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for my brother Spot, who I can talk trucks with for days





His brain is squirming like a toad

—THE DOORS







CHAPTER 0


“Thanks for the ride,” the hitcher says, climbing in from the sheeting rain.

“What’s the old joke?” the driver says, clocking his mirror to ease back up to speed. “I ask you—no, you ask me if I’m a serial killer, and I say no, I’m not worried about that. The chances of two serial killers randomly being in the same car are through the roof, right?”

“Something like that,” the hitcher says, taking the towel the driver’s dug up from behind the seat, nodding thanks over it.

The driver clicks his headlights from bright to normal then back again, trying to see through the rain.

“More like I should ask if you know how to handle a submarine,” the driver says, easing them ahead.

“Biblical out there,” the hitcher says, strapping his seatbelt across.

“Belly of the whale,” the driver says back.

“You don’t listen to talk radio, do you?” the hitcher asks, squinting through the blurry windshield at the road ahead of them.

“Maybe I do?”

“Good,” the hitcher says. “Me too. Can’t get enough.”

“Or maybe I don’t.”

“Me either. Hate it. Talking heads, floating voices. Puts me on my meds.”

“You’re medicated?”

“Not right now, don’t worry.”

The driver considers this for a handful of seconds.

“Just to be transparent here,” he finally says, and pushes his hand down alongside his seat, comes up with a chunky snub-nose.

“I get it,” the hitcher says. “Road can be a dangerous place.”

“I don’t usually do this,” the driver says. “Pick someone up, I mean.”

“And I usually don’t manage to catch a ride when it’s raining,” the hitcher says.

“Firsts for both of us, then.”

“Just two killers heading west.”

The driver chuckles, likes that. Switches hands on the wheel and looks over to the hitcher. “Confession time,” he says. “My radio’s actually on the fritz—why I stopped for you. So you can help me stay between the lines. Know any scary stories to keep us awake?”

“Work for my supper, got it,” the hitcher says, scooching down in the seat for a comfortable position then straightening back up.

“I’m driving either way, man,” the driver says. “Just”—easing over for a whirr of the rumble strip on the shoulder—“am I over here or not, right?”

“I could drive, you want,” the hitcher says. “License is good and clean in Wyoming.”

“Thanks, of course, but… you know.”

“I get it, yeah,” the hitcher says. “So, a story…”

The hitcher narrows his eyes to dredge the right one up.

“You heard the one about the guy picks up a girl who turns out to be a ghost?” he asks.

“You telling me I’m talking to a ghost?” the driver says, very ready to thrill a smile up.

“There’s the one about the vampire thumbing rides at night to get his dinner.”

The driver lifts his revolver again, makes like he’s peering into the back of the cylinder, says, “And here I am without my silver bullets.”

“Think that’s werewolves,” the hitcher says, folding the towel that wasn’t folded before. “You know about the lot lizard who kept working after she was dead, and ended up getting pregnant with something?”

“Sounds like a cautionary tale,” the driver says, raising his hand to shield his eyes from a bright car on the other side of the divided highway.

“Here’s one,” the hitcher says. “You hear it everywhere, last year or two.”

“Everywhere like… hobo camps?”

“If this was 1932,” the hitcher says with a tolerant smile. “Rest stops, truckstops. Lock-up. Tunnels when it’s raining like this, or under bridges.”

“This isn’t the lot lizard one?” the driver asks, his disappointment nearly theatrical.

“Better,” the hitcher says. “It’s one of us—dudes looking for rides. Deal is, this Bucketmouth guy climbs in like I just did and after a while he asks you if you’d rather be dead or missing a finger.”

“He just asks it out of nowhere?” the driver says. “Out of the blue, like?”

“Kind of a conversation killer, yeah.”

“Is Bucketmouth his name?”

The hitcher shrugs sure.

“Finger, obviously,” the driver says. “You’ve got ten fingers but just one life. Easy call, especially if it’s hypothetical.”

“Thing is,” the hitcher says, “it’s not. He’ll give you a knife or something to cut it off if you can, then he makes you sit there while he takes it and”—miming a tiny cob of corn—“he eats the meat off it while you watch.”

“A cannibalism story,” the driver says, his lips peeled back from his teeth in appreciation.

“Except this one’s true,” the hitcher says, and opens both his hands, presses them into the dashboard for viewing, all his fingers there through his fingerless gloves, except… the pinky on the left.

