned and went back to
work. She started slowly to allow Toni to catch up, but she soon went back to the original cadence.
Toni's breathing became faster and faster, and suddenly her internal muscles clamped down on Cassey's
fingers, effectively trapping them deep inside the velvet prison. Cassey knew this meant Toni was close to
her release, and she let her tongue flick across Toni's clit to help intensify her climax.
Toni's hips bucked again, and she cried out in a long, unrestrained, throaty groan that made all her pent-up
frustrations melt away. She arced her back off the bed as the powerful orgasm rushed through every fiber of
her body and soul, overpowering her completely, and rendering her incapable of even the simplest of
actions. She flopped back onto the bed and let her useless arms fall limply to her sides.

When Toni's muscles relaxed, Cassey withdrew her fingers and she wiped them and her mouth off on the
sheet. She crawled up to lie next to Toni and put her head on the taller woman's shoulder. Moving a damp
lock of hair away from Toni's eyes, Cassey couldn't help but chuckle at the sight of the usually strong
woman being so wrung out.
Toni still hadn't recovered fully from the rush, but she slowly came back to reality and soon found Cassey's
lips. She wrapped her arms around Cassey and gave her lover a heartfelt hug.
"God, that was so good... I love you, baby," she whispered in a hoarse voice.
"I love you too, Toni. I'm glad you liked my surprise," Cassey said and drew a pattern on Toni's collarbone
with her index finger.
"Mmmmmm. And we're only halfway," Toni said and grabbed hold of a laughing Cassey, pulling her down
to claim her lips in a searing kiss.
*
*
CHAPTER 13
The rest of Toni's first week as a delivery driver went by rather more quietly compared to what happened
on Monday. By the time she parked the truck on Friday afternoon she was convinced this wasn't a job for
her - not now, not ever. However, she was determined not to leave Greg and the others hanging, so she
gave due notice that she would only do this for one more week.

--Friday evening.
"Are you sure this was the right decision, Toni? It was a steady paycheck," Cassey said, and put down her
mug of tea on the table.
"I know it was, honey, but... it just wasn't me, and it could never be."
"I understand."
"I'm made for the open road - once a gypsy driver, always a gypsy driver," Toni said and shrugged.
"Yeah, and if you weren't, we'd never have met," Cassey said, and pulled her legs up on the couch so she
could snuggle even closer to her partner.
"Damn straight, honeybuns." Toni reached over to muss Cassey's golden hair.
"So, now what?"
"Well... I guess I'll take a couple days off to spend some time with a certain gorgeous blonde I know, and
then... we'll see."

"Do you think you can find a long trip here in November?"
"There's always a load waiting to go somewhere. Are you interested in coming along this time, if I can
conjure something up?"
"Well, that was the plan, yeah. Depends on how long the trip will be, of course. December is off limits,
that's a very busy time in the office."
"I really need those couple of days off, so that'll be... the 20th, 21st or so before I'll be ready to look for a
load."
"Damn, not much time there. It'll be Christmas before we know it," Cassey said disappointed.
"Yeah. Perhaps we should just settle for waiting 'till next year, huh?"
"Damn," Cassey said again, and turned on the couch so she could rest her head in Toni's lap.
"Don't be sad, honey, I'll make it up to you. I promise," Toni said and rubbed Cassey's stomach.
"Well... I'm just a bit disappointed I won't be able to share some time with you on a trip, that's all. Heh, I
wouldn't have predicted in a million years that I'd like the long runs so much, but I do."
"Yeah, you're turning into a genuine Lady Trucker, aren't you?" Toni said and laughed.
"I guess I am. I just love that we're that close together for so long..." Cassey said, and held on to Toni's
hand that was still resting on Cassey's stomach.
"...but anyway, I don't want to spend energy worrying about that now. I'm a big girl, I can wait until
January."
"Yeah, and don't forget I'll be home the entire week between Christmas and New Year's Eve. We'll have
plenty of time to live and love, then."
"I'm looking forward it to it already," Cassey said and pulled Toni's hand up to kiss it.

--Saturday afternoon.
Cassey steadied the tray in her hand, and knocked on Old Fred's door.
"Hi Cas... ohhhhh, is that... is that a blueberry pie?" the old man asked as soon as he had opened the front
door.
"Yep. It's also a bribe. May I come in?" Cassey asked with a sweet smile.
"A bribe? Oh yeah, come in, kid. I just vacuumed last month, so everything is pretty clean."
"Thanks..." Cassey said, and made sure to look down when she walked, so she wouldn't step in anything.

"That pie smells damn fine... pardon my French, Miss," he said, as Cassey sat down at a surprisingly clean
coffee table.
"I live with a truckdriver, Fred, I'm used to swearing by now."
"Heh. I take it we're gonna eat that pie, huh?"
"That's why I made it."
"Lemme get some plates... and some cutlery."
After a few minutes, he came back with two plates and a couple of spoons. Cassey had put the tray on the
table and Fred used a big knife to cut a large slice out of it.
"I've died and gone to heaven!" he exclaimed happily after taking the first bite.
"I'm happy you like it. I've put a shot of Rum in it as well," Cassey said, and winked at the old neighbor.
"You really know how to spoil an old coot, huh? Now, what was it you said about a bribe?" he said, as he
used a napkin to wipe off some berry juice running down his chin.
"Well, I had ulterior motives making this pie. Toni told me you used to make some of your own
furniture..."
"That's right. I used to pretty good at it, too."
"Used to be? You don't do it anymore?"
"Well, I have all my old tools, I just haven't had much to do with them. The stuff I built lasts too well. Are
you looking for some new furniture?"
"Yes, a bookcase. The one we have is old and rickety. I'm afraid it'll collapse one day."
Old Fred nodded. In his mind he was already going through the list of materials he would need for that.
"And last weekend, Toni and I went down to the mall to check out a new one, but at $198 we couldn't
afford it."
"200 bucks! For a bookcase! Jeez, the nerve of those people," Fred said loudly, as he grabbed the next slice
of the pie.
"Depending on the size and the number of shelves, of course, I guess I could make it for... $30-$40. And
another blueberry pie," he said and a beaming smile lit up his wrinkly features.
Cassey laughed.
"You can have all the pies you want, Fred. We haven't thanked you nearly enough for looking out for the
house while we're away."
"Oh hell, kid, that's what neighbors and friends do. Think nothing of it."

"OK. I've made a little piece of paper with the size, here... the old bookcase is 70 inches tall, with four
loose shelves, 27 inches wide, and they're 9 inches deep. How about that?"
"How high a quality do you want the wood to be?"
"Nothing fancy. Just regular wood."
"I see. Hmmm. That's quite a tall bookcase, it'll be closer to 40 instead of 30 dollars."
"That's quite all right, Fred. As long as it isn't 200, we're fine."
He nodded and eyed the last slice.
"Are you gonna...?" he asked.
"Knock yourself out," Cassey replied with a laugh, and pushed the tray towards him.

--Wednesday morning.
After waving goodbye to Toni, Cassey went over to the soon-to-be-replaced bookcase. She removed four
books she knew Toni wouldn't even dream of looking at, and pulled a small piece of paper out of its hiding
place.
It was an ad she had cut out of a magazine she had read in her lunch break at work. A downtown clothes
boutique had already started selling their Christmas products, and there was one item in particular that
Cassey could easily see Toni in. But would she wear it? Toni could be quite headstrong from time to time,
and she might deem the item impractical to wear at work.
It was a denim jacket, dark blue, with an off-white synthetic fur liner. Cassey thought it looked absolutely
fantastic, and she was especially looking forward to seeing Toni's long black hair flow around the collar of
the jacket. It wasn't an expensive brand, but $69 was still money.
Cassey debated with herself for a few minutes, before arriving at the conclusion that if Toni didn't like it,
they could always swap it for something else, or get their money back.
She found her winter jacket and her wallet. She locked up the house and waved at Old Fred who was out
walking the mutt. The ancient Beetle started at the third attempt, and she left for downtown.

--Being in this part of the city always made Cassey uncomfortable, but fortunately she could park right
outside the shop.
A little bell dinged when Cassey opened the door, prompting a young girl to come out from behind a
curtain. Her hair was dyed in a curious shade of purple that made Cassey look twice.

"Hello Miss, can I help you?" the young girl asked.
"You might, do you still have one of these left?" Cassey said, and showed the other woman the ad.
"Yes we have, Miss. They're right over here," she pointed to the far wall, and led the way.
"Is it for yourself, Miss?"
"No, it's a Christmas gift."
"I see."
The denim jackets were hanging on coat hangers, and they looked even better up close. Cassey went
through the jackets, but to her great disappointment, they didn't have one in Toni's size.
"Oh no, the size I'm looking for isn't there... I need it in extra-large," she said.
"The jackets are not unisex, Miss, they're cut for women," the shop assistant said.
"Yes, I know, but she's... a big woman. You don't have it in extra-large at all, then?"
"Hmmm. I don't think so, no... I'll check."
They walked back to the counter.
"Please wait, Miss, I'll call the company where we bought them."
"All right."
After a short conversation, the young shop assistant turned to Cassey, still holding the receiver.
"Well, I have good and bad news, Miss. The good news is that the jacket is actually made in extra-large,
and they're prepared to ship one to us, but the bad news is that it can't be here until Saturday. Is that
appropriate for you?"
"Saturday... sure, I can wait. I really want that jacket," Cassey said and nodded.
"All right, the customer accepts. Yes. Yes. OK. Goodbye."
"So, I'll just come back Saturday, or..." Cassey asked.
"Tell you what, Miss, I'll just make a little note here... this is the phone number for the boutique. I'd suggest
you call first, saves you the drive here. 555-3211, and ask for Tiffany, that's me. We close at noon, so it'll
have to be sooner than that," the shop assistant said as she folded a piece of paper, tore the bottom half off,
and gave it to Cassey.
"All right. I'll call. Thank you very much."
"You're welcome, Miss."

--Thursday afternoon, and Toni was in an unusually good mood. She only had to endure one more day of
dumbass people bitching and moaning about her being late, even though she wasn't, or delivering the
wrong stuff, or whatever the hell they complained about. Goodbye and good riddance. Not to mention the
downtown traffic. She would take even the most boring stretch of open road over the rush hour congestion
any day.
Toni went through the dirty clothes for Saturday's laundry when a small piece of paper fell out of a pocket
of one of Cassey's jeans.
She picked it up and looked at it out of curiosity. The words made her pay attention. They were written in a
very feminine hand, on pink paper, and read:
'Tiffany: 555-3211' The words were underlined with two fat lines made by a pencil.
Toni heard a nagging little voice at the back of her head telling her that not much good had ever come out
of someone giving someone else their phone number, *especially* not when they're called Tiffany... and
Cassey had a day off from work yesterday. Hmmm. Oh boy. Not that 'Tiffany' sounded like just someone,
of course. No, 'Tiffany' sounded like trouble.
'Well, actually, have you taken a good look at Cassey lately, huh? 24, looks like 19, sunflower yellow hair,
green eyes with a hint of gold, a killer smile, a body to die for, full of passion and life, and when she
laughs, the sound will warm your soul. It's going to take an awfully big stick to beat the wolves off of her
tail.'
The more Toni thought about it, the more depressed she became.
The flipside of the note consisted of a set of numbers that Toni vaguely identified... 36½C/26/37. Oh rats, it
was a woman's measurement. But not Cassey's, Toni knew her size by heart... or rather by hand.
'I shouldn't. I really shouldn't. Cassey'll kill me if she ever finds out. I really, really shouldn't... but I have
to,' Toni rationalized in her mind on her way to the phone.
She dialed the number.
"Spencer's. This is Tiffany, how can I help you?" a very charming, young voice said from the other end of
the connection.
"Hello? ... Hello? ... *click*"
Toni looked gobsmacked at the receiver. Now she wasn't depressed, now she was confused. Spencer's...
Spencer's the bar?! The smoke-filled, seedy, filthy, run down beer joint across town? What in God's name
would Cassey want to go there for...?
Suddenly she heard Cassey's noisy, ancient Beetle pull up in the driveway and Toni hastily folded the note
back together, ran into the bedroom, and put it into the right pocket - or rather, what she thought was the
right pocket.
"Hi honey! Where are you?" Her partner's voice rang out through the living room.
"In the bedroom, sorting the laundry," Toni replied.

"Hi. Gi's a kiss..." Cassey said and went up on tiptoes. She puckered her lips and generally looked adorable.
"Hi honey," Toni said and kissed the blonde woman.
Cassey immediately spotted her jeans spread out on the bed. Uh-oh. The note!
"Those jeans don't need to be washed already, Toni..."
"Well of course they do. Have you forgotten you spilled half a can of Coke on them last night?"
"Oh... yeah..." Cassey said, and for a split second she had a desperate look in her eyes.
"I... I need to go to the bathroom."
"That's right over there," Toni said and smirked, while she pointed to the small room across the hallway.
Just as Cassey was closing the bathroom door, the phone rang. Cassey watched Toni go into the living
room to pick it up, and she quickly ran across the hallway and into the bedroom. She dove into the pocket
where the note... wasn't!
"You wanna talk to *who*?" Toni said in the living room.
"Hey, buddy, you've got the wrong number," she said and put down the receiver.
Cassey hadn't found the note yet, but she was forced to jump back over to the bathroom.
Toni hadn't gotten more than two steps away from the phone before it rang again.
Cassey thanked her lucky stars for second chances, and ran back to the bedroom to continue the search. She
found the note in the back pocket, where she certainly hadn't left it. That meant that Toni had seen it probably read it as well.
"Now look here Mister, I'm tellin' ya for the last time, you've got the wrong flippin' number!" Toni said and
slammed down the receiver.
"That'll teach ya, jerk," she growled.
Cassey flew back into the bathroom and closed the door - just in time.
"Hey, honey, are you still in there? Are you all right?" Toni asked concerned and knocked on the door to
the bathroom.
Cassey pulled the chord and opened the door before she washed her hands.
"Oh, yeah, yeah. I'm... I had four cups of coffee today, that's all."
"Good, 'cause I was getting worried," Toni said and mussed her partner's golden locks.
Cassey nodded with a smile.
'Did she read the note?' she thought, hoping the emotion wouldn't show on her face.

'Should I ask Cassey about the note?' Toni thought at the same time, but decided against it.
An uneasy silence filled the space between them as Cassey dried her hands on the towel.
'Oh well... one shouldn't rush into bad news. I guess I'll hear about it soon enough,' Toni figured, and
shrugged.
"So, how was your day, honey?" she asked instead.
"Oh you know, same-old."
"Yeah."
Cassey reached around the taller woman's waist, put her hands in Toni's back pockets and pulled herself
real close.
"How about you, huh?"
"Same-old. Sorting the laundry when I got home."
"Oh that's exciting."
"Yeah. But I've been fine. I've had the TV droning on in the background, and I was just, you know...
counting the hours 'till you returned."
"Ohhhhh! You sound just like a bored housewife," Cassey said and gave Toni's buttocks a squeeze.
"Housewife, no, bored... well..." Toni said, and leaned down to kiss Cassey.
"Let's call for some pizza, Toni. I don't think we'll have time to make dinner tonight," Cassey said, and
winked.
"Sounds like a good plan, honeybuns..."
An inch and a heartbeat before their lips touched, the phone rang again.
*
*
CHAPTER 14
Friday, November 16th, 1979, 1:22 am.
Toni knew something was wrong the minute she woke up. The room was spinning even when she was flat
on her back in bed. Her stomach felt like lead and she had the most god awful taste in her mouth. She could
feel her t-shirt was soaked with sweat, so she knew she needed to get a dry one.
She turned her head to look at Cassey, but the young woman appeared to be sleeping normally, and Toni
didn't want to wake her up for nothing.

She sat up and swung her legs over her side of the bed... and nearly fell down again as the world started
tilting.
'Oh Jeez, I'm in trouble...' she thought as she tried to get up, but couldn't. It took four attempts before she
was able to stand up, and she staggered through the bedroom with unsteady steps.
She'd only made it as far as the foot-end of the bed when her stomach clenched. She clamped a hand over
her mouth, but she wasn't fast enough to stop the first volley from ending up all over the bedroom floor.
She forced herself to run the rest of the way into the bathroom, and fell heavily onto her knees in front of
the toilet bowl.

--Cassey was woken up by the vile stench and the unpleasant sounds coming from the bathroom. She reeled
at the smell and pinched her nose tight with her fingers. She clicked on the reading lamp and got out of bed.
When she saw the sea of vomit on the carpet she nearly lost it herself, but she turned her head away from it
and followed Toni's trail into the bathroom.
She looked concerned at her partner who was still on the floor, heaving for all she was worth.
"My God, Toni... what's happened?"
Toni shook her head, but regretted it immediately as she was hit by another dizzy spell.
"Water..." she croaked.
"Of course. Hang on, I'll get you some!" Cassey said, and ran into the kitchen to fill a mug with water.
When she returned, Toni was sitting on the floor, using the toilet bowl as an armrest. Her skin color was
waxen, and she had red spots on her cheeks from the exertion. Her eyes were glazed over, and she was
holding her stomach.
Cassey gave her the mug, but she could see at once that Toni's hand shook too much to hold it, so she
brought it to her lips instead.
"Come on, you need to rinse your mouth... come on," Cassey said, and made sure Toni took a mouthful of
the water.
Toni sloshed the water around in her mouth and spat it out into the toilet bowl. She leaned her head against
the tiles and sighed deeply.
"Let me feel..." Cassey said, and put her hand on Toni's forehead.
"Jeez, Toni, you're burning up!"
"Shit, Cassey, I feel like..."
Suddenly her stomach clenched again, and she stuck her head down the toilet. Cassey ran into the living
room so she wouldn't have to listen to the horrific sounds.

She went over to the kitchen to refill the mug with water. This was going to be a long night.

--It lasted several hours before Toni's stomach had settled down enough for her to go back to the bedroom.
She was dead tired, but she couldn't relax enough to fall asleep. She felt so incredibly embarrassed about
having thrown up on the carpet, and it pained her a lot to see Cassey on her hands and knees on the
bedroom floor, wiping up after her.
... and this was supposed to be her last day at work as a delivery driver. Great. Now she had to call Detillo
and explain what had happened. She looked at the alarm clock - 2:58 am. Tomorrow was going to be a
bitch of a day...
"I'm so sorry, Cassey... I don't know how I could've done that..." Toni croaked, her throat still quite raw.
"It's all right, honey, you were sick. It happens," Cassey said. Finally done mopping up, she wrung out the
floorcloth into a bucket, and wiped the sweat off her brow with her sleeve.
As she got off the floor, her knees protested loudly against the abuse they had endured for the last hour, and
she had to grab hold of the bed until the throbbing pain calmed down.
Toni noticed, and felt even worse about the whole situation.
Cassey left the bedroom and walked down the hallway to the back door. She unlocked it, and emptied the
bucket out into their backyard. The night was freezing cold, so she quickly locked the door again and went
into the bathroom to wash her hands.
In the mean time, the medicine Toni had taken was finally working, and she had cooled down sufficiently
to need the down blanket pulled up around her. A wave of exhaustion flowed over her and she fell asleep
on her back, mouth agape.
When Cassey returned to the bedroom, she couldn't help but chuckle at the sight. Toni looked so tranquil
compared to how she had been earlier. Toni's skin color and the high temperature had frightened Cassey,
and she didn't like being frightened.
She took off her terrycloth bathrobe and placed it across the back of a chair. She yawned very wide, and sat
down on the bed to take off her slippers. The alarm clock read 3:09 am, and she knew that she'd be cranky
as hell tomorrow. She was supposed to get up in only three and a half hours' time...
She snuggled up next to Toni and kissed the taller woman on the cheek.
"Sweet dreams, old girl. Let's not make this a nightly occurrence, huh?" she whispered, and rolled under the
blanket.

--Cassey awoke with a jump and quickly looked at the alarm clock. 7:25 am.

