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This story is a work of fiction. Any similarity to persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and unintended.

Part one – So it begins…
The banshee wind screaming a shrill concerto in her ears, Hailey Barrow sharply twisted her right wrist and felt the thrilling pull of gravity in her chest as the speedometer needle quickly raced up the scale. 

Random thoughts ran through her mind as she rode, pulling at the taunt strings of her fragile psyche.

The knotted ties of the ‘do-rag covering her head flapped against her neck, matched by the intermittent thump of her long braid riding the air current, bouncing along her back. 

Looking at her gauges, she noticed the fuel level bouncing around the “E” mark. I can’t believe I forgot to get gas.
Seeing the sign, she veered into the off-ramp and made her first pitstop at a rundown gas station.

Coming to a stop at the pump, she reached under the tank, killed the ignition and flipped out the sidestand, leaning the bike over. She noted the large oil stains on the driveway and the rotted planks making up the walls joined the rust painting the roof panels to give the place an eerie, abandoned feel.

She felt the eyes land on her as she entered the store. The few patrons she could see appeared to be locals, proudly wearing the physical marks of their poverty, the dirty clothes, the missing teeth, like a badge of honor.

Feeling her skin begin to crawl under the stares, she stuck her head inside the dirt-obscured glass door of the drink cooler, taking a few extra seconds to make her selection and enjoying the momentary relief from the staggering heat. Pulling out a bottled water, she cracked the seal and drank deeply.

“You have to pay for that first,” the clerk said.

She walked to the counter, meeting his cold stare with a searing gaze of her own.

“I’ll take this,” she said, placing the half-empty water bottle on the counter. “A bottle of Jose Cuervo Gold, and twenty dollars on pump three.”

He hit the keys, making the obsolete register clatter. “That comes to $45.27,” he said. She handed over the $50 bill.
Back on the road, the thin film of sweat she’d gathered while gassing up at the dilapidated store evaporated off her body almost instantly as the bike pushed her through the desert’s super-heated air.

A chrome and leather bullet in the growing dusk, she leaned into the G-forces and accelerated. The bike shot forward, its 100 horses effortlessly passing 80 mph, chewing up Interstate 10 north of Tucson with the veracious appetite of a rabid pit bull. 

Heart thudding a steady, fast beat she rolled on through the Sonoran inferno. “God, its fucking hot,” she thought aloud, the sound of her voice ripped away by the wind, scattered behind her.

The city lights began to shrink in the rearview mirrors as the urban landscape dissolved, giving way to the desert’s dry expanse.

Putting her feet up on the chrome-plated highway pegs, Hailey felt the vibrations play over her tight muscles and settled in for the three hour trip back to Prescott. 

As the asphalt ribbon unwound before her, she stared into the last gasp of a nuclear-powered sunset, the white clouds sporting edges painted in shades of mauve and gold over cobalt blue. 

Continuing to punch through temperature waves of staggering intensity, she again admired the harsh beauty of the desert that never ceased to amaze her. 

She internally acknowledged the multi-armed salute of the legions of tall Saguaro cacti passing by in a green blur. 

Did they know? Were they giving me the proverbial ‘High Five’?
Tempestuous emotions still running fluid between levels of her conscientiousness, she mentally replayed the trip in her mind. 
The temperature still hovered at 113 degrees and the young woman watched the pavement shimmer, disappearing between her feet as the radiating waves of heat created mirage after mirage on the road ahead.

A spine-tingling rush of adrenaline still cruised through her veins as the bone-rattling roar of the v-twin engine drowned out all her fear, all the nagging self-doubts, all the loneliness…well almost all of it.

Startled by the cacophony, a coyote darted into her path, seeking the cover of the roadside brush. 

The emaciated animal stopped briefly in the middle of the road, frozen in fear of the ground-pounding menace so rapidly closing the distance.

Its frightened eyes settled on the source of the roar for several seconds before the instinct for self-preservation finally broke the hold of fear and the scavenger shot under some scrub oak next to the gray metal guardrail.

Instinctively knowing it was outclassed, the wary predator peeked from it’s lair to watch the thundering steel demon disappear in a swirling cloud of dust, smoke and noise.

Six months earlier…
Tears streamed down her face as Hailey listened to the lawyer drone on. Blah, Blah, Blah was all she made of his endless legalese.
She hadn’t wanted to attend the reading of her Uncle Greg’s will, but her mother insisted and in her grief she just didn’t have the emotional fortitude to argue with her. Arguments with her mother never ended well. You just can’t argue with someone who lives in their own private version of reality. 
She acquiesced to her mother’s demand simply to bring an end to the constant nagging.

Between dabs at her tear-swollen eyes with an embroidered silk hanky, the beautiful young woman nervously wrung her hands in her lap waiting impatiently for the reading to be over. 
The funeral was bad enough. She had looked in the coffin and felt her heart shatter into a million pieces at the sight of her beloved uncle’s lifeless countenance. Why did he keep his cancer a secret? I could have been there for him. I should have been there for him.
Now she had to sit and listen to some stranger talk about a subject she, unlike her mother, cared nothing about; her uncle’s estate. She sobbed outright for the first of many times that day.
Staring blankly at the tiny teardrops landing one-by-one on her black satin shoes, she was suddenly and violently ripped back into the moment by the lawyer calling her name.

