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​Chapter One – The Leaving
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The boy left before dawn, stepping out of the kitchen the way a ghost might slip out of a dream. The screen door clicked soft behind him, quieter than a heartbeat, because he had practiced for weeks to make it quiet. His mother was asleep on the sagging couch, one arm over her face, the other hanging down like an empty question. The TV muttered to itself in the corner, blue-gray light flickering over crushed beer cans and a bowl that still smelled of yesterday’s burned chili. Everything in the house had the feel of something used up.

He didn’t leave a note.

Not because he didn’t want to, but because he had nothing to say that wouldn’t make the leaving hurt worse. And because he wasn’t sure anyone would read it.

Outside, the morning was so still it felt like the whole world was holding its breath. A thin mist rolled across the wet grass, catching in the beams of the first trucks dragging themselves down County Road 7. The boy crossed the yard with careful steps, carrying a backpack that hung loose and heavy, the straps frayed from years of school and years of being thrown in anger. Inside the pack were two shirts, one pair of jeans, a pocketknife with a cracked bone handle, and a single photograph.

The photograph was creased down the center, worn soft as cloth.

A man stood beside a motorcycle somewhere in the sunburned West—eyes squinting against the bright, smile crooked, hands stained dark with road grease. The man was younger in the picture than the boy’s mother was now. He looked like someone who belonged to highways instead of houses.

The boy touched the photo through the denim of his backpack as if it were a talisman.

Maybe it was.

He reached the gravel shoulder of the road and turned toward the east. The sky was beginning to bruise and lighten, that slow crawl of dawn across the fields, turning the soybeans into shadows, making the telephone wires hum with the trembling of waking birds. A cold wind cut along the ditch, carrying the smell of dirt and gasoline. Somewhere far off, a dog barked once, then was quiet again.

He stood there with his hands in his pockets, listening.

Not to the birds or the fields or the distant farm machinery, but to the road itself—the long dark ribbon stretching past the horizon like a promise only the brave or the foolish believed in. His heart beat hard, a wild and uncertain drum.

He felt seventeen and thirty at the same time.

Seventeen in his bones, thirty in his scars.

A pickup rattled past. Then a coffee-colored station wagon with the rear bumper held on by wire. Neither slowed. Nobody expected a hitchhiker at that hour, let alone a kid with no name yet worth hearing.

The boy started walking.

His shoes thudded softly against the dirt, leaving pale footprints that the wind immediately worked to erase. With each step he felt the world shift a little—like the road had been waiting for him and now sighed in relief.

He passed the old Miller barn, collapsed inward like a dying lung. Passed the rusted-out Chevy that’d sat in the weeds since before he was born. Passed the little wooden sign for Church of the Risen Lamb, arrow pointing to a gravel lane choked with sumac. All of it was as familiar as his own hands, but the moment he walked by, it felt as though he were seeing it from somewhere else—from the far side of his future.

By midmorning the sun rose full, gold and pitiless. Heat shimmered above the fields. His shirt clung damp to his back. He didn’t slow. He didn’t dare. There was something inside him that had been quiet for years—some animal wanting out—and now that it had its chance, it wasn’t going to stop until it hit the far side of the country.

That was when he heard it: a low thunder rolling over the next rise.

Not thunder.

An engine.

A big one.

The boy stopped walking and turned. Dust plumed along the crest of the road, rising around the shape of a semi-truck as red as a wound. Chrome snout gleaming. Headlights burning white in the daylight. It moved with the rhythm of something old and powerful, something that had seen more miles than a dozen men could count.

He lifted his hand. Not boldly. Not timidly.

Just honestly—like a man offering up his truth.

The semi roared past him first, close enough to rattle his teeth. The force of it nearly spun him around. Hot air washed over him, carrying the smell of diesel, burnt rubber, and a strange sweetness like old coffee grounds. He stared after it as it disappeared down the long straight stretch of road.

For a moment, he felt foolish.

For a moment, he considered turning back and pretending none of this had ever started.

Then the truck’s brake lights flared red.

They glowed bright through the rising dust, two eyes looking back at him. The truck slowed with a long, animal hiss, coughed once, and settled into stillness. Its exhaust pipes clicked as they cooled.

The boy ran.

