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Chapter 1

[image: ]




The sun laughed at Haley from the peak of a July sky. 

She could only stand on the side of the road for a few minutes at a time, waving her thumb southbound as lonely cars blew by before she retreated to the shade of the gas station. 

Even under the awning of the little shop, the heat baked her as she fanned herself with a magazine she hadn’t bothered to read. 

“Jesus,” she huffed, glancing around the deserted station. “Doesn’t anyone stop for gas out here?”

Admittedly, it was her fault she was stranded in God-knows-where Utah. She’d managed to hitch a ride out of Salt Lake City with an older woman heading south, but a few hours into the trip they’d gotten into a pretty heated argument about the creation of all things.

Her ride hadn’t been too keen on debating religion.

So, Haley got the boot at the next stop, a run-down gas station that barely looked functioning. The attendant—reeking of tobacco and perpetually spitting into a cup—assured her that plenty of people stopped here daily. But in the time that it took for her to finish her lukewarm soda and a bag of chips, not a soul had stopped. 

Sweat soaked her white tank top, and her jean shorts felt like a chastity belt in the summer sun. She felt like stripping down, tossing her boots aside, and throwing herself into the gas station’s freezer. 

She was sure the attendant wouldn’t mind.

Mirages danced on the edges of the horizon, teasing her with visions of the Pacific coast she so desperately chased. Haley could hear her ex-boyfriend’s voice, wavy and ethereal as it rode the sun’s rays.

Stupid bitch, he growled. You really thought you could leave me and make it on your own? You’re nothing without me...

She swatted a buzzing fly away, groaning as she mustered the strength to stand and take another few minutes on the road holding out her thumb. 

Somebody had to stop for her. What sane man wouldn’t slow down for a pair of legs like hers? 

At this point, she wasn’t opposed to blowing somebody for a ride in an air-conditioned car. 

Slut, her ex laughed. 

“Oh, shut it,” she responded, hoping the attendant didn’t hear her talking to herself. Was this what heatstroke felt like?

With a sigh, she trudged out toward the highway again, feeling the weight of the summer heat bearing down on her like a forest fire. 

It was suffocating. Consuming. 

Somebody had to stop. 

Somebody—

An old truck, baby-blue and cruising toward her from the horizon. 

A mirage? It looked so much like the clear waters of a cool, ocean-fed pool.

No. She could see the dust bellowing behind it as it tore down the road. 

Haley threw out her thumb as enthusiastically as she could manage. If she had a sign, it would read, Pick me up and I will do whatever the fuck you want.

The truck rolled over her like a wave, screeching to a halt in a flurry of dust.

“Oh, thank you!” She couldn’t move fast enough, eager to get comfortable inside the cool vehicle. “Thank you! Thank you!”

When she reached the passenger side, she found both windows down and a pleasant-looking man in the driver’s seat. He smiled through a face filthy with salt and pepper scruff, taking off his baseball cap to reveal a cleanly shaved head. 

“Howdy,” he said, a bit of a twang riding his lips. “You need a lift?”

“Yes, please!” Haley laughed, ecstatic. “May I?”

“Come on in.” Her savior took note of her sweat-covered skin. “Sorry, no AC in this old thing. But it’s not a bad ride with the windows down. Better than sitting under the desert sun.”

Haley couldn’t even be disappointed by the lack of air conditioning as she hopped in and closed the door, tossing her bag into the back of the small cab. It already felt twenty degrees cooler inside.
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