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A filthy, rundown filling station, alone in the middle of nowhere. Only dirt, rocks and darkness surrounding a twitching, florescent ball.

An under-powered hatchback with Carolina plates groans to a stop at the pumps. A sweaty Cross-Country Driver has it crammed with boxes and clothes. Stiff and slow, he climbs out and looks around.

Behind the security glass, a Station Attendant clearly minds the distraction from his extremely graphic sex magazine.

The Cross-Country Driver trudges wearily toward him. 

Bathroom, he asks.

The metal drawer slides open with a key chained to a brick.

A crooked door opens into the disgusting little room. The Cross-Country Driver tries to touch nothing.

Returning with the brick and key, he finds the Attendant washing his windshield in a much friendlier mood.

Thanks, the Cross-Country Driver says.

No problem, man, the Attendant says. But the register’s busted. It’s not talking to the pumps right. Don’t ask me, it’s the robots taking over. Anyway, you’ll need to fill up some place else down the road.

Busted, the exhausted Cross-Country Driver repeats back.

Yeah, man, the Attendant says. Sorry. I’m about to shut the lights and head home myself.

Is there a, uh, the Driver begins.

There’s a half dozen places between here and Bakersfield, the Attendant says. All just like this one. Can’t even tell them apart. You got like a quarter tank?

Light just came on, the Cross-Country Driver says.

You’ll be fine, man, the Attendant says. Don’t worry.

Alright, the Cross-Country Driver says. Thanks. Soda machine?

Grab one from the cooler there, the Attendant says.

Nearby, there’s on old cooler propped on an older tire.

Awesome, the Cross-Country Driver says. I have cash.

He reaches for his wallet, but the Attendant waves him off.

No, no, the Attendant says. My boss hears I put a dollar straight into my pocket and went home, you got no idea what she’d do. So, go on. Pay it forward, man. Have a good night.

They share an uneasy smile.

Sure, you too, the Cross-Country Driver says. He grabs a soda, gets behind the wheel and drives away.

Behind him, an aging, vintage muscle car lumbers up to the pumps. A thumping, creaking, metal dinosaur emerging thoughtfully from the desert night, tattooed with road scars and experience. Hanner, a local junkyard owner and hereditary criminal, climbs out covered in dust and grease, steady and measured, as if tempered and welded from the same steel.

The Attendant spots Hanner and scurries back toward the security cube door, cursing his luck. He finds that the door locked behind him.

Oh, for fuck sake, the Attendant mutters, fumbling for his keys, dropping them twice.

Hanner sees this, amused. 

Now, what are you so worked up about, he asks. 

The sweaty Cross-Country Driver rolls down his windows and turns up the radio, fighting to stay awake. He reaches into his back pocket to take out his wallet. It isn’t there.

He sees that he’d left it jammed between the dashboard and the newly cleaned windshield. He grabs it, frantic. Empty. Cash all gone. The wallet flops hopelessly in his hand. The Cross-Country Driver wheels the car around and roars back the other way, panicked, angry at himself for getting ripped off, too tired to think straight.

Nearing the gas station again, the Cross-Country Driver doesn’t expect what he finds. He slows the car, confused.

Hanner stands under the station lights, his car’s tank filling at the pump, the Cross-Country Driver’s cash in his hand, the squirming Attendant’s head under his boot.

Look, man, the Attendant squeaks. If you’d let me explain . . . 

Shut it, Hanner says.

The Cross-Country Driver stops his car and gets out.

Hi, he says. Uhm . . . 

I’m thinking this is yours, Hanner says.

Yeah, the Cross-Country Driver says. I think so. Thanks.

Relieved, he reaches out for his money a little too quick for Hanner’s liking. Hanner stops him with a look.

Hold on now, Hanner says. Don’t thank me yet. In my experience, somebody in your spot, somewhat upside down, is usually grateful enough for whatever they happen to get back. Plus the lesson. Am I right?

Hanner’s gas nozzle clicks.

Just agree with him, man, the Attendant says, face in the gravel.

Quiet, Hanner says.

Yeah, I guess so, the Cross-Country Driver says.

Don’t guess, Hanner says.

No, you’re right, the Cross-Country Driver says.

Hanner hands the guy back part of the cash.

Thought so, he says. Fifteen gallons, regular.

Hanner peels off a few bills and drops them onto the bleeding Attendant. The rest goes into his shirt pocket.

Keep the change, Hanner says. And you two have a good night.

The exhausted Cross-Country Driver blinks down at what’s left of his cash. The Attendant sits up, picking gravel off his face.