The driver jerks the car over, away from this, the tires thudding over the reflectors embedded in the shoulder, then he flutters his right hand over his beating heart.

“I’m awake now,” he says, making himself breathe big in and out, the seatbelt tight across his chest from all his moving around.

The hitcher chuckles, his hands still pressed onto the dash.

“You’ve done this before, haven’t you?” the driver says at last.

The hitcher unfolds his pinky finger, waggles it.

“What if you really met this guy, though?” the driver asks, undoing his seatbelt to reset it, guiding the strap back down to the buckle, having to dig and adjust to find it. “No, no—what if it’s you, and this is how you prep me for what’s about to happen?”

“Already had my finger for the day,” the hitcher says, looking at all his own, still spread out perfect on the blue vinyl of the dash.

“Not me,” the driver says, and presses the snub-nose barrel of his revolver against the hitcher’s pinky where it connects to the hand, and pulls the trigger.

The sound in the cab of the car is massive.

The driver drops the revolver to press this finger to the dash, catch it before it can fall into the floorboard. The hitcher reels away, pushing hard with his feet, his butt climbing the seatback, but then he realizes: the gun in his lap.

He fumbles it up, trying to hold it and stop his new stump from gouting blood up into the headliner.

“You, you, you,” he says, and pulls the trigger at the driver again and again.

There was only the one bullet.

The driver lifts the still contracting finger up like thanking the hitcher for it, then inserts it neatly into his mouth, rotating it a little on insertion like getting it just how he likes it.

“Where you headed, mister?” he says as if starting them over, dialing them back to when the hitcher got in. His words a bit muffled by the finger in his mouth, but it’s only the pinky.

The hitcher doesn’t respond, is still climbing his seat.

“What?” the driver answers in his own voice, leaning forward over the steering wheel, the raw end of the finger still protruding from his lips. “You mean this isn’t the highway to hell?”

He laughs and laughs about this, then sucks the finger all the way in.

The hitcher fumbles at his door handle but the lock sucks down.

He elbows the window but is wearing so many layers that they pad his blows.

“What the fuck are you?” he screams to the driver.

“Bucketmouth, evidently,” the driver says around the thick finger. “I know I don’t get to, like, select my own name, that’s not how the big machine works, but what does Bucketmouth even mean?”

He leans forward to inspect his mouth in the rearview mirror, work it open and shut a couple times to confirm that it’s just a normal mouth. Then he sees something that needs attention at the base of his jaw on the right side. He angles his head over so his fingertips can pinch up a skin tag.

He tugs gently on it, then harder, longer.

His whole face peels off, leaves just muscle and fat and tendons and dripping blood, and something cloudy and viscous coating it all, like the saliva of someone who’s been sucking on a Vaseline lollipop.

He inspects himself in the mirror again from all sides, nods that he likes this, yeah. This is good.

He tosses the face he just peeled to the hitcher, who flinches away hard enough that the back of his head shatters the window out at last. The interior of the car swirls into a madhouse, burger trash and receipts and emptied-out Fritos bags whipping around everywhere, then sucking out into the night.

“What are you, man?” the hitcher says, weaker.

“More like who, sir,” the driver says, unlocking the doors with his master control and then reaching across the hitcher to pop the door open, push him out, leave him rolling in their lane, the headlights of the semi behind them coming on fast and unavoidable, the horn blaring at what probably looks like a trash bag of something. At least until it goes under the wheels.

Alone in the front seat, the driver looks in the rearview again, winces when the headlights behind him turn sharply away. Then he angles the mirror onto himself, says, “Bucketmouth?”

He shakes his head in wonder then turns his functional radio on, hums with the Roger Miller coming through, and clicks the headlights off, slips ahead, into the darkness.






CHAPTER 1


There might have been a better way to do it, Harper knows.

Also, she could have packed.

And, just spitballing, but what if she’d thrown less of her mom’s precious collector’s plates across the living room? What if she hadn’t lifted the couch up by one end and, in trying to send it flying after the plates, jammed it against the ceiling?

No way was she taking back what-all she’d said, though.

On Harper’s list of things she hates now and always will, forever amen, around number six or seven would be people simpering back after a big blowup, saying how they didn’t really mean to say that.