"Oh shit, I'm gonna be late for work," she said out loud and scrambled out of bed. She didn't notice until
she came back from the shower that Toni wasn't in bed, but rather sitting on one of the kitchen chairs.
"Good morning, honey," Toni said hoarsely, giving Cassey a good morning kiss.
"Hrmpf," Cassey replied, not looking particularly fresh.
"Do you want some coffee?"
"Hrmpf."
"Funny, that's exactly how I feel," Toni croaked.
Cassey gave her partner a good look, and decided on the spot to call in sick - it wasn't entirely untrue, after
all.
She went at once to the telephone and dialed the number to the office. After a short wait, she spoke to one
of the other secretaries. She explained the situation, and told her that she'd make it up to her by working
late for all of next week.
"All right, looks like I'm spending the day at home," Cassey said, and sat down heavily on a chair next to
Toni.
"Me, too. I called Detillo when you were showering," Toni croaked.
"Your voice sounds like you've been smoking a pack of cigs all at once, honey..."
"That's how I feel, too."
"What the hell could have caused that?"
"I don't know... but it sucked. I'm really sorry that you had to wipe up my mess..." she said sheepishly.
"Well, it was a bit... hmmm... but this isn't a fair-weather relationship. 'In sickness and in health', you
know!" Cassey said and grinned.
"Thanks," Toni said, and leaned forward to kiss Cassey.
"Honey, your eyes are bloodshot... they look terrible!" Cassey said as they separated.
"Meh."
"Just sit still, and I'll make some coffee for you."
"Well, I'd like some tea, if you don't mind?" Toni said.
"Sure! Hang on, I'll fix you some," Cassey said and got up. She took out two mugs and two tea bags from
the cupboard and then went over to the fridge to get the milk.
"Toni?" Cassey said, looking into the fridge with a horrified expression on her face.

"Yeah?"
"I think I know what caused your condition."
"Oh?"
"Come take a look... on second thoughts, perhaps you shouldn't," Cassey said, and took the remains of
Toni's pepperoni pizza from last night out of the fridge.
"Oh Jeez... what's that green stuff on top of it? Oh, Jeez..." Toni said and walked away from the ghastly
sight, all freaked out.
"... Toni, perhaps we should drive to the hospital so they could check up on you. Food poisoning is not
something to be taken lightly," Cassey said, after coming back from throwing the remains of the pizza into
the big trashcan outside.
"I'm fine, honey."
"But..."
"I'm fine. Trust me."
"All right, but you better believe I'm gonna pamper you for the rest of the day!" Cassey said, and put her
hands on her hips.

--Saturday morning.
Even though Toni would never admit it, she still felt a bit weak, and her stomach muscles were still sore
from all the activity the other night.
Cassey had gone to do some shopping, and there was nothing on the TV, so Toni was bored. She made
herself comfortable on the couch, and soon her eyelids began to droop - within moments, she had fallen
asleep with the TV Guide in her lap.
Half an hour later, Cassey returned and locked herself in. She had to put her hand on her mouth so she
wouldn't laugh out loud over the funny sight of Toni sitting upright on the couch, with her head slumped
over in sleep.
Cassey hung her overcoat on the hallstand, and put the groceries into the fridge. She went over to the couch
and kneeled down.
"Honey? Wakey-wakey," she whispered, and gently touched Toni's arm.
The dark haired woman stirred and yawned. As she turned her head to face Cassey, she discovered her neck
wouldn't follow orders.
"Ouch!" Toni said, and massaged it.

"Come on old girl, I think you need a proper nap."
"Not tired," Toni lied.
"Yes you are. Come on, no fuss, please. You know you need it."
"But, mom!" Toni mocked.
"Don't give me that tone, young lady, you do as I tell you, or you won't get your allowance!" Cassey said,
and winked.
"Yes, mom," Toni sighed and reluctantly went into the bedroom.
Toni stopped in the doorway and looked in disgust at the stain on the carpet. Even with Cassey's hard work,
it hadn't come out entirely.
"We're not going to get that stain out, honey. It had already embedded itself too deep into the carpet when I
started mopping it up," Cassey said, like she was able to read Toni's mind, and snuck her arm around Toni's
waist.
Toni nodded.
"I'm sorry for making such a mess. Shit, you'd think I was five years old!" she said.
"Hey, we all get sick, you know. The next time I'm under the weather, I'll let you handle everything."
"Deal," Toni said and yawned.
"I thought you said you weren't tired?" Cassey said, and poked Toni in the side.
"Yeah, well... how about a little pre-nap kiss?" Toni said and puckered up her lips.
"Mmmmua! Sleep tight, honey. And don't be alarmed if you hear the front door, I may have a little errand
to run," Cassey said, her face as innocent as a cherub.
"Oh?"
"Yep."
"...?" Toni looked at her quizzically, but no reply was forthcoming. She shrugged, and took off her
bathrobe.

--Cassey closed the bedroom door and went straight to the telephone. After all the latest troubles, it felt more
important than ever to give Toni a present she would be happy with.
Cassey picked up the receiver and sent out a prayer before dialing Tiffany's number.

A minute or so later, her face lit up like a little sun. She quickly hung up, grabbed her winter coat and left.
She came back an hour later with a very large plastic carrier bag, and one thing on her mind - where in the
world could she hide this huge thing for six whole weeks?

--After they had eaten dinner - a nourishing salad, much to Toni's disappointment - they were doing the
dishes. Cassey took the plates Toni handed to her, wiped them dry and placed them in the cabinets.
"There's only a month and a half 'till Christmas. Do you have anything in mind you might want?" Toni
asked.
"You know, I actually do, but I don't know if it's appropriate... " Cassey said, as she wiped off their mugs.
"What is it, pizza plates?" Toni said and winked.
"Oh honey, how can you even joke about that?! You could've been seriously ill!" Cassey said slightly
shocked.
"I'm sorry, honeybuns. I'm just trying to be funny..."
"Well, it wasn't pizza plates. It was something for my camera."
"Now you're talking!"
"I was thinking about maybe a tripod. I don't want an expensive version, just one with three legs," Cassey
said and giggled.
Toni wiped her hands on the towel and pulled out a chair.
"You know, honey, I still can't believe you got first place in that photo competition," she said.
"I got lucky," Cassey said as she sat down next to the older woman.
"Lucky my ass, you're good," Toni said, and turned to look at a framed photo of a nesting bird. A gold
medal was pinned up on the wall next to it.
"Maybe so, but it was the zoom lens you gave me for my birthday that allowed me to shoot it."
"I still think the best photo you've ever taken was that one where we played Aphrodite and Adonis," Toni
said and wiggled her eyebrows.
"Yeah, but we sure as heck aren't going to submit *that* one to a competition, are we!" Cassey laughed,
and reached out to hold her partner's hand.
The women looked lovingly at each other, fondly remembering that delightful afternoon.
"We better not," Toni said and cleared her throat.

"Nah. If it ever made the papers, we'd have to move to Alaska!"
*
*
CHAPTER 15
December 25th, 1979, 8:15 am.
Toni stirred and yawned.
'Christmas morning... damn how time flies,' she thought, and craned her neck so she could peek through the
curtains. Still dark outside.
Cassey was draped all over Toni's body, the golden mop of hair resting on the older woman's shoulder, and
Cassey's arm placed possessively just below Toni's breasts.
"Wakey, wakey, honey," Toni whispered to the young blonde and gently moved a hand up Cassey's arm.
"Hmmmpf, humr, hhhmmmhuh?" Cassey mumbled, making Toni chuckle.
"Yes, that's right, it's Christmas morning. Careful, I'm just gonna..." Toni said quietly and started to move
Cassey's arm so she could get out of bed - however, Cassey surprised her by holding on to her.
"It's waited a year, it can wait another thirty minutes..." the younger woman said from her position on
Toni's shoulder, and kissed her partner on the neck. At the same time, her fingers had gone under Toni's
oversized t-shirt and were teasingly drawing a pattern around a full breast.
"I suppose it can..." Toni added huskily.

--A *little* later...
"Are we going to do this like last year?" Toni asked.
"Yep. We're not gonna get dressed until we've had our presents. Christmas morning was the only time I
was allowed to run around in my nightgown when I was a kid, and it's a tradition I intend to keep."
"Suits me fine... you look so damn cute in that Minnie Mouse nightshirt."
"Sit down Toni, and I'll go get your present."
Toni did as instructed, and sat down on the couch. They didn't have a Christmas tree as such, but Cassey
insisted on putting up the seasonal decorations so there were little Santas, snowmen and Red-Nosed
Rudolphs everywhere.
Cassey returned with one of the largest plastic bags Toni had ever seen.

"Whoa!"
"Merry Christmas, my love," Cassey said and handed Toni the bag.
She quickly opened the plastic bag, and pulled out another bag, clear this time, which revealed the jacket.
"Oh man!" Toni said excitedly.
She carefully extracted the denim jacket from the clear bag, and looked at it. She eyed the small tag in the
back of the jacket. Spencer's Denimwear. Toni blinked a couple of times. Spencer's? Oh boy, it was a good
thing she hadn't confronted Cassey with that note she had found in her jeans back in November. Toni
pushed all of that nonsense out of her mind and tried on the jacket. Perfect fit. She swooped her long, black
hair out from under the collar, and noticed that Cassey wore a very cheeky grin.
"Jeez, this is fantastic, honey!" Toni said and hugged Cassey tightly.
"You like it?"
"It's perfect, I love it!"
"I was worried about the size, but that thing's tailor made for you."
"Yep. How do I look?" Toni said, and turned around like a fashion model.
"Unbe-flippin'-lievable, honey," Cassey said and laughed.
"And now it's my turn. Sit tight." Toni got up and went into the bedroom, still wearing her new jacket.
When she returned she had a very long cardboard tube and a small paper bag in her hands.
"Holy shit!" Cassey said.
"Go get your camera, honeybuns," Toni said with a grin.
"You got it," Cassey said and went over to the bureau to retrieve her Kodak.
"OK, this one first," Toni said, and handed Cassey the cardboard tube. She quickly unwrapped one end and
pulled out a tripod.
"Yay, just what I wanted!"
"Glad to hear it. But that's not all. Here ya go," Toni said, and gave Cassey the paper bag.
"What's this, we agreed on one gift each!"
"Hmmm, well, yeah..." Toni said and smiled mischievously.
Cassey opened the small bag and looked inside. At first she couldn't recognize the strange object in there,
but as she took it out she knew at once what it was.
"Oh, this is a remote trigger!"

"Yep. I was looking through our photo albums, and the very few photos you're in are shaky 'cos there was a
dolt behind the camera at the time. This is a gift for both of us, so when we're old, gray and wrinkled we
can admire what a goddess you used to be."
Cassey laughed out loud.
"Flattery will get you everything. God I love you so, ya big lug!" Cassey said and yanked Toni over to her,
nearly crushing the older woman in an embrace that ended with a kiss that made the windows rattle.
"I love you, baby," Toni whispered.

--The next day, at lunch.
"Man, I haven't worn a skirt since... I can't even remember when," Cassey said as she smoothed the
unfamiliar piece of clothing.
"Yeah well, you needn't have bothered for my sake," Toni said from the bathroom.
"How do I look?" Cassey asked, and adjusted her shirt collar.
"Look? Honey, it's old Fred, not the President," Toni said, turned off the lights and closed the bathroom
door.
"Sure, but who wants to look like a slob when we're having a guest over for lunch on Christmas Day?"
"I suppose you want me to change, too?" Toni asked, and looked down at herself. As usual, she was
wearing her 'winter uniform' - a long-sleeved white T-shirt and blue jeans.
"Naw, you look fantastic. You did take a clean T, right?" Cassey said and continued to fidget with her
collar.
"No, it's two weeks old," Toni said, and laughed off Cassey's raised eyebrow.
"Of course I took a clean shirt, honey! C'mere, let me help you with that collar. There ya go," Toni said
while straightening her partner's reluctant shirt.
"Thanks."
"Anytime," Toni said and slapped Cassey's backside.
"Hey!"
Just before things got out of hand, old Fred knocked on the door.
"There he is. Now behave!" Cassey said.
"Yes, dear."

Cassey opened the door and had to do a double-take at their neighbor. He wasn't dressed in his customary
khaki overalls, but rather in a very nice pair of blue jeans with a shiny beltbuckle, a brand new blue-andgreen plaid shirt, and a bolo tie. He had shaved and his hair was water combed. He was holding a large
bouquet of flowers that he gave to Cassey.
"Merry Christmas, Miss Cassey!" he said, beaming.
"Merry Christmas, Fred. Please come in. We're almost ready."
"Much obliged. Ooh, whatever your cookin' smells great!" he said, and entered the house.
"Hiya Fred. Man, you're lookin' sharp today," Toni said and shook hands with the old man.
"Yep, 's only Christmas once a year, so I thought I'd go for it. Listen, the book case is ready, but it's gotten
so heavy I can hardly move the damn thing..."
"Don't worry, I'll go get it afterwards."
Cassey opened the oven and pulled out the pan. They had agreed to forego the pork roast because they
knew Fred couldn't chew very well anymore, so instead they'd made a minced meat pie with a salad. She
moved the steaming pie over to a tray.
"Dinner's ready, guys!" Cassey said, and placed the tray on the table.
"Oh man, that looks fantastic!" Fred said and sat down at the kitchen table.
"Beer, wine or water, Fred?" Toni asked.
"Beer. Coors if ya got it," he replied.
"Never drink anything else," Toni said and grabbed a sixpack in the fridge.
"Er, it's the first time I've eaten here... do ya usually say Grace, or something?" Fred asked before diving
into the pie.
"Not usually, no. We kiss the cook instead," Toni said and flashed a smile at Cassey, who returned it.
"I'll make a note o'that," Fred said and laughed.

--A little later.
"Allow me to be the first to kiss the cook!" Fred said and kissed the back of Cassey's hand.
"Why thank you, Fred. Now, go and sit in the couch while we do the dishes."
"You bet. I've never been really good at doing the dishes anyway!" he laughed.

It didn't take long for Toni and Cassey to finish, and Cassey soon joined Fred in the couch. Toni sat down
in one of the comfy-chairs.
"I can see why you wanted a new book case. That one over there is about to draw its last breath," Fred said.
"I brought it from Arizona when I moved here six years ago," Toni said.
"I remember when you moved in, Toni. I was really happy to see a friendly face. The dude living here
before was a piece of sh... work."
"You can say shit here, Fred, we're not nuns," Cassey said and chuckled.
"All right. Well, he was up to no good. Kicked my dog around all the time."
"Yeah, there are people like that out there, huh?" Cassey added.
"Yeah. But anyway... my dad always told me that Christmas time was good for anecdotes and tall stories.
So, did I ever tell you guys about the time I was in Rome just after the war? It was 1947, and..."

--"I never figured you for a romantic, Fred!" Cassey said, as she poured the freshly made coffee into the
Sunday cups.
"Well... I wasn't always an old coot, ya know."
"Do you want a dash of Irish Whiskey in your coffee, Fred?" Cassey asked politely.
"I really shouldn't... well, maybe a little one?"
"All right, I'll give you a few drops. Toni?"
"No thanks, Cassey. Not today."
Cassey poured a small amount into Fred's cup, and then put the bottle away.
"I trust that both of you are fit and healthy?" Fred asked.
Toni put down her cup and cleared her throat.
"Mostly, yeah. Back in November, I had a little problem one night where I almost puk..."
"Toni! We're drinking coffee, here!" Cassey said sternly.
"Well, Fred asked..."
"She's trying to tell you she was ill one night, Fred," Cassey said.
"I kinda figured as much," Fred said and laughed.

"... but other than that, we're doing great," Toni said.
"I'm glad to hear it. When you get to be my age, you'll be happy if you can bend over to pick up the
newspaper, let me tell you!"
"Can't wait," Cassey said, and winked at Toni, who raised an eyebrow in return.
"What was it that made you ill, by the way?" Fred said.
"A bad pizza."
"Figures. It's always the little things that get ya."
"Yeah," Toni said and winked back at Cassey.

--New Year's Eve, a few minutes to midnight.
Toni had always considered New Year's Eve to be the longest and most boring evening of the year, so she
was taking a nap on the couch. Cassey chuckled at the sight of Toni's long legs sticking out over the edge.
"Old girl? It's almost midnight," Cassey said as she gently touched Toni's shoulder.
"I'll give you old girl, young whippersnapper. When you get to be my age you'll need a nap too," Toni said
as she sat up and scratched her hair.
"Oh gee, the grand old age of 31 and a half!" Cassey said and caressed Toni's neck.
"Why can't New Year's Eve be held at noon instead so all us grownups can go to bed at regular hours,"
Toni growled, and leaned into Cassey's touch.
"'Cos then you'd have to find something else to complain about, honey," Cassey said and gave the older
woman a squeeze.
"Smart-alec."

--Walking outside, Toni took a deep breath of the frosty air.
"You'll need a jacket, honey."
"Got it. Oh boy, the stars look great tonight!" Cassey said.
"Yeah. They're very pretty," Toni added flatly, earning an elbow in the side.

"They are!" the tall woman said with mock indignation.
Cassey giggled.
"What a year this has been, huh? I have a hard time believing we've been through so much. First my parents
got divorced, then Tommy's death, the scorching summer, my promotion, your new job... and then your
illness..." Cassey said, still getting the chills from thinking about how ill Toni had actually been.
"Yeah, we've been busy this year, I'll give you that. Some of it I could have done without," Toni said and
put her arm around Cassey.
"Yeah."
"There were good times too, though. I'll never forget your little red ribboned surprise," Toni said and
winked at her partner.
"I guess it all worked out in the end. Still, I wouldn't mind if 1980 was slightly less exciting," Cassey said
and sighed.
The clock struck twelve, and soon they could hear and see the fireworks from Albuquerque way out in the
distance.
"Happy New Year, honey, love you," Toni said and leaned down and kissed her partner lovingly.
"Love you too," Cassey said and returned the kiss.
"Do you have any New Years' resolutions?"
"Hmmm. It's the same as always - do what I do to the best of my abilities, and hopefully, good times will
follow. How about you?" Toni said.
"I'll do my very best to make sure we'll love each other, now and forever."
"Amen."
A contented silence filled the air as the two women stood and watched the new year's celebrations.
"Toni?"
"Yes?"
"I'm freezing my butt off, so... I was thinking... how about we go inside and make some fireworks of our
own?"
"Now you're talking!" Toni said, opened the screen door, and swooped up the young blonde into her arms.
Cassey's joyful laughter echoed through their back yard as the door slammed shut behind them.
-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-

BOOK 5 - SOME GIRLS HAVE ALL THE LUCK
*
*
INTERLUDE
Monday, April 21st, 1980.
*CLICK* - *CLICK*
"Honey, I think you've wasted enough film on me now..." Toni Willis said, as she put their bags on the
ground next to the truck.
"No, just one more... hey, I got an idea, where's your mirror sunglasses?" Cassey Peters said from behind
her camera.
"They broke, remember?"
"Shit. All right, plan B. Look straight ahead... *CLICK* Oh man, they're gonna be great!"
"The clock is ticking, honey..."
"Just one more, just one more. Wait a second, let me get the remote," Cassey said and ran into the house,
leaving Toni to look at her watch.
"Almost there..." Cassey said as she returned, placed the camera on her tripod and attached the remote
trigger. She looked through the viewfinder and adjusted the focus.
"Come on old girl, sit down on the bottom step with me. Last one, I promise."
"Oh, all right," Toni mumbled and sat down next to the younger woman. Cassey put her left arm around
Toni's waist and rested her head on the taller woman's shoulder.
"Say cheese... three, two, one, Cheese!" Cassey activated the remote trigger, and the camera clicked.
"I still think you're wasting your film," Toni said and laughed, dusting off the seat of her pants.
"No way, Toni. Trust me," Cassey said as she stored her camera gear in the protective case.
"I do trust you, honey, I just can't understand why anybody would want to see pictures of a truck driver
with a beer gut..."
"Oh, you don't have a beer gut, Toni!" Cassey said, and continued, soto voce:
"... well, maybe a little one."
"Thanks hon... WHAT? Get over here ya skinny little kitten and I'll give you a tickle you won't soon
forget!"