You too, man, the Attendant says.

Hanner waves over his shoulder on the way back to his car.

Yeah, the Cross-Country Driver says. Thanks again.

Hanner’s faded, classic sedan churns heavily to life, headlights flaring, and leaps, roaring past them into the night.

 

As the sun pops into the sky, a matching set of florescent lights shut off along another gas station roof. This one deep in a bustling city.

With great pride, three heavy-set guys in pricey suits prepare their shiny, luxury car for a road trip. They fill the tank and wash the windshield. Double check the tires. All the while, one of them is always arm’s length from the car’s locked trunk, pistols under their jackets.

Alright, let’s go, the Mob Delivery Driver says, checking his watch.

Impatient, they fight their way through heavy morning traffic, eyes on the dashboard clock. Taillights at an infinite crawl. Then the city gives way to an uphill swing into the mountains. Traffic shifts to long-haul trucks and rental cars. Then the highway drops to a slow glide into a wide desert valley. A sea of tumbling underbrush and shimmering tangles of roadside trash.

It’s still early when they pull into town. The sun-bleached row of storefronts slowly open for the day. Grocery, small motor repair, pawn shop, bank, diner on the corner. Quiet, except for the wind and a train somewhere way off in the distance.

The conspicuously clean luxury car parks across from the bank. The Guards wait as the Mob Delivery Driver takes a long walk around the block. He eyes the shops and a passing bread truck, then returns with coffee from the diner and a nod: All clear.

The trunk pops open. The Mob Delivery Driver grabs a heavy duffle bag and crosses toward the still closed bank. There he meets the Bank Manager at the door. The Manager takes a nervous look around and locks the door behind him. The two Mob Delivery Guards wait patiently, hands near their weapons. A stray dog trots past. More time passes.

The bank door bursts open, then again locks tight behind him. The empty bag lands in the trunk. They climb into the car, sipping their coffee as the fancy car pulls away.

Everything good, one of them asks.

Clockwork, the Mob Delivery Driver says. Clockwork.

 

At the edge of the valley, nestled between jagged hills, an odds and ends collection of mining equipment rusts around a makeshift cabin.

Jack, awkwardly somewhere between teenager and twenties, tends a small and growing cooking fire.

That’s not right at all, he complains. I’ve lived here now most of my life.

Jack’s Grandfather, whom everybody calls Doc, including Jack, stomps in a circle, kicking at boulders and bushes in short pants and thick boots, wild haired and sunburned.

If you’re not from out here, you can’t stay out here, Doc says. Not forever, at least. Simple fact. You’ve seen it yourself.

Doc’s feet freeze in place, rifle barrel sweeping the dirt. He changes his mind and keeps kicking.

Jack is genuinely worried.

Where else would I go, he asks.

Can’t help you with that, Doc says. Wouldn’t catch me dead, all hemmed in, trapped in the middle of some overgrown metropolis. That’s only for city-born folks like yourself.

Thanks, Jack says.

Blam. Blam. His Grandfather digs around on the ground and comes up with two fat snakes missing their heads.

Nothing personal, Doc says. Now cut and cook. I’m hungry.

 

Out on the highway, only a few miles away, three Hipster tough guys from the city gather around their shiny new sports car, vaping heavily. They consult their phone GPS apps, none of which are loading. The most impatient of them is Benny.

This is the time he gave me, he says.

And he said here, one of them asks.

Text said, drive ten miles past the highway sign and stop, he says. That’s the best I got.

Suddenly in the distance, Hanner’s rusting muscle car appears, as if emerging from a time before they recognize.

That can’t be him, the third one says. Think he’ll show?

The muscle car nears and stops. Hanner gets out. He’s dressed for work in his junkyard, not for style. The Hipsters are the high-fashion version of what Hanner actually is. Intimidated, they double down on their confident stance.

One of you Benny, Hanner asks.

That’s me, pal, one says, stepping forward and, with a look from Hanner, immediately regretting it. 

Where we going, he asks.

Couple miles, first right, Hanner says. Can’t miss it. Go a couple miles, there’s another right. Same thing. That road loops back here.

Alright, Benny says. Let’s do this. This’ll be fun. Your car’s a real classic. 

This triggers facetious grins from the group.

Let’s see your cash, Hanner says.

He pulls a clip of hundreds from his pocket. This changes their tune.

No problem, Benny says, fumbling out his own mismatched stack of bills.

Hanner hands his over.

