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      She was going to kill Richie. She was. Before this fucking trip was over, one of them was going to die.

      “Jesus, Ash, would you stop acting like a bitch for five seconds?”

      Wind from the open window tore tendrils of hair from Ashton’s ponytail, sending them slashing across her face like wicked little razors. But with no working AC, she had tried to suffer in silence. Tried. And God how she suffered. Still, Ashton sucked down a deep breath of hot, humid air laced with cigarette smoke from Richie’s incessant chain smoking and forced herself not to scream or rage or slam her elbow into his temple. He was driving after all. Rude.

      “I’m literally just sitting here, Richie,” she said quietly, staring out the dirty windshield spotted with dead bugs, bird shit, and highway dust, the view beyond not much of an improvement, just empty fields and hills of scorched grass, trees packed together in places, and the shimmering blacktop of I-22. “I haven’t said a thing.”

      “And you’re being a bitch about it,” her boyfriend mumbled around his cigarette. “You think you have to speak? You’ve got your face on.”

      “This is my face.” To be fair, her resting bitch face was her face. But she also knew she was typically being a bitch. At least when she was around Richie. At least for the last few weeks.

      They were supposed to be on this stupid idea of a road trip to have fun and get back to the way things used to be. Loud, crazy sex in sleazy motels. Greasy pizza and gas station Slurpees. Buying (stealing) shitty souvenirs from random hole-in-the-wall tourist traps in each state. More loud, crazy sex behind state signs along the highway if possible.

      So far, the trip had been greasy pizza, Slurpees, fighting, accusations, and slammed doors. Not exactly a full bingo card.

      Richie mumbled something unintelligible. And probably unintelligent, she wasn’t going to split hairs. She glanced at him sidelong from behind her cheap, pink, plastic heart sunglasses snagged from a convenience store in Georgia. Richie had his shirt off, his lean, wiry muscles on full display, as was his happy trail of curly, coarse hair along his belly that was more skin than either muscle or fat. His greasy mop of hair was damp against his temple and obscured her view of his eyes. His sloping nose and high cheekbones she still found attractive were unobscured, and his thin lips were—like always—wrapped around one of his no filter cigarettes. His right hand gripped the steering wheel, his arm covered in black and grey tattoos. Barbed wire around one wrist. Nautical star at his shoulder. Old English letters that had bled so badly along his inner arm that they might have said RIP WALKER or COCKSUCKER.

      Probably the former since Walker had been Richie’s dog as a kid, but she could have made an argument for the latter.

      Ash asked herself for the millionth time what she saw in him. They’d met at a Disturbed concert. Her initial impression of him was that he was foul-mouthed and way too cocky for someone with a jaw you could break with one good punch, but he’d been funny and flattering and they’d had fun for a while. But then his jokes had started to become condescending and his flattery directed at anyone who wasn’t her.

      When he’d told her about a Nu metal music festival in Texas and suggested a road trip, she had thought it was a sweet, hokey gesture. She’d actually gotten excited. Austin had a pretty decent reputation for its music scene and the festival featuring both classic bands like Korn and debut artists she’d gotten pretty obsessed with. Even convinced herself Richie was making the effort.

      Now they were on a seemingly endless highway in Mississippi with no AC, fighting for the fiftieth time since breakfast and it wasn’t even noon.

      “Shit.”

      Ash opened her mouth to ask what his problem was with her now, when her eyes focused on the road ahead and she realized Richie was probably not referring to her. His old Camaro slowed and then came to a gear-grinding halt behind a minivan. Beyond that, miles of highway completely gridlocked. In the distance just beyond an overpass, black clouds of smoke billowed, lights from emergency vehicles reflected against the mass as if it was solid.

      Without the wind blowing through the windows, the already vicious heat struck Ashton with the force of a hammer blow. Her tank top was already plastered to her skin, and she imagined how attractive she looked with her boob sweat and under arm stains. Her butt was clinging to the seat in her cut-off shorts. She wanted a shower. And food that didn’t come out of a crinkly bag. And a new boyfriend.

      Great. She was stuck in the middle of fucking nowhere in bumper-to-bumper traffic with no AC and she couldn’t stand her boyfriend. Yes. Way to go, girl. Your Eureka moment could not have come at a better time.

      Maybe she would just catch a plane home. Screw the cost. Bail was way more expensive.