Cassey shrieked, grabbed her tripod and ran inside so she could be as far away as possible from Toni's long
fingers.

--Toni opened the back door and peeked in. All quiet. Where could Cassey have gone to... Hmmm... she
stepped inside and was about to peek through the curtain into the storage room when she was assaulted by a
golden whirlwind, tickling the taller woman all over and causing her to writhe around in the hallway,
howling with laughter.
Cassey had both hands inside Toni's shirt, tickling the older woman mercilessly. She was secretly enjoying
that she had for once gotten the better of Toni.
"Oh gaaawd! Peace, time out, I give up!" Toni said in between fits of laughter.
"I accept your defeat. Now kiss your conqueror," Cassey said and smiled.
Toni placed a tiny little peck on the tip of Cassey's nose.
"And what the hell's that supposed to be, huh? Do I really have to do everything around here..." Cassey said
and gave Toni a kiss in return that made the angels clap and cheer.
"Now can we please pack the last bags?" Toni said after licking her lips.
"Oh, why not..."

--Cassey was humming and whistling some unrecognizable happy tune while she carried the last holdall out
to the truck.
"Cassey, honey, please don't take this the wrong way, but in all the time we've known each other, I've never
seen you be so giddy at seven in the morning..." Toni said when they had finished stowing the bags into the
sleeper cab.
"Well, I know, but I'm so excited! Spending a whole week on the road is a new experience for me. I almost
can't wait for it to start," Cassey said and shrugged.
"Yeah, and in five days' time you can't wait for it to end," Toni added.
"Who knows, but one thing's for sure. I've looked forward to this trip ever since we first talked about it way
back in November. This is April, that's one hell of a long wait."
"Well, let's hope there'll be more good days than bad days on this run, honey," Toni said and mussed her
partner's golden locks.
Toni closed the back door of the house, and walked round it to see if all the windows were secure. She went
inside to make a final check, and locked the front door.

"Are you all set?" Toni asked as she opened the passenger door for Cassey.
"Yep, I've told Fred we'll be gone for longer than usual, and he promised me that he'll take extra good care
of my plants. I think we're ready to go, actually."
"Good, let's get trucking."
*
*
CHAPTER 16
Even for Cassey, the goings-on at Detillo's Freight was old hat by now, so Toni had left her waiting in the
truck while she went in to the office to get the manifests. Cassey had scooted over to the driver's seat and
was busy studying all the unfamiliar instruments. Her own Beetle didn't have nearly as many knobs and
dials, but she had always been a quick learner, so she soon understood most of them.
Toni opened the door to the office and walked in, prepared to face the same horrible colors as always, lightbrown and yellow. She spotted Greg sitting in a plastic chair by a plastic palm tree, holding a plastic cup in
his hand.
"Morning, Greg," she said.
"Hello, Toni, nice to see ya."
"What are you doing in here, shouldn't you be out in the booth?"
"Well, I've been temporarily reassigned to office duty. My kidneys started acting up because the old booth
is so draughty," he said and shrugged.
"Sorry to hear that. You're the one I'm looking for, then. Mr. Detillo's secretary called and told me there
was a long distance load waiting for me...?"
"Oh yeah, heard about that. Let me see..." he got up and went over to the file cabinets.
"Got it," he thumbed through a file, and continued:
"OK, here's the deal..."

--On her way back to the truck, Toni spotted Cassey sitting at the steering wheel, and decided to have some
fun with her partner. Cassey hadn't noticed Toni coming back, so she jumped when the older woman
opened the passenger door and climbed up.
"I'm all ready, honey," Toni said with a smile.
"Er..."

"To go? You'll take the first shift until lunch, and then I'll take over."
"Har har, very funny. I couldn't get it in gear even if I wanted to."
"You're selling yourself short, honeybuns. Don't you think it would be great fun if you tried to drive it
once?"
"*Your* truck? Your *truck*? This monstrous behemoth right here?" Cassey said and pointed at the
Mack's steering wheel.
Toni nodded.
"I mean, really, Toni... I'm not big enough. The seat can't go far enough forward for me to reach the pedals.
The steering wheel's too big and heavy for me. And what about the insurance?"
"Is that a yes or a no?"
"... that's a maybe, honey," Cassey said and winked at the older woman, earning a chuckle from Toni.
"All right, then... how about we swap so we can get this show on the road?"
"That's probably a good idea," Cassey said and opened the door.
After they had swapped positions, Toni started the engine and, much to Cassey's surprise, headed for the
exit of the freight central instead of going around the warehouse.
"Hey, wait a minute, we're not gonna get a trailer?"
"We'll pick one up about an hour east of here. It's kinda complicated, but it's all in the papers," Toni said,
and pointed at the folder with the route info.
"Mind if I read 'em?" Cassey asked.
"Of course not."
Cassey opened the folder and looked at the papers.
"OK, let me get this straight... We're running empty to this freight central," she said and pointed at the
name on the papers, and continued:
"...and pick up a trailer headed for Fort Worth, Texas, where we'll get another one headed for New Orleans,
Louisiana?"
"That's basically it, yep."
"But it doesn't say anything about the return trip?"
"No, we'll get that when we get to New Orleans. There's bound to be a load going West."
"Oh, right."

"I've never been to Louisiana. New Orleans is supposed to be a very beautiful city," Cassey said.
"I've been there twice, and it is, but we probably won't have time for sightseeing, Cassey. So don't get your
hopes up too high, OK?"
"Oh sure, honey, I hear ya. Let's see what happens. In any case, my camera's ready at one second's notice."

--"It's so weird not to have a trailer behind us, the engine note's completely different," Cassey said as she was
sitting on the bed in the sleeper cab, cutting an apple. They were going Eastbound on I40, and fortunately
the traffic wasn't bad.
"Yeah. It's called running a bobtail. I gotta watch the speedo. Without the added weight of the trailer, this
truck could easily be a triple digit ride," Toni answered over her shoulder.
"A what?"
"We could easily do a hundred miles an hour," Toni explained.
"I'll never learn the lingo. Just when I think I have it down pat, someone invents new names... and they
never make sense!" Cassey said and laughed out loud.
The CB crackled to life.
"Breaker, breaker to the black Bulldog that just passed the Wisconsin Meats truck, over."
"10-roger breaker, that'll be Little Toni, over," the tall trucker said into the mic, and flicked a switch twice
to flash the two strong lights on the back of the sleeper cab.
"Howdy li'l gal..."
Cassey leaned forward and put her elbows on the center console between the seats. She rolled her eyes, but
Toni merely chuckled.
"...my handle's Big Benny. There's a truck stop comin' up in five miles or so, and I'm wonderin' if you'd be
interested in a little company, over."
"Now, what *do* you mean by that, Benny, over?" Toni asked in her most angelic voice.
"Well, you know, a little F-R-E. I'll bet it can get lonely out here for yer wimmen, over."
" 'F-R-E' ? " Cassey asked confused.
"Front and rear entry, honey, it's a euphemism."
"Fron... oh, for cripe's sake!" Cassey said, and got the creeps just thinking about it.
"I'm gonna hafta pass on your offer, Benny. I already got all I can handle right here in the rig, over."

"Yer sure, darlin' ? I didn't see nobody else with ya when ya went past."
"I'm sure. Sorry buddy. Out," Toni said and hung up the mic.
"Well, I learn something new every day around here... even if I don't want to. I think I'm gonna throw up,"
Cassey said as she moved into the passenger seat.
"Well, there's a truck stop in about five miles or so..." Toni said and smirked.
"Don't even think about stopping there, Toni! He'll follow us for sure!" Cassey said shocked.
"Of course I won't, Cassey... but I don't want you to puke in my truck, either."
"I'll hold it 'till we get home."
"OK," Toni said and chuckled.

--Cassey handed Toni half the apple, cleaned her pocketknife and put it in the glove compartment.
"No, seriously, why are there so many strange people out here, Toni?" Cassey said as she was munching on
her half of the juicy fruit.
"Well, trucking is a strange business, and I guess it attracts a special type of human being. But, of course,
not all truckers are strange."
"That's true, most of the people we've met have been decent enough. Remember Angela from last year?"
"Yeah, she was a fine woman."
"Yep. Funny, too," Cassey said, and suddenly remembered something.
"Toni... I... have a delicate question to ask you, but if you don't want to talk about it, it's all right."
"Go ahead."
"Remember back to when we first met? One of the mornings I came out from the motel, I found you with a
tall brunette, and you were kissing her. She obviously meant something to you. Why haven't you ever
talked about her?"
Toni squirmed in her seat and cleared her throat.
"Well, I... Jeez. I haven't seen her since that time, Cassey."
"I didn't say you had - I wasn't jealous, Toni. I just wondered why you've never mentioned her."
Toni briefly looked out of the side window, and ran her fingers through her hair.

"Her name's Charlotte. She's just a fellow trucker I used to meet from time to time for casual sex."
"Oh."
"And I meant what I said, I haven't seen her since that morning."
"No, no, I believe you. But... I have to admit, that wasn't the answer I was expecting."
"I can imagine," Toni said, mostly to herself.
"But I understand, Toni. Big Benny, or whatever the hell his name was, was more or less right wasn't he?
These endless highways can really be killers."
"Yeah. That's why the lot lizards have such a booming business. And I think it's getting worse. The trips get
longer and longer, and we're away from home far longer than we've ever been. Every day I count my
blessings that I found someone like you who accepts I'm away for two weeks at a time occasionally. You
wouldn't believe how many marriages this business has busted..."
"I won't lie to you Toni, some times I do get lonely when you're away. But then I start thinking about what
we'll do when you return, and I cheer up," Cassey said and patted Toni's thigh.
"Heh."
"... and besides, it more than makes up for it when you invite me along for a run."
"Well, that's good to hear. Whenever you're with me, the trips are always much more enjoyable, 'cos you
know... I kinda like you a lot." Toni said and smiled.
"Oh, that's nice, 'cos you know... I kinda like you a lot, too!" Cassey said, and reached over to kiss Toni on
the cheek.

--"Exit 214's coming up," Cassey said to Toni, in case she had missed the off-ramp.
"Check. Well, it's easy to see where we're headed, huh?"
Just on the other side of the I-40, three very tall flagpoles had been erected in a corner of the freight
central's parking lot. Dozens of trucks were lined up, seemingly without any system.
Toni drove up the off-ramp and crossed over the Interstate on a bridge. She turned left off the smaller road
and drove into the freight central. She pulled to a halt in front of the booth. Deja vu - Toni couldn't
remember one single central that wasn't built to the exact same layout.
"Papers, please," the controller in the booth said.
Toni handed him the paperwork which the man proceeded to read carefully.
"All right, head for lot #11, there's a refrigerated trailer from Nor-Lines waiting for you, #72."

"Got it. I'm new around here, where's lot #11?" Toni asked as she got the papers back.
"Between #10 and #12," he said and smirked.
Toni had heard that joke far too often, and responded by glaring at him and raising her eyebrow. The man
in the booth couldn't meet her eye, so he looked down and cleared his throat.
"... it's on the far side of the main warehouse. Go right, and you can't miss it. Good day, Ma'am."
"Good day, Sir," she replied, and put the truck in gear.
As Toni drove off, a word sounding rather like 'asshole' was heard coming from the passenger seat of the
truck.

--As it happened, lot 11 was easy to find, and it didn't take long to find the trailer, either. Toni expertly
moved the Mack in position, and went out to connect the brake lines, check the tires, and retract the
support-legs on the trailer.
Her trained eye quickly caught several tell-tale signs of wear and tear, all pointing to the fact that this trailer
wasn't in tip-top condition. She shook her head, and cursed under her breath. She walked back up to the
tractor unit and opened Cassey's door.
"Hey honey, this trailer's a rusty old piece of shit, and the compressor for the refrigerator is rattling like
Fred's old pickup. I need you to slide over behind the wheel and step on the brake and stuff while I check it
from the outside."
"Ooh, can I?" Cassey said.
"Yes, just don't drive off before I'm back. I don't wanna chase my own truck all the way to Texas!" Toni
said and laughed.

--"Hit the brakes, Cassey!" Toni shouted. She did, and Toni looked at the brake lights.
"Well, whaddaya know, they all work. Turning signal, first left then right!" Cassey moved the arm behind
the steering wheel, and the little orange lights flashed.
"Yay, they're working too, it's a bloomin' miracle," Toni mumbled on her way back to the cab.
"Let's see if we make it to Fort Worth before the trailer collapses. Anyway, thanks for you help. Great
work, honeybuns," she said and flashed a smile towards Cassey as she sat down and closed the door behind
her.
"Oh, you know, all in a day's work," Cassey replied as she moved back over to her own seat. She bashed
her eyelids seductively.

"You're fishing for a kiss, ain't you?" Toni said.
Cassey nodded, puckered her lips and closed her eyes, waiting for the soft contact. She didn't have to wait
long.

--Toni stopped at the booth to finish up the paperwork by getting the appropriate stamps and signatures. She
also reported the compressor was running poorly, which the controller didn't really give a damn about.
The black Mack left the freight central, crossed the bridge and went down onto the I-40, Eastbound. 590
miles to go until they reached Fort Worth. Now the adventure really started.

--Some time ago, Cassey had bought a book called '101 Funny Stories', and as the truck continued to eat up
the miles going east, she figured now was as good a time as any to see if she had wasted her $1.99.
"OK, here's a funny one... what do you get if you cross an elephant with a mule?"
"Eh? No idea."
"A whole lotta trouble," Cassey said, and giggled.
Toni looked at Cassey, out on the road, and then back at Cassey.
"What?"
"A whole lotta trouble, get it?"
"Honestly, no."
"Well, I thought it was funny," Cassey said and looked down at the book.
"How about this one: A man walks into a bar and asks the barkeep for a glass of water. He drinks it and
leaves. The next day it's the same, and the next, and the next, until the barkeep finally tells him 'look,
Mister, the next time you ask for a glass of water it'll cost you five dollars!'. The thirsty man looks towards
the heavens, and says 'dear wife, I promised you to spend less money in the bar, but seeing the water costs
as much as whisky, I might as well get some liquor!' ," Cassey said and guffawed.
"Oh, that was cruel!" Toni said and chuckled.
"Yeah, you can just imagine the wife back home, holding a rolling-pin, huh?"
Cassey thumbed several pages further along in the book.

"Here's another bar joke. A zebra and a mule are playing poker. The zebra wins yet another hand. Do you
know what the mule says?" Cassey said with a giggle.
"No?"
" 'Hey Frankie, you've already gotten the shirt off my back, what more do you want?' "
"...? I definitely don't get that one, honey..." Toni said.
"It's two zebras, see, but one of them lost his 'shirt' to the other... the stripes!"
"Uh-huh. Right," Toni said, and couldn't help but chuckle at the silly joke.
"OK, how many bricklayers does it take to change a light bulb?" Cassey said.
"One?"
"Nope."
"Two?"
"Nope."
"How many?"
"Four. One to hold on to the light bulb, one to turn the ladder, and one to call the ambulance after the first
two fall down!" Cassey said and laughed out loud.
"That's three, honey..." Toni said and furrowed her brow.
"No, 'cos the fourth one is telling the others what to do!"
"Oh for pete's sake... who wrote that book, anyway? Abbott & Costello?" Toni said and rolled her eyes
repeatedly.
"Actually, it doesn't say," Cassey said as she turned the book over in her hand.
"Gee, I wonder why...?"
"Aw, it's not that bad, honey."
"No, it's worse."
"Must be a generation thing, because I think these jokes are funny," Cassey said and stuck her tongue out at
Toni.
"Watch your mouth, young lady, or you won't get an ice cream the next time we stop."
"Yeah, yeah. I'll behave," Cassey said as she leafed trough the book.
"I mean, 101 Funnies... isn't there even one single joke we'll both find funny?" Toni asked.

"This one might be... if a car leaves Denver at 8 am, and another car leaves Dallas at 9 am, when do they
meet?"
"When? Hmmm. Let me see, Denver..."
"Don't bother, the punch line is they'll never meet because they're going in opposite directions. The joke
didn't say which way they went."
The sound of laughter started bubbling up from Toni chest, and within a few seconds she was laughing out
loud.
"That's not funny, Toni," Cassey said flatly.
"Yes it is!" Toni managed to say between laughs.
"It's a generation thing. Must be," Cassey said, and put the book in the glove compartment with a deep sigh.

--The day had gone by surprisingly quickly, and the two women found themselves only 90 miles away from
Fort Worth.
Toni was looking intently at her watch, and calculating the remaining distance against the time.
"What's the matter, honey, have we forgotten something? Your forehead is really wrinkly," Cassey asked.
"I don't have wrinkles!" Toni said shocked.
"They add character to your face, you know," Cassey teased.
"I. Don't. Have. Wrinkles. Period," Toni said.
"OK. Of course not."
"I don't!"
"I'm agreeing with you," Cassey said and crossed her fingers out of sight of Toni.
"I think we'll need to stop for the night before we reach Fort Worth. I'm beginning to feel tired. My
shoulders are killing me. It's all this damned crosswind, I've been holding the wheel in a death grip ever
since we entered Texas," Toni said and winced.
"Fine by me, honey. No sense in getting you all stressed out on the very first day. And... I remembered to
pack some of the special oil, you know, so perhaps I could... help you with the shoulders a little later on?"
Cassey said.
"How can a girl say no to that?" Toni answered with a wide grin.

--45 minutes later, and the black Mack was safely parked in a truck stop.
"Oh man, it's busy in here tonight. If we don't find a table soon I'm gonna sit down on the floor and start
eating," Cassey said as they were walking around in the cafeteria, fruitlessly looking for somewhere to eat.
"I know, honey, I think they can hear your stomach growling clear down in Dallas."
"Yeah, well, you know how it goes... there's one!" Cassey suddenly said, ran ahead, and plunked her tray
down on the last free table.
"Finally! Now let's get some chow," she said as Toni caught up with her. Within seconds, Cassey was
munching on a monster-sized bite out of her extralarge cheese burger.
Toni had to shake her head at the ferocious appetite of her partner.
"Damn, was I hungry..." Cassey said as she pushed the empty plate aside. Toni was savoring her t-bone
steak, so she had plenty left.
"So, how do we do this... do you wanna go and shower while I finish my meal, or...?" Toni asked.
"No... actually... I was thinking of buying another burger," Cassey said in a sheepish tone.
"One of these days they're gonna come back and haunt you, you know? One morning you'll wake up and
you're suddenly 300 pounds," Toni said and waved her fork in Cassey's direction.
Cassey leaned forward, and whispered:
"We better hope I'm not on top of you at that moment, huh?"
"Yeah, but what a way to go," Toni said and put a handful of fries in her mouth.
"Yeah. I guess you're right, they're not good for me... But starving ain't fun either, so I'll just buy a small
one!" Cassey said and left for the buffet.

--By the time she returned, Toni was done.
"I'll go and shower now, Cassey. It's downstairs. You'll need a $5 coin for the cabin."
Cassey patted her pocket.
"Got it. Go on, it won't take me five minutes before I'm there."
"No point in rushing, the cabins aren't big enough to share," Toni said as she left the table, nearly causing
Cassey to choke on a French fry.