Great, Hanner says. Tell you what, you hold this. And ride with me.

What, Benny asks.

You’re not going to hand me a thousand dollars to drive away with, are you, Hanner asks. And when I beat you, I don’t want to have to chase you all the way back to Los Angeles. So, let’s go. Hustle up.

Right, Benny chirps. Of course.

Too proud to back down, he follows Hanner back to his car.

A craggy-faced town Sheriff and his brand-new Deputy crest a hill behind Hanner and the Hipsters’ cars. For the moment, unnoticed on the horizon, the Sheriff glides to a stop and waits.

Racers, the Sheriff says.

Happen much out here, the Deputy asks.

Now and again, Sheriff says. Not like it used to.

Better get out in front of them, the Deputy says. They get moving now, we’ll never catch up.

Who taught you how to hunt, the Sheriff scoffs.

Hanner pulls his road-worn muscle car up beside the shiny, angular, modern hipster-mobile. Window to window, they rev their engines.

Raise your hand, Hanner says to Benny. Count to three. Loud. Drop your hand. Got it?

Benny lifts a trembling hand. His eyes are in the side mirror.

One, two, shit, he shouts. That a cop?

Relax, Hanner says. He won’t start until we do.

The Hipster driving their car glances back and instantly panics.

Cop, he says. Shit! Shit!

He punches the gas and they all start together, tires squealing. The Sheriff hits the lights and siren, quickly closing the distance between them.

The road rolls out for miles ahead, the Sheriff’s siren screaming over the engines. Hanner’s losing ground.

Can’t this thing go faster, Bennie squeals.

Relax, Hanner says.

The hipster sports car has a head start and pulls away.

We’re getting out of this, the driving Hipster says. They’ll grab him and we’ll disappear.

What about Benny, the passenger-side Hipster says.

Tough shit, this was all his idea in first place, the driving Hipster says. And that’s his weed in the trunk.

By now Hanner’s metal grill is large in their mirrors. The little hipster engine whines, topping out. Behind them, Hanner’s car isn’t struggling a bit.

Are we slowing down, the passenger-side Hipster says.

No, the driving Hipster says. But we’re not going any faster.

As Hanner’s car gallops calmly past, they see Benny stare back, terrified from the passenger seat.

Inside, Hanner’s car rumbles like a rocket. Benny grips the dashboard for dear life.

See, on a long road, what you really want is power and momentum, Hanner says. Almost over now. Take a breath.

The Sheriff gains speed as well, heat of the chase forcing a grin across his normally angry face.

Missed our chance, the Deputy says. We’ll never get there in this heavy old thing.

The Sheriff doesn’t appreciate the new guy’s opinion. He pops open the glove box, flips a switch and punches a big button.

Think so, he asks.

Nitrous oxide fires out the pipes, nearly lifting the old cop car off its wheels. The Deputy laughs.

A little old-fashioned, he says.

The good shit never goes out of style, the Sheriff says.

The square-jawed Sheriff’s cruiser roars toward its prey.

Eyes wide, the Hipsters pee their pants until the Sheriff zooms past, uninterested. He’s only after Hanner. They slow to a stop, speechless, shaking.

Wow, they both agree. Benny’s screwed.

The Sheriff’s car close behind, Hanner leaves the road. A long, sideways slide down a gravel wash takes them both out across a rough salt flat, dodging rock outcrops and underbrush, Benny screaming all the way.

The Deputy white knuckles the dash as well.

Jesus, he says. Who is this guy?

Nobody in particular, the Sheriff says. Ah, damnit!

He misjudges a turn, loses momentum, and misses his chance to head Hanner off. Hanner bounces onto a paved service road and crosses train tracks. The Sheriff stops.

The Deputy’s confused.

What’s wrong, he asks.

Those tracks are the county line, the Sheriff says. Last year, state declared that county an emergency-only area. Budget cuts. Bureaucrats.

Now the Deputy’s extra confused.

Isn’t this an emergency, he asks.

Call’s got to come from in there, Sheriff says.

Bean counters, the Deputy says.

That’s right, the Sheriff says.

Keep you from pursuing a suspect, the Deputy says.

The Sheriff turns his car around.

Nobody ever show you how rules make the game more fun, he growls.

No, the Deputy says. How about you enlighten me?

If you manage to last out here, you’ll see soon enough, the Sheriff says. We’re ants. This hunk of desert will be here long after we’re gone. Nothing changes. All that really matters is how you keep score.

Now miles away, Hanner stops the car and holds out his palm to Benny.
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