What they mean with that, actually? It’s not that they hadn’t meant to say that, it’s that they got pissed enough that they said what they really meant, and now kind of wish they could reel that back in, do you mind? Can we all just forget, pretend that never happened, keep moving forward?

No, Harper tells them in her head. No do-overs, no takebacks.

As of two months ago—graduation—she’s eighteen, so doesn’t have to play nice anymore. Granted, there’s her little sister Meg to keep in mind, who in a perfect world wouldn’t have been watching this big blowup from the hallway, but… had Harper had anybody watching out for her when she was in seventh grade? No. It was just and only her, twenty-four/seven, and she made it through… not completely unscathed by Mom, but she wasn’t a smoking husk, either. Not yet, anyway.

But she could have packed.

When her mom disappeared back down the hall, came storming back up with Harper’s laundry to throw at her on the porch, yeah, it wouldn’t have been terrible to have held onto some of those dirty clothes. But it had felt so good too, hadn’t it? Flinging it all over the front of the house, screaming how this was a clean break, that she didn’t want any reminders of this place, that she didn’t need any of them, that this podunk Wyoming shitkicker town wasn’t going to hold her back anymore? That she had better opportunities anywhere than this. That her friends were her real family anyway.

That last part… Meg hadn’t still been listening from the living room, had she? Because she didn’t mean it that way. Her and Meg would forever be sisters. Just, Harper could not stay in that house even one second longer. Sorry, Meggie. But if Harper made it this long, so can she, right? Anyway, it’s not like Harper can take a little sister along. Really, it’s just her for this big exit. Those friends she calls family would be there for her, but two of them have already zipped their sleeping bags together and taken off for Yellowstone to work for the summer, one of them’s blasting off for college in Salt Lake next month, doesn’t need this kind of distraction, and the other one, her many-times ex Dillon, they aren’t exactly talking, and probably won’t be until the ten-year reunion, which Harper does not plan on attending. So there.

In ten years she’s going to have a room above a bar in Seattle or Los Angeles, her right arm’s going to be full-sleeve, her left arm waiting for her thirtieth birthday, and she’s going to wear mostly leather vests, keep her hair always pulled back unless she’s shooting pool and doesn’t want the night’s mark seeing her eyes.

Her mom isn’t going to have any idea where her daughter is, either. Guaranteed.

Meg? Maybe she can know, sure. No reason to hide from her. But, too, Meg’ll be in college by then, or just getting done, Harper can’t math it out perfect. Maybe Meg’ll even have found the perfect guy or girl by then. They’ll backpack through Australia, send Harper postcards with spiders and snakes and kangaroos on the front, not the elk and bears and cowboys of idiotic Wyoming.

Harper kicks a rock ahead of her, tracks its vaulting gallop down the asphalt into their shared future. Hers and the rock’s.

Her one consolation for the moment is thinking about her mom trying to work the couch down from the support pillar it is now. It’s up there tight. When that puffy arm had caught against the ceiling, Harper had backed off, given it her shoulder, all her hundred and forty pounds plus whatever her rage came to, but the couch hadn’t had even one ounce of budge in it. She’d backed off then, stood in the soft rain of the popcorn acoustic and sparkly glitter scraped off the ceiling.

In fifth grade, her and her dad had blown that ceiling up there together, the air compressor over by the back door in the kitchen so they wouldn’t all asphyxiate, and her mom had said no glitter in the living room, but Harper’s dad had let her sneak a handful into the mix anyway, and it had been beautiful, like twinkles of secret gold.

This of course being five years before Mom ran Dad off.

That of course, Harper figures, being pretty much the official beginning of the end. The last good summer.

Write it in your memoir someday, she tells herself, and passes the rock she kicked. She doesn’t kick it again.

It’s hot now but this is Wyoming in July. Come dark there’ll be a chill. Which is why she’s not going to be outside. Also, if things go right, she’s not even going to be in Wyoming anymore. Maybe if she runs hard enough, if she never looks back, she can forget she’s even from this place at all.

And she’s not fucking crying, okay?

“Happy last summer before real life,” she says to the idea of her mom. “Thanks for all the laughs, it was a riot.”

A big rig grinds past her—the on-ramp to the interstate is right there—and she hunches her shoulders against the dust and sound it’s dragging then sneaks a peek at the back of the trailer. Just to see.