--The shower cabins were easy enough to find for Cassey - they were located next to the restrooms
downstairs from the truck stop, and only four of them were occupied, so she was spoiled for choice.
She briefly considered knocking on the doors to find Toni, but she quickly put the thought aside when two
tired looking truckers descended the stairs to the cabins.
Cassey put the $5 coin in the slot, opened the door and stepped in. A typical shower cabin, white tiles and
plenty of lewd graffiti, but it was adequate for the task. Making sure the sliding bolt was in place on the
door, she took her clothes off and put them in the small locker so they'd be safe from the water.
Five minutes of gloriously hot water later, the coin was used up and the water stopped. Cassey dried herself
with her towel and got dressed. As she was doing so, she couldn't help but look at all the adolescent graffiti.
Mixed in with the usual crude drawings of various elongated bits and pieces, several writings caught her
eye.
'For some hot action, call Francine, 555-0728'
'Smile! You're on candid camera,' with an arrow pointing up - Cassey did a quick peek just in case.
Nothing. Phew.
'Girls, if you want a real man, call Twelve-Inch Tony tonight, 555-6532'
'Go cry in your beer, dude. I've got a 36-inch Toni waiting for me,' she thought, and chuckled.
She opened the door and immediately saw Toni combing her hair in front of the big mirror. Walking over
to stand next to her, Cassey fixed her own golden locks, always keeping eye contact with Toni via the
mirror. Suddenly, Toni's eyes became darker and darker, as they always do when she's getting in the mood.
Cassey was worried the mirror might crack from the strain.
Silently they finished and left the restrooms. Well fed, freshly showered, and feeling very romantic,
Cassey's fingers quietly found Toni's hand as they walked back to the truck.

--Toni closed the privacy curtains and turned to face Cassey, who was looking even more sexy and luminous
than usual. The younger blonde was kneeling in the sleeper cab, warming the tube of massage oil between
her hands, and the sparkle in her eyes was almost electric.
"Come on, honey, it's almost ready," she said and patted the bed.
Toni unbuckled her jeans and took them off. The hot shower hadn't done its duty, her back and shoulders
were still aching, so she was really looking forward to this.
She took off her T-shirt and her sportsbra. She had to smile at the thought that Cassey was now wearing
one as well. Nine hours of bouncing breasts day-in day-out shook the poor things to pieces, and was simply
no fun.

For some strange reason she felt incredibly vulnerable, naked save for her panties, and looking at a still
dressed Cassey.
"Aren't you gonna take your clothes off, too?" Toni asked.
"All in due course, honey. Come on."
Toni crawled into the bed and got down on her stomach. Cassey had arranged a pillow for Toni to rest her
head on, and she did so. She turned her face to the left so she could still watch Cassey.
"Are you ready?" her partner asked.
"Oh yeah..."
Cassey brushed Toni's long hair away from her shoulders, before pouring a large blob of hand-warmed oil
onto Toni's back. She started to spread it out with her hands - firmly but carefully so she wouldn't
accidentally tickle Toni, her hands moved in circles, from the shoulderblades and upwards.
Toni answered with a long, throaty moan that made Cassey's nape hairs stand on end.
Cassey's roaming hands found their destination, lovingly kneading the suffering muscles in Toni's neck.
After a little while, she could feel Toni's muscles relax, and she was about to suggest a new course of action
when she heard the easily recognizable 'ZZZZzzzzzzzzzzz' coming out of Toni's half-opened mouth.
Cassey chuckled and wiped the remaining oil off her hands with a rag. Quietly she took off her clothes and
covered Toni's sleeping form with the spare blanket. She clicked off the ceiling light and whispered 'good
night, old girl' to her soundly sleeping partner.
*
*
CHAPTER 17
The next morning, 6:15 am.
"I'm really sorry about last night, honeybuns," Toni said and mussed the golden locks of her partner as they
were getting dressed.
"No harm done. I'm actually kinda proud that my hands made you relax so much, you know," Cassey said
and laughed while crawling into her jeans.
"Yeah, but falling asleep in the middle of it is the biggest no-no of them all," Toni added.
"You obviously needed it. And I'm sure we'll make it up at a later date."
"Count on it. With interest," Toni said and wiggled her eyebrows, scooting over on the bed to kiss her
partner on the lips.
"Oh yeah... can't wait," Cassey said seductively as they separated.

Toni pulled apart the privacy curtains. As the daylight spread throughout the cab, Cassey's stomach
growled.
"It's alive!" Toni said and covered her eyes with her hands.
"Har har."

--The truck stop was no less busy now than last night, so this time they saved themselves the aggravation of
trying to find a table and went straight back to the truck carrying a large paper bag with their breakfast.
Black coffee only for Toni as usual, and equally as usual, Cassey gobbled up two bagels. Today they were
both with caraway-seeds and really strong smelling slices of cheese on top instead of her customary sugary
product.
"Cassey, you know I love you... but how the hell can you eat stinky cheese for breakfast?" Toni asked and
crinkled her nose at the smell.
"Family traditions. Mom does it as well, and has since she was a little girl."
"Yeah, but..."
"And I love it," Cassey added, and gave Toni the saddest puppydog eyes imaginable.
"Awwwwwww. Just don't forget to go and brush your teeth before we go."
"I won't."

--When Cassey returned from the restrooms, Toni was busy checking the tires on the truck and on the
decrepit trailer.
"Does it still hold up?" Cassey asked.
"Barely."
They climbed up into the cab and got settled in for the day's journey.
Cassey flashed Toni a brilliant smile.
"Look mom, I done brush my teeth. Can I get a kiss now?"
"Why certainly, dear," Toni said, and kissed her partner.
Toni put the Mack in gear and slowly drove out of the parking lot. Next stop, Fort Worth.

--The remaining 55 miles went by without incident, and the black Mack soon pulled up to the booth of the
freight central.
Toni already had the paperwork ready when the controller asked for them, so she quickly handed them over
to a redheaded woman sitting in the booth. Her name was Annette, Toni noted, at least that's what the
nametag placed right above her ample bosom said.
The controller stamped the paperwork and handed them back to Toni.
"Drop the Nor-Lines trailer off at the first available slot. You need to go to the main warehouse and speak
with the load supervisor. I have a note here saying there's a problem with your next job, but it doesn't give
any details," she said.
"Damn. All right, thank you," Toni said.
"You're welcome," Annette said, and winked at her, which caused the trucker to blush slightly.
"Problems?" Cassey asked as they drove off, heading for the parking lot.
"Maybe. We need to find the load supervisor. But first, let's lose this old piece of crap trailer."
A few minutes later the trailer had been dropped off. The refrigerator unit sounded like it was on its last, so
the shunter boss had decided to bump it up in the queue. Toni was glad to see the end of that old thing. If it
had broken down while in her possession, the paperwork would have been a killer.
"Now let's go find Mr. Supervisor," Toni said to Cassey as they slowly cruised round the lot.

--It was easy enough to spot him, but rather more difficult to get to talk with him. The supervisor was a
slightly overweight, and definitely overworked, man in his late ‘50s, with a sweatsoaked shirt, and a tie that
was more off than on. He was constantly barking into a walkie-talkie, trying to keep on top of the madness
in the busy warehouse.
Toni approached him cautiously, and cleared her throat when she was close enough.
He turned around and wiped some sweat off his brow.
"Great, more work. You gotta be Toni Willis, right?"
Just as Toni opened her mouth to answer, he put up a hand and barked into the mic.
"Fort Worth to New Orleans, right?" he said to her.
This time Toni merely nodded.

"The trailer's late. Ten hour delay, there was a..."
A new message from the radio made him shout a string of profanity into it. Toni wanted to do the same - a
ten hours delay...!
"... problem on a weigh bridge, it had to be..." he started to say, but interrupted himself, talking into the
mic.
Toni angrily raised an eyebrow. Just flippin' great.
"So, what'cha gonna do? Wait for it or get another?" he said, not waiting for a reply.
"Get another!" Toni said rather vehemently.
"Gotcha. There's plenty to choose from. You still want New Orle...", and the radio squawked.
Toni's blood pressure was beginning to rise to dangerous levels.
"Yes, I still want New Orleans," she said to him.
"You got a certificate for class-D/E Hazardous?"
"Yep. Class-F, actually."
"Great. I got a class-D/E 15K gallon chemical tanker, New Orleans, double pay, no rush. So?"
'Chemicals. How the hell am I gonna explain that to Cassey? Double pay, no rush... No wonder, hardly
anyone has classification to haul one of those things. I do,' Toni thought.
"I'll take it."
"Great, it's out on the..."
Toni rolled her eyes as they were interrupted again.
"... out on the haz-lot. Find a shunter boss in an orange suit, they're cleared for...", he said before talking
into the mic again.
"I got it," Toni said, and left.

--"What's up?" Cassey asked as Toni returned.
"Well... the original load has been delayed almost a full day," Toni said.
"Shit."
"Yeah, so the supervisor offered me another trailer, for New Orleans..."

"Good, but... I can see on your face there's something you're not telling me," Cassey said.
"It's a tanker, class-D/E hazardous.”
"Oh," Cassey said.
"It's a load of chemicals, but D/E is not nearly as dangerous as class-F, Cassey, and you've already tried
that. It's double pay and there's no deadline, so we can take it easy if we want to..." Toni said.
Cassey sighed, but didn't say anything.
"Do you want me to decline it?" Toni asked.
"No... How far is it to New Orleans?"
"520 miles. We'll be there by lunch tomorrow."
"If nothing goes wrong," Cassey added flatly.
"Honey, listen, I've driven hazardous materials several times now, and I've never had a problem..." Toni
countered.
"I s'pose. At least none of us smoke, right? All right... I'm in if you are," Cassey said and smiled a slightly
nervous smile.
"I am. Let's get it and get on our way."

--Four hours later. They had visited a diner just off the Interstate because Cassey's bladder had been sending
out distress signals - no doubt from all the soda pops she had been drinking to take her mind off the big can
of rocket fuel behind them.
Cassey being Cassey, she had also bought a paper bag full of sandwiches, and she was now eating a hamand-cheese, much to Toni's surprise.
"I would've thought you'd be too nervous to eat, honey?" she said.
"mmmfff-nuh-uh," came the reply, through a mouthful of sandwich.
As they approached the intersection that would take them back onto the Interstate, Toni reached for the CB.
"What the hell's going on with all that chatter?" she said, and turned up the volume.
She turned the Mack onto the ramp leading down to the Interstate, and suddenly Cassey jumped in her seat
and excitedly pointed out of the window.
"Oh wow, look at that!"

In front of them, an enormous convoy stretched out over several hundred yards, and more trucks kept
whizzing past as they gained speed going down the ramp.
"Seventeen, eighteen, nineteen... holy flip!" Cassey said with a delighted squeal.
"It's the biggest convoy I've seen for years, that's for sure," Toni added and grabbed the CB mic.
"Breaker breaker, you've got Little Toni and the Green Eyed Goddess, Eastbound in the black Bulldog,
what's going on here, boys, over?"
"Hello breaker, you're talkin' to the Texas Lizard, we just got a li'l ol' convoy! Just slot in wherever there's
a place, over."
"That's a big 10-4, Texas Lizard. Out."
As they entered the Interstate, a truck went out into the left lane so Toni could glide in.
"Much obliged, buddy," Toni said on the CB.
The driver of the other truck returned the call by giving his airhorns a long wail before he slipped in ahead
of them.
"I've died and gone to heaven!" Cassey said dreamily.
"Why do you like driving in convoys so much?" Toni asked.
"Don't know. It just... I can't describe it, but it's... to me, this is the essence of the life on the road, you
know? The brotherhood."
"Hmmm, yeah, I see what you're getting at."
"How many trucks are behind us?" Cassey said.
"... four," Toni answered after swerving slightly so she could see behind them in the mirrors.
"And twenty ahead of us, boy, a convoy twenty-five trucks strong, that's not something you see every day."
"Sure ain't, honey."
The CB crackled to life.
"Breaker one-niner to Little Toni, this is the Lonesome Cowboy at the backdoor, do you have a copy?"
"10-Roger Lonesome Cowboy, I've got ya clean and green, over."
"How do you fancy bein' the rear guard, I need some time in the rockin' chair, over."
"10-4 buddy, linin' up."
Toni went into the left lane and slowed down slightly so the other trucks passed by her.

"Rocking chair?" Cassey asked interested.
"Means that you don't have any obligations, you're just along for the ride, somewhere in the middle of the
convoy."
"Oh, right."
Lonesome Cowboy passed them in an old green Peterbilt. As he went past, he stabbed the horns and gave
them a salute by waving his arm out of the window. Toni answered with her own airhorns and Cassey gave
him a thumbs up.
"Goddamn, this is the best fun I've ever had with my clothes on!" Cassey said and laughed.
"Much obliged, Little Toni. The bears ain't very active today, but you never know. Some times they sneak
up on ya. Lonesome Cowboy out," a voice said on the CB.
After the green truck had gone by, Toni sped up again and went back to the right lane, constantly keeping
an eye on her mirrors.
"Being the backdoor is tiring because you have to be alert and look for the cops at all times, in addition to
minding your own driving, right?" Cassey asked.
"That's right, Cassey. Now it's my job to keep an eye out for the highway patrols and unmarked police
cruisers."
"The plain brown wrappers?" Cassey said and smiled broadly.
"Yeah! Damn honeybuns, you're getting good at this. Pretty soon you'll be doing all the talking on the CB,
and I'll just be your driver."
Twenty minutes later, and the CB hadn't stopped squawking. Even Cassey had joined the fun and talked to
another lady trucker further up the long line.
"Cassey, look in the mirror and tell me what you see," Toni suddenly said.
"It looks like a red Mustang, and... hmmm, can't really see what's behind that. Oh, now I can, it's a beige
something... a Buick, I think."
"Yep."
"Cop car?"
"Might be," Toni said and picked up the mic.
"Breaker breaker, this is the backdoor. A possible plain brown wrapper half a mile or so back, over."
"10-4 backdoor, the Lizard's waitin'," the voice said from the CB.
The car came closer, and pretty soon it was evident that it was an unmarked police car. The CB antenna
was swaying in the wind.

"Gotcha," Toni said.
It took the car almost two miles to pass all the trucks, but as everyone behaved, the cop didn't have
anything to do.
After about an hours' drive the convoy had been whittled down to about 19 trucks. Toni had gradually
moved up to being second in line when the Lizard called her on the CB.
"Breaker for Little Toni and the Green Eyed Goddess, this is where I'll be leaving, so catch ya on the
flipflop. Stay safe. The Lizard is gone, bye bye."
"10-4 Texas Lizard, keep the bears off your tail, will ya. Out."
"Hey, that means we're..." Cassey said and grabbed hold of the dashboard. Ahead of them, Lizard's yellow
Freightliner pulled off the highway and went up the offramp.
"... that means we're gonna be in front!" Cassey said and squealed.
"Yep."
Toni picked up the CB, and clicked the button.
"Breaker to the convoy, Little Toni has taken the front door, out."

--A couple of hours later. The convoy had dissolved itself, but Toni's black Mack was still trucking along.
"How far do you think there is to go now, Toni?"
"Tired? Or hungry?" Toni said and laughed.
"Both, but mostly tired, it's been an exciting day!" Cassey said, and yawned.
"We're coming up to a large truck stop in about two hours' time. I was planning to spend the night there.
We'll reach New Orleans by lunch tomorrow.”
"Good, I can't wait to get rid of the tanker. I have to tell you, I don't particularly like driving around with
that much danger right behind me. I mean, what if a brake hangs and catches fire or a tire blows or
something? We won't have much time to get away."
"Honey, there won't be *any* time to get away, it's 15,000 gallons of chemicals, remember?" Toni said in a
solemn voice.
"Yeah, well... thanks for reminding me, the knot in my stomach really needed that. I know I'm sounding
silly, but I can feel that something... something's about to happen."
"Please don't worry yourself sick, honey," Toni said and patted Cassey's thigh.

"Would you mind if I lie down for a little while? I feel a headache coming on," Cassey said.
"No, of course not. Go on and get some rest. If you fall asleep, I'll wake you up when we reach the truck
stop.”
"Deal."
*
*
CHAPTER 18
8:30 pm, and dusk was approaching.
"Hey Cassey? Wake up," Toni said loudly to the snoozing woman, and tapped her knuckles on the center
console.
"Are we there yet?" Cassey replied from the sleeper cab, and sat up straight, rubbing her eyes.
"No, there's a truck in trouble up ahead."
Toni pointed to a flatbed truck, loaded with barrels of some kind. It was moving erratically, never staying
in one lane for long.
"What's wrong, do you think he's sick or something?"
"White line fever. He's fallen asleep."
"Oh man..."
Toni pulled the chord for the airhorns. No reaction.
"Damn."
"There must be something we can do, Toni?" Cassey said as she moved into the passenger seat.
The tall trucker shook her head.
"Not a damn thing, honey."
The two women could only watch in horror as the Kenworth in front of them swayed towards the hard
shoulder, this time without pulling straight. The wheels on the right-hand side caught the gravel on the
outside of the road... and dug in. The truck jerked right and went straight into the ditch, flopping over onto
its side like a beached whale.
Dirt and gravel was thrown about violently, and a giant dust cloud obscured their view of the truck and the
road ahead. Toni stood on the brake pedal and managed to get the Mack stopped with a minimum of hassle.
As the dust cloud settled, they could see that several of the barrels had been toppled from the trailer and
were spread out onto the ground.

"I'm gonna run over there to see if I can help the driver!" Cassey said, and took off like a scalded cat.
"Cassey, wait up! Wait! God dammit!" Toni said and slammed her fist into the steering wheel.
She drove on for a further 150 yards or so to get the tanker out of harms way, got out and started to run
back.

--Despite her slender size, Cassey climbed up the overturned truck like a monkey in a circus. She opened the
undamaged left hand door and looked inside.
"Hello? You all right?" she shouted, but the driver wasn't responding. He had been thrown across the cab in
the accident. Cassey watched Toni approach her quickly, and she had every intention of waiting until the
older woman had reached her.
Suddenly a part of the embankment crumbled and the truck slid another two feet down the ditch. The
unexpected movement caused Cassey to lose her footing and she fell down into the cab with a surprised
yelp.
Toni's heart almost stopped when she saw Cassey going down. She was still twenty-five yards away and
ran as fast as she could. She reached the truck with her heart hammering in her ears, and like Cassey, she
quickly climbed up the truck, using the headlights as steps.
"Cassey!" she shouted with a trembling voice. She went to the still open door and looked down like Cassey
had done just moments before. She could clearly see the two people down there, entangled in a mess of
arms and legs.
"Shit..." Cassey groaned.
"Are you all right?"
"No. I think I've broken my wrist... hurts like hell..."
The blonde woman managed to untangle herself from the driver and stood up in the cab, careful not to step
on the still unconscious man.
"Here, come on, stretch out your good arm, I'll lift ya up," Toni said from somewhere above her.
Cassey did as instructed and was soon lifted out of the truck. She nursed her injured left wrist, and she was
bleeding from a cut on her lip.
"Can you get off the truck by yourself? I need to get the driver out of there," Toni said to her.
"I'll manage."
With some difficulty, Cassey jumped off the truck but couldn't keep her balance as she landed, so she
keeled over rather ungracefully... right on her butt.

"Ouch! I don't believe this, I really don't believe this! Here I am, once again knee-deep in someone else's
fuckup, and it's me who gets hurt! That's what I get from playing The Good Flippin' Samaritan!", she
roared to no-one in particular as she dug a handkerchief out of her pocket and wiped her lip with it.
Inside the cab, Toni had crawled down and stood next to the driver. She lifted him up into a sitting position,
which shook him awake. It didn't take long for him to understand the situation, and Toni was able to get
him out of there relatively untroubled.
The driver staggered out of the wreck and climbed down. He sat down on the ground, leaning against the
filthy underside of his employer's truck. A big lump was forming on his forehead, but he wasn't bleeding,
and as Toni gently opened his eyelids, his pupils were responding to light.
Cassey was sitting down on the tarmac when Toni returned to her.
"Honey, are you hurt anywhere else? You look a little pale," Toni said, and put a hand on Cassey's
forehead.
"No, I'm fine, except my hip hurts like hell now, too. I must have bumped it on the steering wheel or
something when I went down."
A Winnebago pulled over and two elderly people, who were clearly husband and wife, came over to Toni
and Cassey.
"What the hell's happened here? Somebody need a meat wagon?" The man said while he surveyed the
situation.
"Yeah, the driver's banged up a bit. You better call a 10-33," Toni said to him, before turning to Cassey.
The man went back to his Winnebago to call the authorities.
"I've got a first aid kit right here, let me look at her lip," the woman said and showed them a Red Cross
medical kit.
Behind them, the driver of the Kenworth groaned and pressed his hand against his throbbing head.
"Go see to him, Ma'am, I'll take care of the young 'un," the woman said reassuringly.
Toni looked at Cassey, who nodded in return. She squeezed Cassey's shoulder and went back to the
overturned Kenworth.
"Come on, dear, let's go to our van and fix you up," the elderly woman said.

