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A REIGN OF THUNDER


	 


	

	


I


	 


	It happened pow, like that. One minute he’d been blasting through the Arizona desert and listening to Martha and the Vandellas sing “Heat Wave” on the Mustang’s AM radio, and the next he was pulling over, rumbling to a stop on the shoulder of State Route 87 and idling in place as the good-looking hitchhiker jogged to catch up with him.


	“Man, am I glad to see you,” she panted, opening the door—then froze, suddenly, examining the cab, peering into the backseat. “No body parts in that cooler? No murder weapons?”


	“Only these,” He held up his hands. “Registered as deadly weapons in fifty states. And Puerto Rico.”


	“Is that so?” She laughed, appearing relieved, then climbed in and shut the door. “So where you headed, Deadly Hands?”


	“New Mexico. Albuquerque.”


	“That’ll do.” She took one of his hands and examined it. “Nah, these are too pretty.” She traced his fingers, studying them. “A dentist’s, maybe. Or a lab technician.” When he didn’t say anything, she added: “No? Something creative, then. Nebulous. An artist, maybe. Or a photographer.”


	He shifted in his seat uncomfortably, unsure whether he was getting creeped out by her touch and directness—or a hard-on. He glanced her up and down quickly: the slender figure, the long, dark hair—the brown eyes like a doe in heat. Definitely a hard-on. “Look, I—”


	“A writer, I think,” she said, suddenly, and let go of his hand. “Ha! Am I warm?”


	He opened his mouth to speak but closed it immediately, seeing only Heller and the office at 123 Wilshire Blvd—the cheap suit, the shit-eating grin—his hard-on withering like a prune in September.


	“No,” he said at last, gripping the gearshift, pushing in the clutch. “You’re cold. Cold as fucking Pluto.”


	And then they were moving, crossing the rumble strip and picking up speed, the engine growling, leaping up, the sweltering sun beating down, as she looked at him, curiously, quizzically, and he tried to ignore her. As the mercury in the little thermometer on the dash topped 90 degrees—and kept climbing.


	 


	 


	“So what’s your story?” she asked, shouting over the wind and the radio, which was too loud, too tinny. He turned it down.


	“My story?” He laughed. “I’m not the one who was hitchhiking through the Sonoran Desert.”


	 She smiled self-deprecatingly. “Yeah, there is that.” She hung her head back so that her dark hair billowed out the window. “I was at an artist’s colony—the Desert Muse.” She smiled again, bitterly, it seemed. “Or the Desert Ruse, as I call it. Ever heard of it?”


	He shook his head.


	“Yeah, well, it’s where a bunch of grad students hang out with their professors for a week and study the fine arts. You know, like how to out-snark the other pimply kids … or fuck your professor.”


	He glanced at her sidelong, raising an eyebrow.


	“Okay, so maybe not fuck him. But definitely give him something to think about. You know, like when he’s handing out teaching internships.”


	He nodded slowly, exaggeratedly. “Ah.”


	“Ah. So I just bugged out. I didn’t want to play anymore. And now I’m heading home. Back to Miami.”


	He drove, listening, the wind buffeting his hair, which was graying at the temples. She couldn’t have been more than, say, what? Twenty-five? Twenty-six? “Yeah? And?”


	“And that’s all you get. At least until I know something about you. Your name, for instance.”


	He accelerated, he wasn’t sure why, focusing on the road. “Cooper,” he said, finally. “Cooper Black. But, please, call me ‘Coup’—everyone does.”


	“Cooper—Coup. Black? Cooper Black? Like the font?”


	“Just like the font.”


	“Well, that’s different.” She fell silent for a moment, watching the scenery pass. “I’m Tess, by the way. Tess Baker.” She added, “Please. Go on.”


	Cooper only exhaled. “No, no, no, that’s it. I was just coming back from L.A. when I saw you with your thumb out.” He turned the radio back up but got only static. “That’s really all there is to it. Just a guy on a road trip.”


	Neither said anything as the radials droned and the radio hissed.


	“I think you went there for a reason … and it didn’t go so well. That’s what I think.” She waited as he fiddled with the dial. “Can’t find your channel there, Coup?”


	“No, Doctor Laura, I can’t, actually. Can’t seem to find much of anything. And I went there, if you must know, because I’d sold a book to Roman House and the editor I was working with had a heart attack—he just keeled, okay? So I had to meet this new asshole, who couldn’t stand me or the book, and who cancelled the entire project. And then …”


	He looked at her and found her arching an eyebrow quizzically.