His backpack slapped against his spine, his breath sharp and fast. He reached the passenger door as it opened with a squeal that sounded like a warning and an invitation all at once.

A man leaned out.

Beard thick and gray, cigarette burning between two fingers, face weathered into deep stories nobody ever told straight. His eyes were pale and hard, but not unkind.

“You look like somebody who just jumped the fence,” the driver said. His voice had the gravel of long miles in it. “Goin’ somewhere, kid?”

The boy swallowed. “West.”

“West is a mighty big place.”

“I’ll take any of it.”

The man grunted, flicked ash onto the road, and jerked his head toward the cab. “Climb in. Road don’t wait on doubt.”

The boy climbed the metal steps, slid into the passenger seat, and pulled the door shut. The inside of the truck smelled like cigarettes, spilled coffee, motor oil, and something like loneliness made warm. Maps were crumpled on the dashboard. A thermos rolled on the floor. The seat belt had been repaired with duct tape.

The driver eased the truck back onto the road, gears grinding like old bones waking up. The engine growled, and the fields began to slip past the windows in long strokes of green and gold.

“Name’s Rooker,” the man said without looking away from the windshield. “You?”

The boy stared out at the road stretching ahead, endless, merciless, and inviting. He thought of his mother asleep in the living room, of the house sagging under the weight of silence, of the photograph in his pack.

He didn’t know what name to give.

He wasn’t sure he had one anymore.

Rooker chuckled at the boy’s quiet. “Don’t matter. On the road, folks can be whoever they need to be.”

The boy nodded once, slowly.

He rested his hand on the backpack where the photograph lay.

“I’m headed to Arizona,” he said at last, voice steady despite the tremor in his chest.

Rooker raised a brow. “You got folks down there?”

“No,” the boy said. Then softer: “Not yet.”

The truck rolled on, humming low like some great steel animal carrying them both toward a horizon that shimmered with heat and possibility. Telephone poles marched beside them in tall, steady lines. Birds circled over the fields. Dust kicked up in small whirlwinds that danced along the shoulder of the road.

For the first time in his life, the boy felt something like the beginning of freedom—the first breath after surfacing from a deep, dark water.

He didn’t look back.

The road ahead was wide enough to swallow a life and give it back changed.

And somewhere out there, across a thousand miles of dust and danger, a man with his smile and his blood was waiting without knowing he was waiting.

The boy leaned into the seat, and the truck carried him west.
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​Chapter Two – The Story He Never Meant to Tell
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The truck rolled west with the patience of an animal that had crossed whole continents and no longer cared about distance. By noon, heat shimmered in sheets above the asphalt, and the sky turned a pale, washed-out blue that seemed older than anything alive. The boy sat with his elbow propped against the window, his fingers tapping absently on the glass. Rooker’s cigarette burned low, leaving the faint scent of tobacco and ash floating through the cab.

For a long while neither spoke. The highway didn’t like conversation forced on it; it preferred silence first and confession later. The boy had never learned this rule, but Rooker had lived enough miles to know better. So he let the quiet settle.

It was the boy who broke it.

“Did you ever leave home?” he asked, voice thin.

Rooker didn’t answer right away. The truck hummed, the wheels sang against the pavement, and dust spiraled out behind them in long tails.

“What makes you think I had one to leave?” Rooker finally said.

The boy considered that. He’d always assumed grown men came from somewhere solid and certain—places with porches and birthdays and relatives who remembered them. But the way Rooker said it made him wonder if some men were born out of the road itself.

“I had one,” the boy said. “Sort of.”

Rooker shot him a sideways glance. “Sort of ain’t nothin’. Speak straight.”

The boy’s jaw tightened. He looked down at his hands—scarred with old cuts from working on engines with his uncle, burns from grabbing the stove too fast when his mother forgot something was hot, bruises from schoolyard fights started by boys who smelled weakness like blood.

He inhaled slow. “My mother... she tried. She really did.”

“That so?” Rooker said, tone gentle but not pitying.

“Yeah. Just... life didn’t work with her the way she wanted it to.” The boy leaned back and watched the sky through the windshield, wide and endless. “She used to be good. Or maybe she was just better at pretending. She worked nights. Waitressing. Cleaning offices. Whatever she could get. But after my father left—”
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