--As the ambulance departed with the injured truckdriver, Cassey limped back to the Mack, constantly
cursing under her breath.
"Goddamned flippin' piece o' rotten cowflop..."
Toni was walking behind her, and quickly caught up with her partner. She put an arm around the blonde's
shoulder.

"Come on honey, I'll help ya."
"Thanks... I need a headache pill, do you think we've got any?"
"Plenty. Does your hip hurt real bad?"
"Yeah, well... it's more my backside, actually," Cassey said and smirked.
"As soon as we're alone I'll give you a rubdown," Toni said and winked seductively at the younger woman.
"Mmmm... it'll have to be a thorough one..." Cassey said as the opened the passenger door of the truck.
"All right."

--"Oh boy, I'm gonna need to sit on a pillow, or something..." Cassey said as she very, very gently placed her
abused backside on the passenger seat.
"Maybe one of those inflatable rings?" Toni replied as she started the truck.
"That might work, yeah."
"Some truck stops sell them. Maybe we get lucky... unfortunately the next major truck stop is about an
hours' drive away."
"Crap," Cassey stated flatly, causing Toni to wince in sympathy.

--"I told you something was gonna happen..." Cassey said quietly.
"Yeah, you did. I think these premonitions of yours are getting spooky. Remember the dream you had last
year, just before you got the letter telling you about Tommy?" Toni said.
"Don't remind me. I wish I didn't have them. I mean... it's not like I'm one of those fake psychics from TV,
you know?"
"Of course not, honey."
"... but when I do get a sense of something, it's so flippin' real... You know what's strange, Toni? I never
had them before I met you."
"Really?"
"No. Not once, not even when I was smoking pot regularly. Once in a while I'd hallucinate or something
creepy like that... but never these premonitions. Why do you think that is?"

"You're asking me? I'm not a shrink, honey."
"Me neither. But it's the weirdest stuff I've ever experienced."
"I'll bet."
"One thing's an absolute fact, though," Cassey said, and moved about in her seat.
"What's that?"
"My ass is killing me..."

--55 painful minutes later - just before 10 pm.
A few miles earlier, Cassey had succumbed to the pain caused by the vibrations, and was lying on her
stomach in the sleeper cab just wearing her panties and her oversized nightshirt. It wasn't a bad position to
be in, actually, as she was fondling one of Toni's shirts for comfort.
Toni parked the truck and opened the leather curtain to look after Cassey.
"How's it hangin' honey?" she said.
"I think your honey has broken her ass..." Cassey growled.
"Oh damn, I've always loved that particular piece of you..." Toni replied.
"I wish I had your sense of humor."
"Yeah, sorry," Toni said and moved into the sleeper cab. She opened a small locker and found a mirror.
Toni clicked on the light, and held the mirror so Cassey could see the colorful bruise spreading out across
her shapely backside and down the side and back of her left thigh.
"Whoa..." Toni said disbelieving.
"I'll second that!" Cassey replied, somewhat startled.
"How many different colors is that? Five, six?" Toni said, and began to count.
"No idea, but it feels like 50," Cassey said and winced, carefully avoiding putting pressure on the injury.
"Do you want to go with me to the cafeteria, or do you just want to stay here and drool on my T-shirt?"
Toni asked as she put the mirror away.
"Stay here and drool if you don't mind. I think I'll try to get some sleep," Cassey answered.
"How's your wrist and your lip?" Toni asked.

"Wrist's fine now, must've just been the impact that hurt, but the lip stings like hell."
"I hate to see you hurtin', honey." Toni reached in and gently caressed Cassey's arm.
"Thanks. It sucks, let me tell you..."
"I'll bet. I'll be back later, OK?"
"OK, and... please lock the doors. The elastic band on my panties is pinching me like crazy, so I'm gonna
have to take 'em off."
"Oh?" Toni said, suddenly interested.
"Yeah, but if you get any funny ideas you better bottle them for later, 'cos, frankly, I won't be in the mood
for *anything* tonight..."
"Oh..." Toni said in a really sad voice, causing Cassey to chuckle.
"I'll lock the doors. Try to get some rest, huh? I'll bring you some food, a Coke and lots of salt and grease to
make you feel better," Toni said and kissed Cassey on the shoulder.

--Toni was busy watching an old gurgling percolator fill up a Styrofoam cup with a brown liquid that was
supposed to be coffee when she heard a man behind her say,
"Hiya toots!"
She turned around ready to punch the jerk's lights out, but was instead faced with a broadly smiling
Jackson.
"Who ya callin' toots, ya big lug?" Toni said and laughed, slapping the big man in his gut.
"Whoa, Toni! I thought I was gonna pee my pants from the look in your eyes when you turned around!"
"Yeah, well... I tend to react that way."
"No shit. Is that coffee?" Jackson said as he looked at the indescribable contents of the cup.
"No, I don't know what the hell this is. But I'll drink it anyway," Toni said and shrugged, before grabbing
the Styrofoam cup.
"Did you order yet?" Jackson said and looked at the menu display above them.
"Yeah. It should be right here."
Within a minute or so, a waitress put a large plate with a burger on the counter.
"Here you go, Ma'am. That'll be $4.98."

"And a coffee," Toni said and pointed at the cup.
"Then it's $5.98."
Toni handed the waitress a handful of coins and grabbed the tray.
"Come on, let's find a table and talk, huh?" she said.

--"Ha ha, yeah, that was a funny story. Man," Toni said. The coffee had been horrendous, but her dinner had
actually been good for a change. She wiped her mouth with a napkin and threw it down on the empty plate.
"Yeah. We've experienced a lot of stuff, haven't we?" Jackson said.
"By the way, you were a medic... is there anything I can do to ease the pain of a bruise that looks like it's
going to be the size of New Mexico...? Any secret medic tricks?"
"You don't look like you're in pain, Toni...?"
"Nah, it's not for me, it's for... someone."
"Someone I know?"
"What is this? Twenty Questions? You've met her. The hitchhiker."
"... not the *blonde* hitchhiker with the green eyes?" he said and wiggled his eyebrows.
"The one and the same."
"Well well well. I saw the connection right away."
"BS, buddy. I didn't see it for another two weeks."
Jackson laughed out loud.
"Well, ahem, back to business. A bruise? Large bruises can be real painful. How did it happen?"
Toni filled Jackson in on the events of the evening.
"Wow."
"Yeah, she's like that. Very strong... but this bruise is real painful. It's about 8 by 10 inches."
"Ouch! Where is it?"
"On her left buttocks, and going down her thigh."
"O... K," he said and winced.

"... well, I can't really give you any tips. Time is the best healer, Toni."
"I know, it's just... I just hate to see her in pain."
"Toni, you're head over heels with this girl, aren't you?"
"Yeah. I guess I am," she said and fidgeted with her fork.
"Do you think I could meet her? I'd love to shake her hand."
"It's not going to be tonight, Jackson, she's really hurting. I promised to buy her some food, and after that
it's about time for me to hit the sack anyway, but tell you what, how about tomorrow morning instead?"
"Deal. Are you leaving at dawn as usual?"
"Hard to say this time. Oh, by the way, we're parked way over in the boonies, I'm hauling a chemical
tanker," Toni said and started to get up.
"OK. Hey, I just remembered: As long as the bruise is throbbing there's still some way to go. When it
changes into 'needles and pins', it's getting better," he said and put on his jacket.
"Oh? Right, I'll ask her. Thanks, Jackson, and good night."
Toni waved at her friend as he left the cafeteria, and then she went back to the counter to order a medium
cheeseburger with fries and a can of Coke for Cassey.

--Toni closed the driver's-side door quietly. She could hear Cassey's lazy breathing and knew her partner was
sleeping.
She placed the paper bag with the food on the dashboard with great care so it wouldn't make any noise. On
the other hand, the smell alone would do it, Toni thought and chuckled to herself. She closed the privacy
curtains and locked the doors.
In the sleeper cab, Cassey stirred and yawned.
"Honey?" she said and clicked on the little reading light.
"Right here, Cassey. Something wrong?" Toni answered.
"No, I'm just lonely in here," Cassey said and carefully rolled over so she could sit up.
She started to sniff about, and within seconds her eyes lit up like emerald suns.
"Food!" she growled, sounding like a starved grizzly bear.
"Bought you a cheeseburger, if you're up for it?" Toni said.

"Listen, I'll have to be comatose for not to be up for a burger."
"... and fries, and a Coke."
"You're a goddess, and you sure know how to spoil a girl," Cassey said as she grabbed the bag with the
food.
The junkfood was disposed with in record time, proving that even though Cassey's rear end was hurting, the
other end worked just fine.

--"Toni?" Cassey said in a strangely subdued voice, still sitting on the edge of the bed, putting all the weight
on her right buttock.
"Yes, honey?"
"I... I have a little problem."
"How can I help?" Toni said and was quickly by her partner's side.
"I... gotta pee."
"Oh. I can't help you with that."
"I guess you can't. If I were a guy, I'd just use a bottle."
"We don't even have a bottle, honey..."
"Oh..." Cassey said, and shifted her position on the bed.
"Geez, we're half a mile away from the restrooms," Toni said and winced.
"Yeah, well... I'm not sure I could make it that far, anyway."
"I'd rather you didn't wet our bed, honey..."
"No shit? I guess I'm gonna have to squat in the shadows somewhere... help me get my jeans on, please?"
"Sure," Toni said and started looking for their reserve roll of toilet paper.
Toni helped a fully dressed Cassey down the ladder, and left her to do her business behind the tandem
wheels, in the shadow of the trailer.
Cassey came back out, still limping, and sporting an embarrassed look on her face.
"Christ, how humiliating."
"When ya gotta go, ya gotta go..." Toni offered in sympathy.

"Good thing we're alone out here... I couldn't have done it with an audience."
"Yeah, there isn't anything out here but snakes and lizards."
"What?!"
"We're in Louisiana, honey. Plenty of critters here."
"I wanna go home, Toni," Cassey said, and pretended to pout.
"Soon, dear, soon."

--Cassey yawned and stretched, after going through the strenuous process of undressing.
"Did you catch some sleep while I was away?" Toni asked.
"I think I did, yeah."
Toni took off her boots and socks and prepared for bedtime - or rather, not, since she was planning to sleep
across the seats.
"Hey, you're not going to sleep out there, are you?" Cassey suddenly said.
"Yep."
"No way, your back'll kill you tomorrow. Get in here, will ya."
"Are you sure? I don't want to cause you any discomfort," Toni said as she took her T-shirt off.
"Honey, the days when you have to ask if we can share a bed are long gone."
Toni chuckled.
"All right, all right. Hey, you'll never guess who I ran into in the cafeteria."
"Who?"
"Jackson. You remember Jackson?"
"Sure."
"He told me that as soon as your pain changes from a throbbing to a 'needles and pins' kinda thing you're on
your way to recovery. What does it feel like now?" Toni said as she unbuckled her jeans.
"Throbbing," Cassey said muffled from the sleeper cab.
"Mmmh."

"So... you were discussing my ass with a guy?" Cassey said and giggled.
"Yep. He wanted to come out right away and get a good look at it, but I told him to wait until tomorrow,"
Toni said as she sat down next to her partner.
"... you're kidding..."
"Cross my heart," Toni said as she ran her fingers through Cassey's golden hair, and gave her a good night
kiss on the cheek.
"What am I? A freak show? Come watch the bruised lady, only 25 cents?"
"He used to be a medic in the army."
"Maybe so, but my ass was never in the army..." Cassey growled as she went to lie down again.
"Don't worry, I'll protect your good name and posterior," Toni whispered in Cassey's ear as she turned off
the reading light.
"That makes me feel SO much better," Cassey said out loud into the darkness.
*
*
CHAPTER 19
Cassey woke up in her favorite position: sprawled across Toni's body. She loved being this intimate with
her partner, feeling her heartbeat and hearing her soft snore.
Toni stirred and stretched. She opened her eyes, and looked straight into Cassey's emerald green orbs.
"Good morning honey. How do you feel today?" Toni whispered.
"Better, thanks," Cassey replied and leaned over to kiss Toni on the lips.
It was only supposed to be a 'good morning' kiss, but soon the fire burned brightly in both of them.
Cassey's hand snuck its way inside Toni's shirt and began to caress the older woman's stomach, gradually
working its way upwards. Their kisses became more passionate, and pretty soon Cassey had forgotten all
about her aching backside. A quiet moan escaped her lips as Toni started to remove Cassey's t-shirt...
*Thump, thump*
"Yo, Toni. You in there?"
Cassey buried her face in Toni's t-shirt, and Toni beat her fist into the wall of the sleeper cab.
"Not again! What the hell have we done to deserve this!" Cassey said into Toni's shirt, and giggled.
Toni took a second to control her breath and run her fingers through her damp bangs.

"Hang on, I'll be right there, Jackson!" she said loudly.
"I'm gonna kill him," Toni growled to Cassey as she left the sleeper cab.
She removed the privacy curtains and rolled the window down.
"Yes?" she said in a menacing tone.
"Hi, Toni, I... you're kinda... ah, flushed. Did I interrupt anything?"
"Yes!" she growled.
"Do you want me to come back later, or..." he started to say, but Toni cut him off.
"Never mind now, Jackson. Give us ten minutes, OK?"
"Sure. How about I'll go and get us some coffee, huh?"
"Ten minutes, not a second sooner," she repeated, and rolled the window up before he could answer.
"Right," Jackson said to the closed window.
Just to make double sure he wouldn't get Toni even more angry with him than she already was, he waited
until thirteen minutes had passed to return to the truck with a tray loaded with three Styrofoam cups and
various small bags of milk and sugar.
Toni was waiting by the truck and greeted him with a scowl.
"Good morning, Toni," he said sheepishly.
"'morning, Jackson," she said, and lifted an eyebrow.
"Anyways, I've brought you some coffee, but I don't know who prefers what, so I've taken a bit of
everything."
"Smells great. Don't worry buddy, I forgive you. Don't know if Cassey does, though, she's known to hold a
grudge," Toni said, and smiled off Jackson's concerned look.
"Hey, is that a whipped cream donut I see on that tray?" Cassey said as she was climbing down to ground
level.
"But she can be bribed..." Toni said and chuckled.
"Yes it is. It's yours if you want it. I know Toni doesn't eat breakfast, so..." Jackson said and laughed
nervously. He placed the tray on the bottom step of the ladder and took his own coffee cup.
"Oh you better believe I want it. 'Morning, Jackson." Cassey said with a smile and poured milk and sugar
into her cup before grabbing the sticky pastry.
"Morning."

"It's nice to see you again. But... you've got to work on your timing. It sucks," she said as she munched on
the donut.
"Ah, yes. That's a promise. I'll arrive a little later the next time."
"A lot later," Toni added to herself, which caused Cassey to choke slightly on the last bite of the donut.
"Which reminds me, my backside is a lot better today, so I think I'll keep it to myself, if you don't mind,"
Cassey said to Jackson.
Jackson looked very puzzled at Toni.
"Ah, I kinda joked last night that you wanted to come out and look at Cassey's bruise," Toni said, trying not
to look at the expression on Cassey's face.
"Oh. I see. No, what I wanted was to just talk with you. That's all," Jackson said, and continued:
"But actually, that gives me an idea. Cassey, how about riding with me until we reach a truck stop called
"Wynn's" just outside of New Orleans? Toni told me last night that's where you're headed. I'm continuing
onwards to Florida."
"Hey, that's a fun idea. I'd like to get to know you better, too. If it's all right with you, Toni?" Cassey said.
"Of course, why shouldn't it be? I'll just be by my lonesome self, listening to my old Country & Western
tapes with songs about long lost loves and broken friendships," she said and took her baseball cap off,
before pretending to wipe a tear away.
"You're breaking my heart. Don't forget the one where the dog was run over," Cassey added with a wink.
"Mercy sakes, no. That's my favorite."
Jackson's eyebrows went up, but within a few seconds Toni started laughing.
"Go on, you two. We're wasting daylight here. See ya at lunch. C'mere..." she said, pulled Cassey close to
her, and gave her a quick little kiss.
Jackson smiled. Toni had changed so much she was almost a new woman.

--Toni gave them a quick salute with her airhorns as she drove past and headed out onto the highway.
Jackson put his fire-engine red Kenworth in gear and followed the black Mack.
"Wow, this is so weird to see our own truck this way!" Cassey said as they pulled out of the parking lot.
"I can imagine. We haven't been properly introduced. My name's Jackson Jefferies," Jackson said and took
his hand off the steering wheel to greet Cassey.
"Cassandra Peters, everybody calls me Cassey. Hello," Cassey said, and shook his hand.

"I have to tell you right away, Cassey, if you could meet the Toni I knew from a few years back, you
wouldn't recognize her. She's changed so much it's almost hard to believe. I really need to thank you for
that," Jackson said.
"Aw hell, I didn't do anything. It was always within her, you know..."

--An hour or so went by with the two of them talking about this, that and everything.
"Hey, Cassey, you want a sodapop or something?" Jackson said.
"Sure...?"
"It's in the back."
Cassey went into the sleeper which was very different from the one in the Mack. Because Jackson's truck
was a full-size cab-over, the sleeper held a double bed instead of a single, and there was plenty of room left
over for shelves.
"Whoa, you've got a fridge in here... and a TV!"
"And a sound system with six speakers," Jackson said and beamed.
"Can I get you anything to drink?" Cassey asked.
"No thanks, I'm fine."
"This must've been really expensive," Cassey said as she sat down in her seat and opened a can of Coke.
"Well, I guess. I'm still paying off on it," he said and laughed.
"We don't have a fridge in Toni's truck, just a cooler box. I don't think a fridge would fit in there. We don't
have a TV either, but we've never had trouble killing time," Cassey said and chuckled.
"Not sure I need to hear about that..." Jackson said and cleared his throat.
"Don't worry, I'm not a kiss and tell kinda gal."
"... good, 'cos Toni would wipe me out if she even thought I'd heard something I shouldn't have."
"Yeah, she's a feisty woman, all right."

--"How did you meet Toni, Jackson?" Cassey asked, as the landscape flew by outside the windows.

"Well, it's a bit of a long story, so I better tell it from the start. When I came back from the jungle in '71, I
didn't have a job. Toni's dad advertised in the local paper... this was still in Arizona, by the way. Anyway,
he advertised that he needed drivers and skilled mechanics. I wasn't any of those things, but I applied
anyway. We got along very well from the beginning, and after a few months of working in the garage he
paid for my truck license..."
"That was nice of him," Cassey added.
"Yeah, I thought so. And then, one day I was waiting for a load, and this old rust brown Freightliner pulled
up, and out climbed Toni. And I... well, she's a bombshell, you know that, so I was hit bad. I really tried to
butter up the ol' girl, but I never got anywhere. Finally, one day she was fed up with me, and told me in so
many words what I could do with myself, and why. Fortunately we became great friends instead."
"Awwww, that's Toni in a nutshell. Never one to mince the words."
"Nope."
The CB came alive.
"Breaker one-nine to the fire-engine red K-Whopper at my backdoor, this is Little Toni, over."
"Do you mind?" Cassey asked Jackson.
"No, no, be my guest," he said and laughed.
"You've got the Green Eyed Goddess, breaker. What can we do for you? Over."
"Hello Green Eyed Goddess, switch to channel 22, over."
"10-4, buddy, switching to 22, stand by," Cassey said, and released the button on the mic.
"Channel 22?"
"It's a private channel. Technically it's still public, but everyone respects the request for privacy," Jackson
said.
"Oh, I see."
Jackson turned the dial to 22.
"Go ahead," he said to Cassey.
"Breaker two-two, Little Toni do you copy? Over."
"I'm here, Cassey. We don't have to use the lingo now. So, how's it going? Over."
"We're doing great. Jackson's been impressing me with a Coke chilled in his fridge, over," Cassey said and
smiled.
"Has he now? Yeah, well, he would, over."