      “This shit goes on for miles!” Richie griped, as if she couldn’t see that for herself.

      Ashton beat down the urge to retort with a witty No shit, Sherlock and instead clamped her lips shut, reaching for her phone charging in the center console. One bar. Enough to map a new route maybe. She tapped maps and watched as her phone tried to find a satellite somewhere up beyond the haze of sepia sky. The long red line that appeared along their route was not reassuring. She tapped a bit.

      “I don’t see any exits coming up.”

      “Then what the fuck is that?”

      A couple of miles ahead, an old off ramp came into view, a van in worse shape than Richie’s Camaro making its way slowly up the faded concrete to come to a halt at the intersection before it crossed the bridge turning further South.

      No signs. Not even a mile marker. She enlarged the area on her phone. “I dunno. It’s not on here.”

      “Well, it’s good enough for me,” Richie said pulling onto the shoulder, gunning it down the rumble strips so the car bounced and shook rhythmically.

      “We have no idea where it goes,” Ashton said through gritted teeth.

      “That van probably mapped an alternative route already. We’ll just head that general direction. And it’s better than sitting here with my dick in my hand. Unless you⁠—”

      “No. Thanks.”

      He shrugged, pushing his hair back with his spindly fingers. Sweat had matted the hair under his arms into a solid piece that looked like an old toupee. His hand came away slick from his damp head and the moisture glistened on the worn steering wheel as he regripped it. “We’ll probably find a way around. Besides, I need a piss and we’re gonna need gas.”

      Ash shifted in her seat. She also wanted the bathroom but had mostly driven it from her mind. But now by mentioning it, the pressure on her bladder had returned in full force. Still, she wasn’t sure. . . “It’s probably a closed road to nowhere. Or to a town full of mutant psychos with banjos.”

      He gave her a shit-eating grin. “If only you played the banjo! You’d fit right in.”

      Ash bit the inside of her cheek, stowing her phone. Yes. Before this trip was over, he was going to die.
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      Ash slammed the car door a little more than was necessary, picturing Richie’s skull cracking as the door met the frame of the car, the sound of metal on bone. She didn’t really know what metal on bone would sound like, but she imagined it would be satisfying and crunchy.

      They had been driving for over half an hour down looping roads, passing nothing but abandoned gas stations and boarded up houses, roofs caving in, doors warped in their frames. They’d lost cell service miles back. But Richie had refused to turn around, his hands clenching so hard on the steering wheel that only self-preservation kept Ash from manifesting him snapping it off and sending them spiraling into a tree.

      “I swear to all that is holy, Richie, you are the single most stubborn asshole I have ever had the displeasure of⁠—”

      “Whine a little harder, Ash. Please. It has been so fucking helpful so far,” he said, coming round the back of the car, yanking an old, faded black t-shirt over his head, the arms cut off. He popped the gas tank door and twisted off the top, leaving it swinging against the car to yank the fuel pump from its cradle.

      Ash ground her molars, hearing them squeak in protest. She was going to need dental work if she kept it up. In order to save what was left of her fraying patience and precious teeth, Ash stormed across the oil and fuel-stained lot to the no-name gas station. At first, Richie had taken it for just another pile of bricks and planks left to fend for itself, but Ash had spotted the red neon sign in the window. OPEN. She’d yelped and he’d slammed on the brakes so hard she’d had to brace herself. She had a suspicion he’d done it deliberately, especially as he’d muttered the weakest of apologies as he smiled around another fucking cigarette.

      She yanked open the door to the gas station, a tarnished, silver bell tinkling dully above her head to mark her entry. The space was cluttered, like most tiny stations. Spinning displays of sunglasses and metal shelves packed with garbage food meant to survive the apocalypse, magazine covers faded from being hit by the dying sun day after day, and plenty of oil, wiper fluid, and WD-40. Aerosol sprays of Lysol were stacked next to old bottles of Febreze and those tiny tree air fresheners that smelled nothing like pine. Along the walls were coolers, the doors smudged with fingerprints, the lights inside flickering on and off, illuminating in flashes the bottles of water, energy drinks, and sodas. A sad coffee machine was in one corner, stained brown and black. In another corner⁠—

      “Yes,” she breathed between chapped lips. A bathroom sign.

      She made a beeline before she was stopped by a voice behind her and she nearly jumped out of her skin, squeezing her legs together and momentarily wondering if she had just peed a little.