	“Then I hit him. All right? Right in the old kisser. And then I turned his desk over and threw his banker’s light, you know, the kind with the faux gold plating and green glass shade—”


	She nodded impatiently.


	“—right through the window. And then I ran like a rabbit, straight to my car and out of L.A., after which I passed this really good-looking hitchhiker who peppered me with questions until I started going bugfuck. Okay? All right? You happy?”


	“I like a man who can open up,” she said.


	“I’m not opening up. I’m trying to—”


	And then they heard it, the whir of a siren, after which he looked through his rear-view mirror and she out the back window to see a brown and white State Patrol vehicle following them dangerously close, its windshield reflecting the sun like knives and its red and blue lights flashing, telling them to pull over.


	“It’s just not my fucking day,” he marveled, still looking in the mirror, even as Tess placed a hand on his leg—close to his crotch, he noticed—and said: “But it could be, Coup. It still could be.” —before her eyes expanded like saucers and she shrieked, shouting, “Look out!”


	And he looked ahead in time to see a brown blur, a large mouse, he thought, or a kitten, which had been scurrying across the road, vanish beneath the filthy hood.


	 


	 


	It all happened so quickly that it wasn’t even clear, at least at first, what had happened, other than he’d slammed on the brakes to avoid hitting the creature and caused the police car to ram them from behind—like a wrecking ball, it seemed, knocking them forward.


	And then there they were, stalled at the side of the road in front of a partially accordioned police car (while parked over an almost certainly dead cat, possibly a rodent) and feeling their necks; even as Coup glanced in the rear-view mirror and saw the officer storming toward them—his service weapon drawn.


	“Oh, not good,” said Tess, shrinking down in her seat, as Cooper held up his hands and offered assurances. “It’s okay—everything’s going to be fine. There’s nothing to—”


	“Get out of the car and get on the ground! Now!”


	“Jesus,” said Coup.


	“Yeah. Shouldn’t he at least be asking us if we’re all right?”


	“Do it!”


	They did it, easing open their doors and hurrying to get on the ground, putting their hands behind their backs, making of themselves nice little arrestable bundles.


	“Look, Officer, I can explain every …”


	“Shut up! Shut up and stay on the ground! Don’t move!”


	They didn’t move—but stayed precisely as they were, their hearts pounding, their blood racing, as the cop keyed his mic:


	“530 to Dispatch, request back-up at State Route 87 and 19, collision with civilian vehicle, possible DUI. Over.”


	“Possible DUI?” Coup craned his neck to look at him. “Where in the hell did you get—”


	“Shut up and stay on the ground! Keep your hands behind your back!” And into his mic: “530 to Dispatch, did you copy? Over.”


	But there was nothing, no reply whatsoever, just static—like the Mustang’s AM radio. Coup craned his neck again, this time in the opposite direction: And no vehicles, either. Come to think of it, there’d been nothing since he’d picked up the girl, not even so much as a semi, always so ubiquitous.


	He strained to peer skyward, the sun stabbing at his eyes. And no air traffic. No contrails to fuel the conspiracy theorists—nothing. Just a pale, blue dome, without even a cloud.


	He froze as gravel crunched beneath the cop’s shoes, half expecting a boot on his neck, but quickly realized the man was moving away from him, not toward him, back toward his car.


	“I’m scared, Coup,” said Tess, her voice sounding small, distant. “I’m really scared.”


	“I know,” he said, the sweat pouring down his forehead, stinging his eyes. “I am too. But it’ll be all right. Just, you know, chill, as they say. He’s called for back-up. That’s a good thing.”


	“Witnesses,” she said. “Maybe a commanding officer.”


	“Exactly. Just hang tight. I know it’s hot.”


	“I’ll be okay.” She added: “Thanks, Coup.”


	He grunted. “What do you mean?”


	“I don’t know. Just—thanks. For being here. For looking out for me. Like a big brother, almost. Or a fa—”


	“Shht, he’s coming,” he said—suddenly, urgently.


	The world just sat, silently. 


	“But I don’t hear any—”


	“Sorry, false alarm. Must have been my own foot, or something.”


	And then they waited.


	 


	 


	How much time passed would have been difficult to say: maybe it was only a few minutes—say, ten or fifteen—and maybe it was a half hour; regardless, when they at last climbed to their feet and walked to the officer’s car, they found him nowhere in sight. He had, quite simply, just vanished without a trace.
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