Jackson laughed out loud.
"He heard that, over," Cassey said into the mic.
"He was supposed to. It's so damn quiet over here, I really miss you, over."
Cassey wanted to answer, but she found herself all choked up.
"That's... that's nice to hear, Little Toni. There's only about..."
"Hour, hour and a half," Jackson said.
"... An hour, hour and a half until we break for lunch. I promise I'll spoil you rotten for the rest of the trip,
over," Cassey said, earning a ear-to-ear grin from Jackson.
"Oh, well, I guess I better get a grip, then, over and out," Toni said, rather despondently.
Cassey hung up the mic.
"She can't live without me," she said to Jackson, and smiled.

--An hour and twenty minutes later.
"Breaker breaker, Wynn's coming up in two miles, over," Toni's voice said from the CB.
Jackson picked up the mic.
"10-Roger, breaker. I'll follow you to the haz-lot, over and out."
Toni's turning signal came on, and Jackson's red Kenworth followed Toni's black Mack off the highway
and into the giant parking lot.
Toni quickly found a slot in the special lot designated for hazardous goods, and waited for Jackson to park.

--Cassey climbed down from the Kenworth and closed the door behind her. Jackson did the same thing on
the other side of the truck.
"It's been a real pleasure driving with you, Jackson," Cassey said and smiled broadly before hugging the tall
man.
"Likewise, Cassey. If you and Toni ever swing by Scottsdale, gimme a visit, huh?"
"We'd love to."

Out of the corner of his eye, Jackson saw Toni approaching them. He quickly winked at Cassey, and
whispered so only she could hear it,
"Follow my lead!"
Cassey nodded, always ready to make a little fun with her partner.
As soon as Toni was within earshot, Jackson said,
"So I bid thee farewell, my Fair Lady, and I thank you!"
Jackson picked up Cassey's hand, brought it to his lips and gave it a real smooch.
Toni halted mid-step, and her eyebrows shot up... and then down as she scrunched up her face.
Cassey took her hand back, and held it to her bosom and sighed while she was looking towards the
heavens.
Toni put her hands on her hips and cleared her throat.
"Excuse you! 'Did I interrupt something?'" she said, and mimicked Jackson's words from this morning.
"Oh no, we were just wrapping up, weren't we, Jackson?" Cassey said in a sing-song voice.
"We sure were..." Jackson said, and made the mistake of looking at Toni's face.
"Oh rats, there she goes giving me the Evil Eye again!" he said and laughed.
Toni was scowling fiercely at the two of them, but couldn't hold it for long and soon her face cleared into a
big grin.
Cassey moved over and put her arm around Toni's waist and gave her a little squeeze.
"Miss me?" she said.
"More than you think, honeybuns," Toni said and squeezed back.
"All's well that ends well, and that gives me a perfect opportunity to say goodbye. Catch ya on the flip-flop,
huh?" Jackson said and shook their hands.
"You bet," Cassey said.
"Stay safe, big guy," Toni added.
"Always."
Jackson climbed back up in his rig, and gave the women a salute with his horns as he left the parking lot.
"Damn, what a great guy," Cassey said on the way back to Toni's truck.
"I'm glad you think so. Jackson's my best friend," Toni said.

"Oh? Where does that leave me?" she said and squeezed Toni's hand.
"Don't worry, honeybuns, you fill out all the other important positions in my life," Toni said.
"Yeah? Are you thinking of any positions in particular?" she said and winked at Toni.
"I might be. I might be..."

--3 pm, at a freight central just outside of New Orleans.
Cassey breathed a sigh of relief when they parted company with the chemical tanker. Toni had been right,
there were literally hundreds of trailers going West, so they could pick and choose. But that was for later.
Toni wanted to give Cassey a little time to relax, so they parked in a remote corner of the freight central,
and set up two foldable chairs at the rear of the truck so they could catch some rays undisturbed.
"I'm really sorry, Cassey, looks like we won't be able to get into downtown with the truck," Toni
apologized after asking around.
"It's all right, honey. Don't worry about it. I've already taken half a dozen photos here... which reminds me,
there's something I've been thinking about..." Cassey said and handed Toni a can of Coke, before cracking
open one for herself.
"Yeah?"
"Do you think truckers would be willing to pay if I took pictures of them and their rigs? Kinda like
wedding pictures, just with a truck."
Toni pondered that for a moment.
"Well, Cassey, I hate to shoot you down, but I don't think you'd get anywhere with that. I mean, OK, the
cowboys with the spit-shined trucks would jump at the opportunity, but don't forget that most truckers
aren't like that. They're just hard working men and women who only just have enough money to fill 'er up
at the next truck stop."
"Mmmm. Yeah, guess you're right. It's just that I've been wanting to help out more in the household, you
know... and the photography is the only thing I'm really good at."
"I understand that, honey. I just don't think that idea will work."
Cassey shook her head, and scratched her hair.
"Well, there's a good idea in there somewhere. It needs some fine-tuning, that's all."
"Yeah. Don't give up the dream, honey," Toni said, and gave Cassey's shoulder a squeeze.
Toni leaned down and started to pull off her boots. Her socks came off next, and she wiggled her toes.

"Ahhhhh!" she said and leaned back in the chair.
"Breaker one-nine, breaker one-nine, we have a major toxic leak in the area, be advised to stay clear!"
Cassey said in a distorted voice, and gave Toni a crooked smile.
"Whassamatter, getting a little sensitive, are ya?"
"No, but... cough, cough..." Cassey answered, and pretended her eyes were watering.
"I challenge you to take your sneakers off," Toni said.
"... All right. I guess we're all alone out here, so we're not endangering anyone," Cassey said, and looked
around.
She took her shoes off and put them aside. She got up and turned her chair at a ninety degree angle to
Toni's before sitting back down again. She moved her legs across Toni's lap.
"What's the verdict, your Honor?"
Toni didn't answer, but instead grabbed her throat with both hands and pretended to have a fit of some kind.
Cassey raised an eyebrow, which caused Toni to start laughing.
"Hey, you challenged me. I did it, so what do I win?" Cassey said.
"Oh, give me a minute to think of something," Toni said, and slowly moved a finger up the outside of one
of Cassey's gloriously tanned legs, all the while looking straight into her partner's eyes. As the finger
disappeared underneath the edge of Cassey's orange cotton shirts, still climbing upwards on her thigh, the
blonde woman moved her legs down from Toni's lap.
"As much as I appreciate the sentiment, we're hardly in private, Toni," she said and looked around again,
frowning slightly.
"We could be standing in the middle of Times flippin' Square in New York City, and I'd still love you
openly."
"I know you would, but I'm sorry... I just can't, OK? I just can't. I want to keep our love out of the world's
narrow-minded eyes," Cassey said and looked away.
"I understand, honey. I'm sorry," Toni said, and put out her hand.
"'s all right," Cassey said with a smile, squeezing Toni's hand.
A radio blasting out of the opened windows of a truck slowly driving past shook them out of their little
cozy nest, and back into the real world.
"Well... I think we better get over there to find a westbound trailer. I'm starting to long for our bed back
home," Toni said and started to put her boots on.

--It didn't take them long to find a trailer headed for New Mexico. They settled for a load of furniture, as no
danger could possibly come from hauling that.
After the paperwork had been dealt with, they started the long, long journey back to Albuquerque. A 1200
miles trip that Toni wasn't particularly looking forward to, since this load had a very tight deadline, forcing
them to fit a three-day drive into a two-day period. Toni knew she would be wiped out at the end of each
day, and when she was that tired, she became grumpy. She just hoped she wouldn't be lashing out too much
at Cassey.

--"Good lord almighty, I need a shower!" Cassey said to Toni after sniffing her t-shirt on their way to the
cafeteria. It had taken Toni longer than usual to find a parking space because the truck stop they had chosen
was so crowded, and Cassey was getting impatient for the feel of the soothing water on her body.
"Yeah," Toni added.
"What? Are you sayin' I stink?"
"No, I'm saying your scent is quite strong, honeybuns."
"Yeah, well, number one, I didn't get to shower last night, number two, we've driven in goddamned 104F
heat all day, number three... your scent is kinda strong, too, darlin'!" Cassey said.
"Never said it wasn't," Toni countered.
"Good, 'cos it is."
"Do we really want to have a body odor contest?" Toni asked and winked at her partner.
"No. Guess not. You always win."
"Yeah, but that's because trucker sweat beats all."
Cassey looked at Toni, and laughed out loud.
"God, we're so gross. OK, here's the plan, first shower, then food, then back here to catch up on what we
were cheated out of this morning."
"Check, check, and... check," Toni said, and opened the door to the cafeteria.

--A little later on. The two women were on their way back to the truck after showering and eating.

"Much better," Cassey hummed, and looked intently at Toni's long, black, and freshly washed hair.
"Yeah, you seem a lot fresher, too," Toni said.
"Yep. Not that'll last long, though. I plan on being quite sweaty again in a little while," Cassey said, and
gave Toni a bump with her hip, which she immediately regretted when her abused backside gave off a
throb of pain.
"... ouch. Crap."
"Is your butt still giving you grief?" Toni asked as she heard Cassey complaining.
"Not nearly as much as yesterday, but yeah..."
"I'll be real gentle, then," Toni said.
"We always say that, and yet we always end up getting as wild as Tarzan in the jungle," Cassey said and
giggled.
"You do. I'm just trying to hang on, honeybuns."
"Oh sure. I can remember once or twice where you nearly blew me straight off the bed back home... or was
that someone else, huh?"
"Well, that's just because you wind me up like a clock. Every coiled spring has to get released eventually,"
Toni said as they reached the black Mack.
"I'll say. And... the way I see it, you owe me for the massage from the other night, and this morning,"
Cassey said and put her hands in her back pockets, smiling seductively at her partner.
"The massage, you bet, but I couldn't do anything about this morning, darlin'."
"He's your friend, and he interrupted us. That's two you owe me..."
Toni moved real close and whispered to Cassey:
"How about I just drive you to the brink of insanity instead?"
A wolf-like grin spread out over Cassey's bright features.
"Threat or promise?"
"Guarantee, baby. Guarantee."

--Not long after, Toni and Cassey were sitting on the edge of the bed in the sleeper cab, kissing passionately.
They had liberated themselves from the constraints of their clothes, and were lovingly exploring each
other's bodies.

Reluctantly, Cassey broke off the contact to get some air into her lungs. She moved her leg around Toni,
and scooted real close to her partner. Their breasts touched, sending off signals that none of them could
ignore. The electricity between them was tangible, as was the hunger in their eyes. They started kissing
again.
"Come on, lie down..." Toni whispered. Cassey did as asked, and got down on her back on the bed. Toni
slipped down next to her and started to draw intricate patterns on Cassey's stomach, sometimes just
touching the upper edge of the triangle of blonde curls, sometimes moving her fingers up between the
younger woman's breasts.
Cassey wanted to kiss Toni, but she didn't allow it.
"Oh no, not yet," she whispered.
Toni's hands had centered on Cassey's chest, and she leaned down to kiss each hardened nipple. As Toni's
tongue danced around the inviting peaks, Cassey started to whimper and reached out, but Toni still
wouldn't allow her partner to return the favor.
Toni continued to caress Cassey's body, and soon she was making an achingly slow descent into the blonde
curls, putting small, yet loving kisses on Cassey's stomach on her way there.
As Toni performed magic with her tongue, Cassey found it difficult to even remember how to breathe. Her
body was humming with energy, and it wasn't long before Toni's TLC indeed brought her to the edge of
insanity. Cassey couldn't hear, she couldn't see, she couldn't do anything but feel - feel Toni's tongue on and
inside of her, and feel the incredible passion that filled the small room, and the even smaller space between
them.
And then, almost without warning, the world disappeared, and everything dissolved into one tiny little
grain of light. It lingered there for a heartbeat before exploding into a billion colors, hurdling through
Cassey with the speed of light. She found herself drifting through an unknown, colorful universe where the
real world had no meaning, and she loved it.
Finally, and slowly, reality was restored. Cassey opened her eyes to see if she was still alive, and
discovered that she was. Her heart was hammering away, and she was completely out of breath.
"Oh gaaaaaawd..." she croaked in a hoarse voice.
Toni moved up and cradled her still confused partner. Cassey had trouble focusing her eyes, but Toni fixed
that with a thorough kiss. Cassey was startled to taste herself on Toni's lips, but found she enjoyed the
sensation.
Toni chuckled, and snug even closer to her partner.
"Jeez honeybuns, you sure know how to make your presence felt, you know that?" Toni whispered.
Cassey, completely engulfed in the best afterglow she had ever experienced, could only smile.
"Well, us cowgirls just lurve all you buckin' broncos..." Toni said, and used her tongue to play with
Cassey's earlobe.
"Please, honey, no more... I'm... I'm..."

"All spent?"
Cassey could only nod.
"I'm surprised the fire department hasn't arrived yet. That scream of yours sounded like a fire alarm," Toni
whispered, grinning wickedly.
"... I screamed?"
"Oh yeah, my ears are still ringing..."
"Poor you..." Cassey said, and giggled.
"Mmmm, and that was just the first one I owe you," Toni whispered into Cassey's ear.
"Oh god, no more, Toni, you'll kill me!" Cassey said, and turned over to face her partner.
Cassey looked at the fire still burning in Toni's blue eyes and decided it was high time to even the score.
She let her hand glide slowly down her partner's long body, earning a throaty moan from Toni in the
process, before moving to the end of the bed so Toni could get comfortable. Cassey started to caress the
taller woman's long thighs, kissing her way closer and closer to the jet black triangle in Toni's center.
When Cassey's lips found their target, Toni arced her back and let out a passionate moan that betrayed the
level of need found within her.
The sound wasn't lost on Cassey, who became even more determined to make this the best evening it could
possibly be, and she couldn't help but think,
'Oh yeah... This party's just getting started.'
*
*
CHAPTER 20
Toni woke up with her head resting on her favorite pillow - right between Cassey's breasts. Her hands were
still wrapped around the feisty blonde, and she couldn't move them without disturbing her sleeping partner,
so she didn't.
Instead she listened to Cassey's relaxed heartbeat, and thinking about the incredible love-making they had
shared last night. By the end of it, they had both been reduced to boneless creatures, collapsing in a heap,
one on top of the other... and loving every second of it.
They had shared many such moments in the past, of course, but there was something very special and
almost magical about last night. Toni couldn't quite put her finger on it, but they had both been so... well,
uninhibited. Free of concern about anything, they had just tried to make it the best night it could possibly
be.
Again, and again, and... the thought made Toni giggle, causing Cassey to stir underneath her.

As the blonde woman opened her eyes, Toni could see those thoughts weren't hers alone. Toni moved up
Cassey's athletic body and gave her partner a searing good morning kiss.
"Ohhhh yeaahhmmmmm," Cassey responded with a purr.
"It's gonna be a bitch of a day today, honeybuns. We're going to be driving for 11 hours, and that's only
halfway home," Toni whispered to her.
"What time is it," Cassey said and tried to focus so she could see the little digital clock on the shelf of the
sleeper cab.
"6:05 am."
"Damn, that's the middle of the night..." Cassey said and yawned.
"Yep, but unfortunately, we've gotta go," Toni said, and sat up on the bed, stretching her weary muscles
and joints, making a few of them pop and crack.
She searched for her panties, and found them down one of her boots. Briefly wondering how the heck they
could've ended up down there, she put them on and started looking for the rest of her clothes.
Cassey stretched and writhed her catlike and very, very naked body around on the bed. Toni felt her ears
burn from the sight. Oh damn, if we just had a little time... but no. She rubbed her face instead, and
continued to get dressed.

--Twenty minutes later, inside the truck stop. Both women had felt somewhat sticky after last night's
excesses, so they decided to take a shower before eating.
Toni looked on in amazement as Cassey wolfed down two bagels and a donut with pink frosting. She
looked at her own cup of black coffee, and wondered for the umpteenth time how people could have so
different morning routines... and how on Earth Cassey was able to maintain her slim waistline with such an
appetite. Mysteries of life.
"All done," Cassey said and wiped her mouth with a napkin.
Toni couldn't help but notice that the young blonde was absolutely glowing this morning. A memory from
last night flashed through Toni's brain - a delightful one, where she watched in awe as Cassey bucked
wildly. A naughty grin spread out on the dark-haired woman's face. Cassey picked it up.
"Penny for your thoughts?"
"Oh, no need to pay. You were there," Toni said with a goofy smile.
"Yeah?"
"Yeah."
"Hmmm..." Cassey said and wiggled her eyebrows, fondly remembering one or two things of her own.

"So, what's the plan for today, Toni?"
"Drive, drive, drive and then drive some more. I want to get as far as we possibly can today. I know I'm
going to be bombed out tonight, but the less distance we have left tomorrow, the better," Toni said, and
took a sip of the coffee.
Cassey nodded in agreement, but suddenly realized something...
"Hey, does that mean we're not gonna stop to eat!?"
Toni chuckled into her nearly empty cup.
"No, honey, I'd never do that to you. Don't worry, we'll stop for lunch, only it's not going to be for hours on
end, 's all."
"Thank goodness. I'm prone to grumpiness when I don't have anything to eat."
"No shit," Toni said flatly.
"Har har!" Cassey growled.

--An hour later, out on the road.
They were driving on a boring stretch of road, so Cassey's thoughts started to wander. Last weekend, she
and Toni had visited their local public library and Cassey had picked up a few books on how to extract data
from old church records. It proved to be a fascinating read, and Cassey's interest in the subject had been
piqued.
"Have you ever thought about looking at your family tree, Toni?"
"Thinking about that book? Nah, I haven't. Not really, anyway."
"I've been thinking about it a little bit since I read it last week. I know my great grand father on my dad's
side was an immigrant from Germany some time in the 1890's, but of course he died long before I was
born. My grandpa died of pneumonia when I was only four, so I never really knew him either. I don't really
have anything to work on. Do you know where you're from? Willis sounds English...?"
"I'm not sure, but I think I originate from Ireland, although I don't look Irish at all. You look more Irish
than I do, honeybuns, with your green eyes and your reddish-blonde hair," Toni said and laughed.
"Yeah, I guess I do."
"I seem to recall my grandpa always talked about the Irish famine of the 1860's-something, and that's why
his dad took a ship over here to start over," Toni said.
"Sounds logical," Cassey added.

"Yeah."
"Damn, that must've been a hellish journey, huh? Weeks and weeks on the Atlantic, exposed to storms and
everything? I'm glad I was born in an age where we can fly all over the world in a matter of hours, if we
want to. Not that I've ever tried it, though," Cassey said.
"When we win a million bucks in the lottery, I'll invite you to Rio de Janeiro, or somewhere!" Toni said
and laughed.
"Rio? Honestly, I'd rather go back to New Orleans, if you don't mind," Cassey answered.
"You got it. Of course, we need to win the money first, but when we do, we're going to New Orleans.
That's a promise!"

--A little later on.
"Hey Toni, how do you feel about shaving armpits and legs, and stuff...?" Cassey asked.
"Why? Do you think I'm fuzzy?"
"It's not you, it's for me. Last summer, when it was so damn hot, all the women in the office who are my
age wore, you know, breezy clothes, and stuff. In fact it was only the old spinsters and me who didn't,"
Cassey said.
"OK, I can see where you're going with that."
"Good."
"Well, if the summer's equally hot, why don't you try it? I think you'd look sensational in a more revealing
T or something, all low cut and... oh yeah. Combine that with your tanned, muscular legs in 'Daisy
Dukes'..." Toni said and wiggled her eyebrows.
"Yeah, yeah. Roll your tongue back in. No, seriously, have you ever tried to shave your legs or armpits? It's
prickly as hell, isn't it?"
"Yep. I've tried it. All over," Toni added with a smirk.
"Even...?"
"Yep."
"Oh," Cassey said, and for some unexplainable reason felt embarrassed.
"Do I want to know how that came about?" She said after a minute or so.
"It was soon after my 18th birthday, back in '66. I'd met an older woman who was into that clean-shaven
thing. Among other things. She... shaved me. Armpits and down."