      “You’ll need a key, dear heart.”

      Rounding, she saw an old lady at the counter, nicotine-stained fingers and teeth, leaning on her elbows in a high back chair, one cigarette caught between two upturned fingers as if she was a femme fatale in an old noir film. Her Coke bottle glasses made her eyes appear buggy and massive, dwarfing her other features. Except for her hair. Her hair was teased and twisted in an old beehive, grey and white with long strands of what might have been brown, glistening slightly as if it had been shellacked with an entire can of Aqua Net.

      Behind her, a taxidermy armadillo squatted on a wooden base, its armored plates and snout covered in dust, cobwebs dangling between its ears. A little golden plate attached to the wood read Jerry. Jerry’s tiny eyes were so obscured by dust, he might have had cataracts, but Ash couldn’t help but feel like he was aware of her.

      The old woman reached beneath the counter and pulled out a rusted hammer, its handle covered in electrical tape, a key hanging from the cord looped through the bottom where a hole had been drilled. She slid it across the counter.

      “Thank you,” Ash said, rushing forward.

      “Tha’s alright.”

      Ash wrapped fingers around the handle. Someone had written The Shitter across the rusted head in permanent marker, bringing her up short in surprise. The woman made a sound in the back of her throat. “Hoodlums. But ev’ry time I change the key, someone does something else. I don’t even bother none, anymore.” She shook her head and Ash noticed her hair didn’t move at all. The old woman looked out the window toward the car and Richie at the pump. “You can always tell hoodlums.”

      Ash’s face flushed with heat, but could she really fault the old lady for being perceptive? Richie had more than a few chips on his shoulder, and while Ash didn’t go around looking to start trouble, she certainly didn’t mind finishing it. The lady had probably seen them yelling at each other in the lot and pegged them as foul-mouthed twenty-somethings that refused to grow up. And maybe Ash was tired of that, too. Still, what right did a stranger have to judge her when she was obviously tired, sweaty, and had a shit-for-brains boyfriend to deal with?

      “Thanks for the key. I’ll bring it right back.”

      Walking quickly away, Ash could feel both Jerry’s and the woman’s eyes tracking her through the small space, past the aisle of trail mix, beef jerky, and boxes of raisins wrapped in cellophane. Ash gripped the hammer harder, thinking that it was a stupid sort of item to attach a key to if you were so worried about ‘hoodlums.’

      At least the bathroom was clean.

      Ash peed and washed her hands and face. Even wiped down her arms, neck, and collarbone with damp towels. She finger-combed her hair and rebound it into a floppy bun on the top of her head and smoothed her eyebrows with wet fingers. She felt a little better with some of the sticky sweat and dust off her skin. Would feel even better when she could get some proper food.

      Maybe she’d despise Richie a little less?

      But as she emerged from the bathroom and he was standing there, leaning against the door with a face that would freeze beer, she didn’t hold out a lot of hope for that last thought.

      He brushed past her. “Finally. Thought you’d fallen in.”

      He let the door shut in her face and hadn’t even bothered to take the key. She decided not to make a scene, hated looking like ‘the crazy one’ in public. And Richie was so good at pushing her buttons quietly enough so when she finally lost it, she always seemed the villain.

      Ash walked the key back to the counter and offered up a wan smile, determined to be courteous. “Thank you.”

      The lady put the hammer back under the counter. “Y’all lost?”

      “I’m not really sure. We got off the main highway and there’s no service. Do you have any maps?”

      A grin cracked the old woman’s face, the skin of her cheeks folding and creasing into lines and hollows. “Didn’t think youngins even bothered with ’em anymore. They’re there,” she said, gesturing with her cigarette.

      There were several old, folded maps of Mississippi and Alabama, some of the Natchez Trace and a couple of big, old atlases so yellowed she wondered why the woman even kept them stocked. Half of the roads within had to be gone.

      She snapped up one of both Mississippi and Natchez, just in case. And she did a small circuit of the store, grabbing sunscreen, and a water. She hauled her purchases up to the counter, passing them over and digging out some cash from her pocket. Her eyes fell on a bunch of lighters in a box marked at three dollars. They were just plain Bics, but they’d been hand painted. She lifted her glasses to better see. A bug, its bulbous eyes red and round like two beads, had been painted on the plastic surface. Its wings were transparent, veined with black and green.

      “I’ll take this, too,” she said impulsively, liking the strangeness of it. “As a souvenir. Did you paint these?”