“Hailey…Miss Barrow, did you hear me?” The lawyer asked in flat, even tones.

Mortified at being caught off-guard, she responded with a mouse-like squeak. “I’m sorry.”

“I said,” he cleared his throat for emphasis, “To my niece Hailey: I leave the $100,000 bank account at Wells Fargo. I also leave her my Harley-Davidson motorcycle under the conditions stipulated below.” 

His voice faded out as the blood rushed away from Hailey’s brain and the room began to revolve around her in sickening and ever-shrinking circles.
As the swirling ring of thick black clouds finally subsided, she began to string together a few coherent thoughts. His gift of money she at least understood. She didn’t want it, but it made sense. Why would he leave me his motorcycle? and then What the hell am I supposed to do with it?
Hailey sat in stunned silence trying to stop the incessant spinning of the room and ignoring the hollering and ranting intruding from the periphery.  

 Greg’s ex-wife Suzette sat in a chair on the other side of the lawyer’s huge oak desk. Hailey’s stomach lurched at the mere sight of her one-time aunt. Selfish witch!...Vulture!
As the reading mercifully ended, her mind began to clear and she looked at the other two attendees. Seated next to her, Hailey’s mother Joanne had never been close to her brother-in law and as a consequence, Hailey hadn’t seen much of her uncle after her father’s death five years before. 
Looking back toward the source of the reduced riot of yelling, Hailey saw that Suzette’s face was still flushed to a beet-red although she had finally regained some measure of self-control.

“I’ll contest the will!’ the woman hissed at the attorney. “I was his wife. His estate should be mine.”

The lawyer shrugged his shoulders before speaking. “You do what you feel is right. However, I must warn you, the two of you were divorced and you were also specifically excluded from the will. You have no case to contest it.” 
The rest of Suzette’s tirade didn’t penetrate the grief-induced cloud choking Hailey’s unsettled mind.

Returning to the thundering present, Hailey replayed the last words she and Uncle Greg spoke to each other in her mind while the asphalt flowed under her bike’s polished chrome wheels. 

He laid in the hospital, weak and sick, a ghostly imitation of his former self. He took her hand. “You can’t lock yourself away,” he’d told her. “You need to live while you’re still young… maybe even have an adventure or two.”  In her mind’s eye she could still see him lean forward to kiss the top of her head. “Remember, life is short.”

A part of the defense mechanism she’d employed since it happened; she sternly chided him for “butting-in” on her life, but also knew dammed-well he was right. 
A warm comfort still spread through her when she relived him taking her face in his once-powerful and always gentle hands, looking deep into her green eyes. “What happened to you wasn’t your fault,” he said. “If you let it change who you are, then they’ve won. Don’t let them win. Promise me.”
“I’ll try Uncle Greg,” she said, nearly choking on the words, “But I’m always so scared. I don’t think I even remember how to not be afraid anymore.”

Her uncle was right. Ever since the rape she was a different person. During that very brief, yet stunningly savage, attack the care-free nineteen year-old instantly became the world-weary adult. For months she lived paralyzed by her fear, refusing to leave her apartment and seeing monsters of her own creation constantly lurking in the shadows of  her apartment and her psyche.
She had gone to the support group meetings as her mother demanded, but to no avail. Talking about it just wasn’t getting it done. The monsters remained; their teeth bigger and sharper than ever. 
She shivered in the saddle, despite the incendiary temperature as she recalled how it all came to a head one desperate night. Despondent and alone, she had nearly taken her own life. That was when Uncle Greg came for his first visit in three years.
A gulf war veteran, Uncle Greg understood how fear and trauma changed a person. He was the only one she could talk to about how the attack had changed her, destroying her sense of security and stripping away her confidence as a woman. Her solitary confidant, she replayed for her uncle the unspeakable violation four twisted young men perpetrated on her innocent mind and body.

She again heard his gentle voice in her mind as she rode through the blistering hot night; “Don’t give them any more power,” she again felt the controlled strength of his words. “If you’re going to heal, then you need to take your life back.”

Those words of comfort and admonition were the last he spoke to her. He died late that night, at the age of 51.

And take it back she had…with Greg’s help. The final note he left with the bike said he wanted her to relearn the feeling of power and control.
Three weeks of lessons coupled with 1000 miles in the saddle and she could now handle the pristine 1959 Harley-Davidson Panhead as if it were an extension of her senses. She had never imagined that a simple machine from a by-gone era could transform her at the core of her being.

She became someone else when she was riding. Her personality morphed from a bookish and confidence-challenged wallflower to a leather-clad force of nature people noticed and feared. Her black leather boots and silver studded vest felt like a suit of armor against the outside world.
 Her friends still thought she was just a simple college co-ed, but she spent her weekends with the iron horse between her legs, a female version of John Wayne. 

Bare arms prickling from the sunburn of the day’s long ride, she patted the 9mm automatic holstered high on her left hip and silently gloated in triumph. In her mind’s eye she could still see the blood pooling around her latest “victim”. After two weeks of research the thrill of the hunt had tuned into the ecstasy of the kill.  One down and three to go.
To be continued…