"I see... When you say 'older woman', how much older?"
"Oh she was... ten years older than me."
"And now you're seven years older than me. Have you corrupted me the same way she did you?" Cassey
asked in a teasing tone. She wasn't entirely sure she wanted to hear the answer, however.
"No. No way. Even if I wanted to, your backbone is much too strong to allow yourself to be corrupted."
"Thanks. And your wasn't, back then?" Cassey said.
"Well, you have to remember, this was right in the middle of my rebellious streak. I did a truckload of
idiotic stuff, just because I could. Basically, I was an egotistical asshole, only looking after number one.
But trust me honey, that Toni will never return," Toni said.
"She won't. I'll make sure of that," Cassey said with such conviction it made Toni laugh.
"I believe you!" Toni said.
Cassey tried to imagine how Toni would look and feel completely shaved... nope, she didn't like that. Toni
was perfect as she was.

--Just after lunch.
Toni had been forced to pull over at a small diner because Cassey's stomach had been growling so loud it
drowned out the CB.
The young blonde woman had bought a large cheeseburger and a Coke for herself... and a nice, healthy
salad and a mineral water for Toni.
By the time Cassey finished off the last French fry, Toni was still chomping on the salad, which wasn't her
favorite food by any stretch of the imagination.
"Do you like the salad, honey?" Cassey asked as she slurped down her soft drink.
"Oh yeah," Toni said in a drab tone.
"It's good for you."
"So is Castor Oil."
"Oh?"
"Don't even think about it!" Toni rumbled.
"All right."

Cassey jumped in her seat as the door to the cafeteria was slammed open. Three mean-looking young men
walked in and went straight to a table. One of them beat his fist on the table top, causing the items there to
jump about. A salt shaker fell to the ground, and the first man kicked it so it went flying across the floor,
breaking in half and spreading the salt all over when it hit a chair.
"Where's the fuckin' waitress!" the first man said in an obnoxious tone of voice.
Toni wanted to get up, but Cassey put her hand on Toni's and shook her head.
A waitress sighed, picked up a tray and headed for the table where the three troublemakers sat.
"Hey, that's more like it!" One of the men said, and grabbed the waitress' rear end. She squirmed and tried
to swat his hand away, but it only made his grip tighter.
"Get your hands off me, dude," she said, but this only lead to a chorus of jeers.
The cook came out from the kitchen. He was a big man, and by the look of his nose, not a stranger to
fighting, either.
"What the hell's going on out here?" he said.
"We wanna order!" the first young man said, and his two cronies laughed.
"I said, get your hands OFF me!" the waitress shouted.
"I suggest you boys leave now... while you still can," the cook said.
"Make us, fatso!" the first man said.
The cook stepped closer, and the three troublemakers took that as a cue to start a fight. They kicked the
table into the legs of the cook, and the first young man jumped up and started to swing wildly at the older
man, getting the occasional hit in. The waitress was thrown to the floor and she started crying.
"Daddy, no! Please, somebody help my daddy!"
Cassey and Toni were out of their booth in a flash. Cassey helped the waitress up and moved her behind the
counter. Toni gave the first man a hard shove, leaving the cook free to fight for himself.
"Thanks lady! I'm gonna teach those assholes a thing or two!" he roared, grabbed the first man by the collar
and started to slap him around.
The two others grabbed hold of Toni's arms and were about to punch her when they were intercepted by
Cassey, who was as taut as a prize fighter in a championship bout.
"Come on ya fuckers! Ya 'fraid of a couple a'girls?" she roared.
As expected, the remaining two men weren't about to let that slip, so they attacked her. They shouldn't
have.
Cassey rammed a fist into the first attacker's gut, which left him severely winded. As he doubled over, she
stepped back and cannoned off a right hook to his chin that could've felled an oak tree, and that's pretty
much what happened. His eyes rolled back in his head and he collapsed in a heap.

The third troublemaker didn't know what to do against such wildcats, so he wisely gave up the fight.
"Get over here, ya chickenshit!" Cassey shouted, and clenched her fists.
"Keep that crazy bitch away from me!" he said to Toni, and scooted back as far as he could go to get away
from Cassey's aggressive body language.
"Calm down, Cassey, it's over," Toni said to the still seething Cassey, very surprised over her partner's
murderous temper. Cassey's t-shirt was straining from the pressure of her bulging arm muscles, and a vein
was pumping strongly on the her neck. At first she didn't seem to hear Toni's words, but after a few seconds
the message got through to her.
"Yeah, all right..." she said, and relaxed her arms.
Cassey turned around, and as the adrenaline slowly left her system, she felt her legs turn into rubber. She
staggered back to the booth they previously sat at and leaned against the edge of the table, feeling like she
was about to pass out.
Out in the yard a police cruiser arrived with flashing lights. Two officers got out and quickly arrested the
three troublemakers. When the last remaining man said his friend had been decked by Cassey and that he
wanted the police to do something about it, the sergeant looked at the heap on the floor, at the very large
and imposing cook, and then at the petite frame and angelic features of the pale, and clearly shocked, young
blonde woman. He rolled his eyes, and mumbled words about goddamned drugged-out hippies.
Toni turned to the cook.
"Are you all right?"
"I'm fine. Thanks for your help, Miss. How about I make us some coffee? "
"Sounds good."
Toni walked over to Cassey who was so pale that Toni was afraid that she might faint.
"Cassey... honey...?"
Suddenly Cassey felt her stomach tighten, and she rushed to the bathroom to throw up.

--Afterwards, Toni gently cooled off her partner's neck and forehead with a damp handkerchief.
"Shhhh, Cassey, it's all right. Those creeps are gone," Toni whispered.
"Yeah," the younger woman said and rinsed her mouth with some water. She wiped her face with some wet
paper tissues and threw them into the waste basket.
"Christ, I don't ever want to feel like that again... I was ready to kill 'em all. All the many times Tommy had
humiliated and hit me just came to the surface. I just wanted to hurt those sons o'bitches so bad... it was
pure hatred," Cassey said quietly, and sighed deeply.

"I understand, baby," Toni said and placed a loving kiss on Cassey's forehead.
There was a knock on the door leading to the bathroom, and from the other side, the waitress asked if
Cassey was all right.
"We're fine, we'll be out in a minute!" Toni said back, before turning to Cassey.
"Are you up for it?"
"Yeah. Let's go."

--They walked back into the diner where the cook and his daughter had already begun cleaning up the mess
made in the fight. The cook looked at Cassey and winced in sympathy with the surprisingly frail looking
young woman.
"Is your friend all right?" he asked Toni.
"Yeah. She just got a bit... over-excited, that's all."
"I know all about that. I used to be a boxer before I got the diner, well, punching bag is more like it... but,
anyway, thanks for helping my little girl, I... don't have much money, so I can't offer you much..."
"Money? No way, man. If you put some of the coffee you're making into my thermos, we'll be grateful."
"... Hell, that's a deal, lady."
As Toni left to get her thermos from the truck, Cassey sat down at the same booth they had shared just
minutes before.
The cook's daughter came over to her and sat down opposite her.
"Thank you so much for helping us," she said in a small voice.
Cassey's face had regained some of its color, but she was still feeling weak, so she only nodded.
"You're welcome," she said quietly, after a little pause.
"Oh boy, you're strong... you're the strongest woman I've ever seen... how did you get so many muscles?"
the young girl said, completely in awe of Cassey's impressive arms.
"At one point, I had a lot of time on my hands, so I started working out," Cassey answered, mostly out of
politeness - she really didn't want to have a conversation now.
Toni came back and went up to the counter with her thermos.
"Here ya go. I'm sorry, I didn't catch your name before? My name's Toni," she said.

"Harry Knox. Nice to meet ya," he said as he poured the steaming hot coffee into Toni's bottle, and then
into a mug of his own.
"What about those punks? Won't they come back and cause more trouble?"
"They haven't been in here before. Maybe they'll come back, but if they do, I'll be ready for 'em," he said.
"Yeah..."
"How about I make your friend another burger, huh? Or some sandwiches? I have to do something."
"No thank you, Harry. The coffee is enough. But I'm going to grab a couple of these pouches of sugar, if
you don't mind. My friend can't drink it black."
"Take the whole goddamn bowl if ya want!" Harry said and rumbled off a laugh.
"Are you ready, Cassey? I've got some hot coffee..." Toni said, and showed her the thermos.
"Mmmm. Nice talking to you..." Cassey said to the young girl, and tried to remember if she had mentioned
her name.
"... Cindy," the girl answered.
"Cindy. I'm Cassey. Too bad it couldn't have been under better circumstances." They shook hands, and
Cassey got up from the booth.
"Perhaps you'll swing by again, one day?" the girl said, still holding on to Cassey's hand.
"Maybe we will, Cindy," Cassey said with a smile that made Cindy's cheeks blush.
Toni opened the door to the diner, and they waved goodbye to the cook and his daughter.
As they drove off the diner's gravely parking lot, Toni saluted them with two stabs from the airhorns.
"I feel sorry for Cindy. She's lonely. There's no one here she can talk to who's her own age. I used to know
that feeling all too well," Cassey said with a big sigh as she readjusted herself into the passenger seat.
"I know what you mean, honey," Toni said, as she went through the gears to get up to speed.
"Yeah. One day, someone cute and cuddly will walk in and steal her heart. And that'll only lead to trouble."
"Someone cute and cuddly... just like you. She liked you, you know," Toni said.
"I noticed. It only makes it harder for her," Cassey said and looked in the mirror at the diner, rapidly
disappearing out of sight behind them.

--Much later - they were driving into dusk.

Toni was dizzy and her shoulders were killing her, but she didn't want to admit it to Cassey.
'Jeez, you'd think I was 62 instead of 32. Can't even drive 11 goddamned hours without feeling like a
ragdoll. Six-seven years ago I could have gone on for five more hours. I'm getting old,' Toni thought, and
hated the idea.
Out on the road, the white lines separating the lanes were whizzing by, almost hypnotic in their
repetitiveness, calling out to Toni like latter-day sirens...
"Are you all right, honey? You're holding the wheel in a death grip," Cassey suddenly asked.
Toni hadn't even noticed, but sure enough, her knuckles were all white. Damn. Oh well, no point in hiding
it.
"I'm really tired."
"Can I help?"
"There's a truck stop coming up in about 8-9 miles, we'll stop for the night there."
"Yeah, but can I help you now?" Cassey asked again.
"Well, tell you what, if we just talk about... anything, really, that'll be a great help."
"Oh? Talking! I'm very good at talking. Talking is one of my many skills. Hmmm. Oh yeah, do you
remember, when..." Cassey started, and didn't stop until they turned off the road and into the truck stop.

--After they had parked, Toni leaned back into her seat and let out a long sigh, mirroring the sound of the
truck's airbrakes.
"Pffffffffffffffffffffffffff..." she said, and rubbed her face, before looking at Cassey.
"Thanks kid, I might keep you yet," Toni said and winked.
"Gosh golly almighty, I think li'l ol' me would like it in your company," Cassey replied in her best Texan
accent.
"Honeybuns, I think I need some sleep before eating, so why don't you go ahead and get some chow, and
when you come back we'll swap," Toni said and yawned.
Cassey's stomach responded with a dangerous sounding growl.
"Good, because... I think the monster in there needs to be fed. Hey, will an hour be enough, or do you need
more?"
"An hour sounds fine, but I don't want to keep you out of your bed, honey."

"Naw, I'm fine. I'm young, I don't need so much sle..." Cassey said and looked at Toni, who was giving her
a raised eyebrow, with the bonus feature of an Evil Eye beneath it.
"... anyway, I'll be back in an hour and a bit. Sleep tight, and sweet dreams," Cassey said, barely stifling a
giggle. She leaned over and kissed her partner.
"I only tease you because I love you, honey," she whispered to the older woman.
"I know. I'll lock the doors, so here's the keys. Go on. See ya later."

--Cassey ordered a jumbo cheese burger with fries and a 7-Up. She spotted a table with a discarded
newspaper on it, so she sat down there and ate.
There wasn't anything remotely interesting in the newspaper - it was from yesterday - so she wasn't
distracted too much while eating. When she was done, she looked around. It was a typical truck stop, with
overworked waitresses, sweaty, tired-looking truckers, and a constant cacophony of noises coming from the
people eating and from the kitchen. Two electronic poker machines were jingling loudly in the corner, and
the five phone booths were all occupied by truckers, no doubt calling their families.
The pool room was vacant, as was the TV room. Cassey looked at her watch and discovered that it was
almost time for the late news. She'd watch that, and then go downstairs to grab a shower. That would fill
out the hour and a bit she had promised Toni.
Cassey turned on the large TV, and grabbed a chair while the screen was warming up. She was joined by a
couple of other people, clearly truckers. The TV room was 'for truckers only', which she strictly speaking
wasn't, but she was suitably attired: a sweat-stained white t-shirt and a pair of slightly greasy blue jeans.
The other truckers looked at her, and grunted something that was probably 'hello'. Cassey nodded and
grunted back.
'They accept me as one of theirs,' Cassey thought, and felt a pang of pride.
The anchor and the reporters spoke of the usual disasters and political scandals, followed by the sports and
then the weather. Hot. Figures. Tomorrow's run was going to be just as tiresome as today's had been.
As the TV program changed into a rerun of some old sit-com, Cassey grabbed her bag with her towel and
headed for the showers.

--Out in the truck, Toni had barely had time to unbuckle her jeans and take her boots off before she fell
asleep.
She found herself in a dreamless state, just a big, black hole of nothingness. To her, only a few minutes had
passed when Cassey quietly unlocked the door and climbed up into the cab.

Toni rubbed her face. She was thinking that something had happened to Cassey for her to come back so
soon, but a glance at the digital clock told her otherwise.
'Whoa, nearly an hour and a half...'
"Sleep well?" Cassey whispered.
"I'll tell you when I wake up..." Toni replied, still rubbing her face.
"Are you coming down with something, you feel hot?" Cassey said, and put her hand on Toni's forehead.
"Nah, I'm just bombed out," Toni said and sat up on the edge of the bed.
"Perhaps you need another massage?"
"Well, the first one you gave me worked wonders, so..." Toni said as she put her pants on.
"Deal, then. Grab a shower and a bite, and I'll get the oil ready in the mean time."
"Sounds mighty fine, darlin'," Toni said and winked at Cassey.
*
*
CHAPTER 21
The next morning. Very, very, very early AM.
Toni walked ahead of Cassey towards the truck stop, and she appeared to be in a real hurry when she
opened the glass doors.
"Gotta go, see you in a few," she said to Cassey, and walked briskly towards the restrooms.
"... OK," Cassey said and chuckled.
Cassey looked around. The place wasn't real busy, but there were a lot of kids running around.
She spotted a young woman, probably a couple of years younger than herself, sitting at a table, and looking
quite forlorn. The woman had a large bag next to her, and a single tear ran down her cheek from her red
eyes. She was nursing a mug of coffee while counting some coins.
A strong sense of deja vu flooded over Cassey as she approached the young woman, a magnetic force
moving her legs almost involuntarily towards the table.
"Hello," Cassey said quietly, but the woman still jumped in her seat.
"... hello..." she said in a small voice. She quickly wiped the errant tear away.
"Sorry, I didn't mean to startle you," Cassey said, before continuing:

"I couldn't help but notice you're crying. Are you all right?"
"I'm fine, thank you."
"Pardon me for intruding, but... are you running from someone?"
The young woman sat up straight and cleared her throat.
"I can't see how that concerns you."
"Well, it doesn't, except that I split from my boyfriend, too, almost exactly two years ago," Cassey
answered.
"Oh..."
Cassey sat down at the table.
"Wanna talk about it? I'm Cassey Peters," she said and put out her hand.
"Well... Carol Fields. Hello. How did you know?"
"The bag, the cold coffee, counting your last money... I did all that. The red eyes..."
"Yeah..." Carol said and again wiped her eyes with her sleeve.
"Did he hit you?"
"No! No... it wasn't anything like that. I discovered my... lover was selling dope, and I didn't want any part
of that," Carol said.
Cassey nodded, she knew how that felt, too.
Carol tried to take a sip of the stale coffee, but the result was inevitable...
"Yuck!"
"Hey, let me buy you a new coffee," Cassey said and got up.
"I can't accept that, Miss," Carol said.
"Of course you can. It'll only be a minute, just hang on."

--Carol had to admit that the hot coffee felt great, and she thanked her benefactor.
"Don't mention it," Cassey said and waved her hand.

"... so you're married to a truck driver now...? I mean, since you're here, and..." Carol said, and looked at
the Celtic-looking ring on Cassey's finger.
"Well, not exactly. But I'm with a truck driver, yes. I've never had it better."
Right on cue, Toni came back and sat down next to Cassey.
"What? No food?" she said and looked at her partner.
Carol's eyes went from the ring on Cassey's finger to an identical one on a necklace around the tall woman's
neck.
"Who's your new friend, Cassey?"
"Pardon my manners, I'm Carol Fields," Carol said and put out her hand.
"Toni Willis. Howdy."
"Carol finds herself in a situation not unlike the one I was in when we met. She's split from a boyfriend."
"Oh," Toni said.
"Well... I... guess I wasn't completely truthful before..." Carol said, and looked down at the table.
Both Toni and Cassey furrowed their brows.
"... but I'm hoping we're all on the same page here... so... I didn't split from a boyfriend, but rather a
girlfriend... but this is Texas, and I didn't want the world to know about it," Carol said quietly.
"I see. I understand," Cassey said. Underneath the table, she grabbed Toni's hand and squeezed it.
"Are you looking for a ride?" Toni asked.
"Well, yeah, I guess I am. Is Wichita Falls near to where you are going?" Carol said.
"Wichita Falls? That's where I lived before," Cassey said, quite surprised.
"Really? My Gran lives there. I'm not going back to my parents, because they don't... anyway... is it?"
The corner of Cassey's mouth twitched at Carol's words. Her own dad didn't approve of her new life either.
She looked at Toni, who was busy re-calculating the schedule.
"Well, we're headed back to Albuquerque, but I guess the Falls ain't that far off the route..." Toni finally
said and nudged Cassey.
"We'll get you home, Carol, you're safe with us," Cassey said and smiled at the young woman.
Relief washed over Carol's face as the words sunk in.

--"How did you get here, Carol?" Cassey asked, sitting on the bed, as the truck rumbled out of the parking
lot, finally beginning the last day on their long journey.
"I hitchhiked. But it creeps me out, there are so many shady characters out there, you know..." Carol said,
sitting in the passenger seat.
"Yeah, don't we know it," Cassey said off-hand.
"... but I'm glad I ran into a couple of Sisters. I feel a lot safer with you than with some random guy."
"Heh! I think we need to tell you that Cassey here is a regular bad-luck magnet," Toni said and chuckled,
earning her a gentle slap on her arm from Cassey.
"I noticed your rings... have you been together long?" Carol asked,
"Two years come May. And as I told you before, I've never had it better," Cassey said.
Toni blushed slightly, but nodded.
"That's so wonderful. My ex and I, we couldn't get through a day without having a shouting match. And
when I discovered she'd started to sell weed and pills, I didn't want to stay anymore, I've never been into
that," Carol said.
"That was a wise move, Carol. You need to stay away from that shit if you possibly can. Sooner or later it'll
bite you in the ass... pardon my French," Toni said.
Cassey looked down at her hands, suddenly embarrassed.
Carol eyed them both.
"That sounds like bitter experience talking?" she said.
"Guess it is."
"Yeah," Toni and Cassey said simultaneously.

--A little later.
"It's not often I meet older lesbians, so... would it be all right if I had a few questions?" Carol asked.
Cassey's eyes popped wide open, and her jaw was halfway into her lap - her brain had shut down right after
the 'older' part. Toni was used to it by now, so she was able to recover quicker.
"Sure, Carol. Anything in particular?"