      The old woman shook her head but rang up the total. “Bless your heart, with my eyes? No, but the artist is local. Y’all should head into town. Festival’s today.”

      “What festival?”

      “The Cicada Film Festival. Folks made a movie round here a few years back.”

      “Yeah? What movie?”

      A finger dotted with age spots pointed to a rack in front of the register, the whole thing full of VHS tapes. Ash hadn’t even noticed them. The cover was black and green with slashes of red. A bug, similar to the one on the lighter, but creepier, took up most of the space, staring out at Ash. CICADA. A horror movie? Weird. And on VHS? Weirder. Who even used VHS these days?

      As if in answer, the woman continued. “Yeah, you could only watch it on tape. Low budget sort of thing. What do they call it when it is a bunch of people running around in the dark? And you’re supposed to be watching what happened to ’em?”

      “Found footage?” Ash said, looking at the bleeding letters and red, bulging eyes of the insect.

      “That’s it. They got the whole town decked out. And it is the right time for it too. Cicadas waking up this time of year.” She tsked. “Imagine spending almost your whole life underground only to die just as you really start to see the world. Mmm mmm. Just makes you count your blessings.”

      “They got food?” Richie said, sidling up behind Ash. “I could go for a McGriddle.”

      The old woman eyed him cooly. “No chains. Only local fare. But it’s a damn sight better than anything out of a common drive-thru. They’ll take good care of you. Visitors get special treatment. I recommend Hey, Sally’s for a late lunch. Biscuits are handmade and you get ’em fresh as you sit down.”

      “Gimme a pack of the Lucky Strikes. Unfiltered,” Richie said, pointing behind the register.

      “Son, I’m not gonna give you shit. You can ask for them as if your mama put effort into raising you right. I recommend, ‘Ms. Dottie, could I purchase some cigarettes from your fine establishment?’” She said Ms. like Mzz and Ash had to bite back a shit-eating grin.

      Richie clucked his tongue and angled his head, as if he might stare Dottie into submission, but the old woman didn’t even bat an eye behind those Coke bottle glasses. Just held her cigarette between her fingers with a look of disdain that said Richie was less than the skid marks he had on his underwear. Richie, seeing he was getting nowhere, scoffed and headed back out.

      Dottie took a drag on her cigarette, watching Richie swagger to the car and slam the door. He waited all of two seconds before he lay on the horn, apparently his new mating call. “Like I said. You can always tell a hoodlum. You get in that car, girl, you deserve what you get. That one’s already marked.”

      A sound that was part agreement, part annoyance escaped Ash’s mouth. Like she had any other choice? “Yea, well,” she said, annoyance winning out, “it’s him or hitchhiking and at least with that one, I don’t have to worry about things getting any weirder.”

      Dottie coughed, a wet sound from lungs and windpipe coated with tar, handing over Ash’s purchases in an unmarked plastic bag. “You’d be surprised.”

      As the door closed behind Ash, Dottie’s parting words were almost drowned out by the old bell’s clanging.

      “Y’all have a lovely day!”
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      It was no small torture going from the sweet, sweet air conditioning of the gas station into the boiling heat outside, the steady hum of insects in every direction. Maybe a summoning. Maybe a warning. Goosebumps pimpled Ash’s arms in total contrast to the temperature, and she tried to wipe them away.

      She felt exposed. She wanted to run, which was ridiculous on several fronts. 1) She hated cardio. 2) What would she be running from?

      “Are you gonna take all day?” Richie snapped.

      Oh yeah.

      Ash rolled her eyes behind her glasses, refusing to rise to the bait. She just needed to get to Texas, and she could be done. Okay, she was done. So done. But she could be free. Hell, maybe she wouldn’t even wait till Texas. Maybe she would just wait for the first Greyhound terminal she saw.

      She slid back into her seat, knees angled away from Richie. Code for ‘don’t fucking touch me.’ Richie didn’t give two shits about her signals because he was peeling out before she even had her seatbelt fastened, taking the left into town. Which was fine, Ash decided, cracking the seal of her water bottle to take a long drink. Maybe food would put them both in a better mood.

      She doubted it, but maybe. Stranger things could happen. See? She could look on the bright side. And her mother thought she was a pessimist. A pessimist with horrible taste in men. Okay, fine. She’d give her mom that one. Fair was fair.
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