"It's nothing embarrassing, I just wanted to know how you deal with, you know... narrow minded people?"
"I ignore them. It's all about self-confidence. If you let them push you around, you're theirs to hunt, but if
you have a 'take no crap' attitude, it's my experience they'll leave you alone," Toni said.
"And that has worked for you?" Carol asked.
"Always."
"Hmmm. I don't know... I've never had much confidence in myself. I think you need to be as good looking
as the two of you for it to have an effect. I've always been a mouse," Carol said thoughtfully.
Toni blushed crimson red - from her earlobes to the tip of her nose.
In the meantime, Cassey's brain had kicked itself back into life, so she was able to rejoin the conversation.
"Nonsense, Carol, you're a very pretty girl - and you've already taken a big step by realizing your
relationship wasn't what you wanted."
"You really think so?"
"Oh yeah, you better believe it," Cassey said and gave Carol's shoulder a little squeeze.

--"If it was possible in New Mexico, would you get married? I mean, get the legal documents and
everything?" Carol asked.
"Well, we're married in all but name, Carol. We share everything, pay the rent together and do the dishes
together, all the big and small things you'd find in a marriage," Cassey explained.
"... and no secrets," Carol added quietly to herself, thinking about the shock she had had when she had
found a plastic bag full of stolen prescription medicine.
"Definitely no secrets. We know *everything* about each other, right honey?" Toni asked Cassey.
"Yeah. We do," Cassey said and laughed.
"Yeah. Actually, if we were to be married, it would lead to one of the world's greatest dilemmas," Toni said
and smirked.
"And what would that be, Miss Willis?" Cassey asked in a sharp tone.
"Which one of us should wear the wedding dress?!"
Carol guffawed loudly.
"You should!" Cassey said.

"I haven't worn a dress since I was baptized," Toni countered.
"Better late than never. I'll be wearing a tux, of course. Oh yeah, I can see that clearly."
"They don't make tuxes in women's sizes, but I could use a man's size," Toni said.
"Yeah, you could - if it had an extra large waistline."
Carol guffawed even louder.
"You have to pardon my partner's manners, Carol, she seldom gets out, and this is why," Toni said.
Behind them, Cassey started chuckling, and soon all three women were laughing out loud over the
ridiculous conversation.

--"I'm sorry, Carol, we can't get the truck in there, that's a residential area," Toni said and pointed at a sign
that prohibited vehicles over 5000 lbs. to enter.
"Shit, I forgot... Anyway, it's not far, I'll walk the rest of the way... well, I guess this is as far as it goes,
then," Carol said, and clutched her bag to her chest.
"It's been a real pleasure knowing you, Carol," Toni said and gave the young girl a blinding smile, before
putting out her hand. Carol shook it vehemently, and opened the door.
"Here, let me help you with the bag," Cassey said, and took hold of the heavy bag while Carol climbed
down.
With ease, Cassey jumped down behind her, and gave the bag to the young girl. Cassey could see tears
beginning to swell in Carol's eyes, so she gave her a fierce hug.
"Remember: you did the right thing, Carol. Even if it doesn't feel like it in your gut, you did the right
thing," Cassey said, and gave Carol's shoulders a squeeze.
"Thanks, Cassey... thanks."
Carol extended the handle and hoisted the bag over her shoulder. She started to walk away, but turned
around after half a dozen paces to wave at the two older women - and then she left, soon to be out of sight
behind a cluster of trees.

--Toni put the truck in gear, and slowly drove on down the suburban road.
"She was a nice girl. I hope she finds some happiness here..." Cassey said with a sad voice.

"Yeah. Me too."
Cassey sighed.
"Are you thinking about your own parents?" Toni asked.
"Yeah... I haven't spoken to my dad for... nearly a year and a half now."
"You shouldn't blame yourself for his behavior, honey. You tried to reach him, but he ignored you."
Cassey eyed Toni cautiously.
'He didn't exactly ignore me, Toni,' Cassey thought. She knew she couldn't tell her partner the full story.
Her father, who had always been so supportive of her when she was growing up, had given her a violent
slap to the face that had left her in pain for two days when she told him she was coming Out. Toni didn't
know about that, and Cassey dearly hoped she never would. She'd just hunt him down and beat the crap out
of him. Fortunately her mother accepted her new way of life, even if it was difficult for her to understand...
As Toni found a shortcut that would lead them back to the I-40, Cassey started to remember that day in
April of last year when her mother had visited their house in Albuquerque, and the events leading up to it.
It was soon after she had received the letter bringing the news of Tommy's death...
-*-*-*-*Cassey stared at the phone, hoping Captain Kirk would somehow swing by and beam it out of there. Why
was it so hard to pick up a phone and call your mom?
'Perhaps because every time we talk it's because something bad's happened', Cassey thought. Writing letters
is one thing, but hearing a voice on the other end of the line always hammered home the message for her.
She sighed, and picked up the receiver - and then she put it back on the hook at once. This little circus act
continued for nearly five minutes before she decided that enough was enough. She dialed the numbers and
waited.
"Joanna Peters speaking," a voice said. To Cassey, it felt like it came from a million miles away.
"Hello?"
"Hi mom, it's me..." Cassey said.
Silence.
"Mom?"
"Cassandra, I... how are you?" Cassey could hear her mother's quiet sobs filtering through the phone.
"Please don't cry, mom. I'm doing fine. I've never been better."
"Where are you, I mean... are you still..."
"Yes, I'm still living with Toni. I'm in Albuquerque."

"Oh."
There was a pregnant pause in the conversation.
"I wish that you'd consider coming home, Cassandra..."
"I'm a grown woman, mom, I'll decide for myself. How's dad?"
"Fine, the last I heard. He's found a flat on the other side of town."
"Hm."
A sudden idea formed in Cassey's mind.
"Mom, please come and visit us."
"Visit you... but... no, I..."
"Please? I really need you here with me. Just for a few days."
"Oh, Cassandra..."
"I want you to meet the woman I love, mom."
Silence.
"Hello?"
"I'm still here. I've missed you so much, my little girl... and I... all right."
"You will?!" Cassey said excitedly.
"Yes... yes, I'll come."

--When the day finally arrived, Cassey turned into a bundle of nervous energy. She was really worried that
inviting her mother had been the wrong decision after all, and she showed it by fidgeting endlessly and
generally getting on Toni's nerves.
"Now Toni, remember what we agreed on: no beers, no cussin', no -how's ya doin'- my mom isn't used to
things like that."
"Really, Cassey, I don't do all those things..."
"Yes you do, honey, you just don't realize it."
"Can I at least kiss you?" Toni asked quietly.

Cassey looked away.
"Well, I guess that answers that question, huh?"
"I just want my mom to feel comfortable, that's all, honey," Cassey said.
"And I understand that perfectly, but *nobody* can make me hide my love for you. If they can't deal with
it, tough shit. But all right, for starters, I'll try to keep my lips to myself."

--The taxicab pulled up in front of the house. Cassey's mother got out and the driver extracted two suitcases
from the trunk. She looked around nervously, studying the neighborhood - nothing seemed out of the
ordinary, except for the giant black truck parked in the driveway.
She paid the driver and he left her standing there alone. A curtain was moved to the side, and the door to
the house was opened. Joanna could see her daughter standing in the doorway - a woman now, not the
teenager she had been when she left home to move in with Tommy.
The two women watched each other with some trepidation, until Cassey couldn't hold back any longer and
ran to her mother. They hugged each other with fierce determination.
"Oh god, it's so good to see you again, Cassandra!" Joanna sobbed.
Cassey couldn't speak, but buried her face in her mother's hair that still had the wonderful scent of lavender
she remembered so well from home.
"I've missed you so much, mom..." Cassey managed to say in between sobs.
Joanna took a handkerchief and wiped away her daughter's tears, just like she had done dozens of times
over the years.
"Let's go inside before people start to wonder what's going on!" Joanna said and tried to laugh.
Toni had been waiting on a kitchen chair, dressed out in her finest black jeans and a neutral white t-shirt.
She even had her hair trimmed for the occasion. When Cassey and her mom entered the house, Toni stood
up and put out her hand.
Cassey's mom put down the suitcases she had been holding, and stared at the tall, dark haired woman. She
hadn't really known what to expect, but the beautiful woman she was looking at didn't fit into any of the
stereotypes. Immediately she chastised herself - 'of course Cassandra wouldn't fall for someone who looked
like a... like a... never mind.' She put out her own hand.
"I'm Antonia Willis, welcome to our house."
"Th-thank you, my name's Joanna Peters, nice to... finally meet you."
Cassey grabbed her mother around the waist.
"Come on, mom, I'm gonna make some coffee now, and then we'll talk."

"I'll make the coffee, you go and talk," Toni said.
"All right, honey..." Cassey said and didn't even notice the word had slipped out until her mother froze
slightly.
Toni raised her eyebrows and looked at Cassey, who smirked in return.
"Mom, we better get the gorilla in the corner out of the way before we do anything else. We probably
should start over, so... I'd like to introduce you to Toni Willis, the love of my life."
Joanna turned around and looked at Toni again.
"I'm sorry for reacting that way... it's all just so new to me," she said to both of them.
"It's all right, Mrs. Peters, I understand," Toni said and smiled warmly to the older woman.
"Oh for heaven's sake, call me Joanna!" she said and laughed nervously.
"Joanna it is, then. Now, I'm gonna make the coffee, and then we'll talk, OK?" Toni said.
-*-*-*-*And talked they had, for hours on end. When the clock struck 1 am, Cassey felt like she had been through a
wringer, but also that she had come out of it a stronger woman. She had definitely re-bonded with her
mother, in fact she had begun an all new relationship with her. They had talked about aunt Jenny, how the
family had reacted back then, and how she had been instrumental in helping Cassey to understand who she
really was.
The evening had ended with Toni volunteering to go and sleep in the truck, so that Cassey and her mother
could share the double bed. Cassey was grateful for that, because she knew that, even though her mother
had fully accepted that Toni and Cassey loved each other, she would need some time to digest it all.
Yeah... thank god that had worked out. Cassey had even managed to bring aunt Jenny and her mother
together again, for the first time in years, at her birthday last year. Cassey made a mental note to invite her
mother again soon.
Cassey wiped her tired eyes and looked at Toni. At the black hair, at the ice blue eyes, at the sharp profile,
at her chiseled cheekbones, and at her full lips.
Toni could feel Cassey's eyes on her, and turned her head to look at her partner. Toni's eyes lit up as they
made contact, and a broad smile spread out across her face.
'God, I love you so...' was Cassey's only thought as she smiled back. Unbeknownst to her, the exact same
words ran through the mind of the dark haired woman driving the truck.

--Toni turned off the small road they'd been travelling on and onto the I-40. Soon they were eating up the
miles between them and home, and Toni was happy they were finally on the home stretch. The muscles in
her shoulders and neck were stiff as a board, but she didn't want to upset Cassey any more than she already

was. All the strange things happening on this run, like being involved in a fist fight yesterday and then
finding a runaway that were so much like herself, had left Cassey unusually subdued.
She looked over at her partner, who was trying to relax, sitting with her eyes closed and her head leaning
against the side window.
For once the CB was off, partly because they had been pretty much alone on the isolated stretch of road
they had been using, and partly because Toni wanted to give hers and Cassey's ears some respite from the
incessant chatter on the air.
Some distance away, she could see the flashing lights of a police cruiser. It looked like they had stopped a
rig. Toni quickly checked the speedo in case the cops were using a radar gun, but, as usual, the needle was
glued to 55 mph.
Unfortunately, an officer stepped out on the road as she got closer, signaling for the black Mack to stop.
Toni cursed to herself. She slowed down and parked in front of the other truck. Perfect. Just what we
needed.
"Manifest and logbook," the cop said, after he had climbed up the steps and was standing in the opened
door. She duly handed him the papers.
"Is there a problem, officer?" she asked.
"Spot checks, Ma'am," was all the cop said.
"Right."
In the passenger seat, Cassey stirred and wiped her eyes. She quickly realized they weren't moving and
looked at Toni for an explanation. Her eyes opened wide as she saw the officer, but a smile from Toni
quickly calmed her down.
"Just spot checks, Cassey."
"Oh..."
"The logbook is OK. We need to verify your cargo before we can allow you to go on," the cop said.
"Yes, Sir. ...sit tight, Cassey, I've done it a million times. It'll only take five minutes," Toni said as she
climbed down to follow the cop to the rear of the trailer.
Cassey nodded nervously.

--A few minutes later, the cop jumped down from the trailer. He removed his heavy gloves, pulled out a
pencil from his pocket, and used it to make a check mark on a piece of paper attached to a clipboard.

"Everything looks fine, Ma'am. The manifest checks out. You gotta wonder why the hell people bother
movin' furniture from Louisiana to New Mexico," he said, trying to strike up a conversation while they
were walking back towards the waiting police cruiser.
"Beats me, officer."
"Yeah, anyway... have you had any alcohol today?"
"No Sir, I never drink when I'm driving."
"All right. Well, we better check. Blow into this, please," he said as he pulled out an alco-tester.
Toni wanted to roll her eyes at him, but settled for leaning down to blow into the device.
"Thank you, Ma'am. Now we'll have to wait until..."
The needle jerked into the green area of the meter.
"All green. Have a nice day, Ma'am," he said and put the device back in its box.
Toni knew that growling at him would only make matters worse, so she didn't.
"Thank you, officer."
She climbed back up into the truck, looked at Cassey and let out a long raspberry.
"Did he give you any trouble, honey?" Cassey asked.
"No, but he was sure looking for it. Come on, let's go," Toni replied and started the truck. She made sure to
signal before she drove off.
"Aren't you going to warn other trucks about the cops?" Cassey asked after they had driven a mile or so.
"I should, but that cop was itching for a fight, and there are so few trucks here he'd recognize my voice
instantly. Five years ago, I would've been hollering like hell by now, but I won't risk anything when you're
here."
"Oh, I didn't think of that. Thank you," Cassey said and moved over to kiss Toni on the cheek.
"Do you think I'll ever react normally when we're near police? I mean... not feeling like I'm about to lose
my lunch because my stomach's one big knot?" Cassey asked with a big sigh after a few minutes of uneasy
silence.
"It's perfectly understandable you're feeling that way, considering what a cop did to you," Toni said.
"Yeah, I guess... but I'm getting so sick and tired of feeling that way. They're not all assholes, at least I hope
they're not."
"I can sorta see it from their angle, you know. Every single car or truck they stop, they might be looking
down the barrel of a gun. They can't know how the people they stop will react, so they treat them all the

same, with suspicion. Especially these days, you know how many potheads there are driving around out
there," Toni said.
Cassey shrugged.
"Sure..."
"Do you think you'd feel the same if we're ever pulled over by a female cop?" Toni asked.
"... that's a good question. I don't know. I'm not sure I would. But there aren't many female cops around,
though. And certainly not in the Highway Patrol."
"No, but there are more of them now than just a few years ago. In ten years' time, I'll bet that we'll see
female cops every day," Toni said.
Suddenly, a police car with its lights flashing passed them with great speed, going in the opposite direction.
"Damn, that cop must've found the fight he was looking for..." Toni said.
Cassey just sighed.

--6:00 pm.
The drop-off of the furniture trailer at Detillo's Freight had gone without any glitches, so they were finally
on the last leg of the journey.
Cassey was summing up the last few days in her head, and she came to a slightly depressing conclusion.
"You know, honey, I love the road, but I think the road hates my guts..."
"Yeah, I know what you mean. At least your ass is back to looking the way it's supposed to," Toni said, and
chuckled.
"Thank god. I wouldn't know what to do without it."
"Me neither!"
"So, how many days will you be home now?" Cassey asked.
"We'll have the weekend for ourselves. I'm leaving on Tuesday, a two-truck job to California. I'll be back
Friday next."
"I'm going back to work on Monday... so I guess it's back to normal, huh?"
"Yeah..."

"Overall it's been an interesting trip, though. I mean, just think of all the things we've seen, all the people
we've met..."
"All the troubles we've had..."
"Yeah, that too. I know I won't forget this trip in a hurry," Cassey said and smirked.
"Agreed. Well, you know what they say..."
"Whassat?"
"Some girls have *all* the luck," Toni said and chuckled.
The truck rumbled onto their own street. They could see their house from here, and everything looked as it
should. Old Fred's mutt of a dog barked its head off as Toni drove into their driveway and killed the engine.
"Home sweet home..." she said and shook her head.
"Back in a flash!" Cassey said and shot out of the truck.
Toni shrugged and went into the sleeper cab to start to collect all the things they had amassed over the last
five days.
Cassey unlocked the front door and gave the living room a quick once-over. She stormed into the bedroom,
shedding her shoes and her clothes left and right, until she was standing buck-naked in front of their closet.
She grabbed an over-sized T-shirt and her favorite boxers and put them on.
Her body was metaphorically jumping for joy from the exhilaration of being free of the tight clothing, and
she breathed a big sigh of relief. She snuck her feet into her bathing slippers and went back out to the truck.
"I'm back!" she said as she opened the door and climbed back up in the truck.
"That's funny, I coulda sworn you were wearing clothes the last time I saw you," Toni said, busy stuffing
the dirty laundry into a plastic bag.
"I still am," Cassey said.
"Yeah, but not particularly much, huh? A Bugs Bunny T, and your Snoopy boxers?"
"Well, they cover my modesty, don't they?"
"Just barely, honey. The T is see-through."
"Ah, who cares. My body would have gone on strike if I wore those confining clothes for another minute,"
Cassey said as she helped Toni putting all the stuff into bags.
"Are we done here?" Toni asked, with her finger on the light switch.
"Looks like it. Oh, the jokes book, forgot about that," Cassey replied and reached for the glove
compartment.

Toni turned off the light in the sleeper cab.
"All done then," she said.
"Welcome home," Cassey added, and gave Toni a nice little kiss, before climbing down and walking to the
house, hand in hand.
"Honeybuns?"
"Yes, old girl?"
"I was thinking... we'd be conserving some water... so... wanna share a shower?"
"Thought you'd never ask", Cassey said and laughed.
*
*
EPILOGUE
Where are they now?
The black Mack RS : Toni sold it in 1985 and bought herself a Superliner. Both Toni and Cassey were
greatly saddened to hear that the RS was destroyed in a roll-over in June 1988, when her new driver lost
control in a severe thunderstorm. When they bought their new home, Toni covered an entire wall in the
study with framed photos Cassey had taken of the two of them in and around the truck, showing the many
happy times they had shared. The center piece was the cover photo of Cassey's first book, proudly
displaying a shining black Mack RS being filled up with diesel by Toni at what used to be Myrna's Truck
Stop just outside of Albuquerque.
Cassandra 'Cassey' Peters : Up through the 80's, she gradually gained fame as a top-flight photographer,
and in 1988 one of her photos was crowned as the best picture of the year. She made a series of photobooks depicting the lives of the regular, hard working people on the road, and the money made from those
books enabled her and Toni to buy a much bigger house in Albuquerque. When she turned 40 in 1995 she
was well on her way to becoming a wealthy woman, but she still went on the occasional run with Toni.
Even today, in her early 50s, her body is athletic and lithe, much to the consternation of Toni - but as
Cassey has been known to say, 'what can you do about hyperactive genes?'.
Antonia 'Little Toni' Willis : In 1997, just before her 49th birthday, she was diagnosed with diabetes, but
fortunately the illness was found in time, so she has managed to keep it under control. She had grown
weary of the life on the road, so she quickly accepted a desk job at Detillo's when it was offered to her.
Celebrated her 60th birthday in 2008, and even though her hair isn't quite the same jet black hue it was
before, and her face has gained more than a few wrinkles, her ice blue eyes burn as brightly as they ever
have - although, these days it's through a pair of designer glasses.
... and most important of all, Cassey and Toni are still madly in love with each other.

- SIGNING OFF, OVER AND OUT.

THE END.	
  