Her dad, whatever trailer he was dragging that week, he would always draw a rough circle in the grime on the back of it, lower right, then lick a different finger, dab some hashmarks in for the idea of numbers. A short slash and a long slash, then—careful not to cut a piece of pie from this circle—and… it was a clock. It was supposed to be his way of telling all the tourists on his roads that he was on a schedule, that he had places to be, that he had a family to be getting back to, that he didn’t have time for RVs drifting from this lane to that, for sports cars passing on the right side, for minivans flipping lanes to get to the next tourist attraction twenty seconds sooner.

That’s Harper’s first tattoo, so far: the round, slightly oblong face of a clock on her right scapula. She’d told the guy to just put the hands pointing at whatever time, it didn’t matter. It wasn’t about the time. It was about who she was. It said she had places to be, thanks. Places very much not here.

Another thing that’s going to be out here on the road with her tonight, she knows, is stars. Wyoming stars, which she has to admit she might come to miss someday. Lying under them she’s going to be eleven years old again in the living room, the ceiling above glittering and sparkling.

Too late, just for the gesture of it, just to show she’s committing to this enterprise, she hikes her thumb up for the trucker’s mirrors but he’s already hauling his big wheel over to the left, reaching for a lower gear, to ride the on-ramp into America proper.

When the truck doesn’t slow, Harper lowers her face, thrusts both hands into the kangaroo pocket of her pow-wow sweatshirt—Meg’s, oops—and stifflegs it under the eastbound then westbound bridge to make that big left onto 80 as well.

In her head she does her blinker, and, coast clear, swings her right leg around, pivoting on her left foot, taking that important first step away, into something better, something real. Something not here.






CHAPTER 2


Because the staties will stop to have words with you for hitching on the actual interstate, the ramps are where all the rides are, Harper knows. Well, the ramps are what work when your mom might be cruising slow through all the pump islands of town.

That’s the way it always works with her mom: I hate you I hate you I hate, followed by I’m sorry I love you come back you’re the most important thing in the world I could never lose you please.

So: the ramp, which is just a ramp by name, not by actually angling up or down more than three or four feet.

Because West Laramie’s a blink-and-miss-it joke, Harper’s the only one sailing her thumb out at five thirty in the blazing afternoon. Which is good. In her current state she doesn’t need any Bobby McGee tagging along.

The first big rig that rumbles past has too much speed to waste it on a runaway who’s probably a minor, and the second and third rigs—a Mack cabover, a Freightshaker like her dad’s—both already have riders perched up in the passenger seat. Yeah, one of those riders is a dog, one’s a woman her dad would have called a seatcover, and all the trucks had sleepers she could have napped in just fine for three hundred miles, but screw it.

Is it the big stenciled feather on her back that’s warning the drivers off? Are Indians automatically trouble? If so, then it’s good she stole Meg’s sweatshirt, isn’t it? Otherwise the drivers would have to wait to ditch her until they saw her hair, her skin, her face.

I could be Mexican, though, Harper says to those drivers, her eyes slit hard at them. Except this is Wyoming, yeah. And except for this big feather on my back. More like a bullseye.

Thanks, Mom.

If these drivers knew her dad had been a gearjammer and white like they maybe are, would they be lining up to give her a ride? Probably to the first exit, yeah. Where they could turn around, trash their schedule to deliver this little girl back to where she belongs.

Screw that noise.

An hour later Harper is sitting by the last reflector pole down the ramp, her back to Laramie, her face west, west, always west. Now she’s thinking it would have been nice to pack some clothes and also her headphones, wherever they are.

Big gestures don’t always involve forethought, though. And anyway, it’s not like this is the furthest away she’s ever made it, right? Her junior year she made it all the way down to Colorado before a waitress called her in for approaching trucks in the back row. According to the cops, that waitress maybe saved her life.

Her comeback when the cops told her that: What life?

The younger one told her yeah, she’d been seventeen once too.

When tires finally crunch onto the shoulder behind her, Harper hauls herself up, no smile, ready to give whatever bluff or attitude she needs to make this work out. Maybe even a smile. Extreme circumstances call for extreme measures, all that.

It’s an old long Thunderbird, faded red with a vinyl roof peeling away in a thousand tiny curls of white.

Her eyes flash to the car’s rearview first of all. It’s how she’s trained: will there be an eagle feather there, or some baby moccasins, a little beaded headdress? All of those would be acceptable, as would a twirling iridescent CD, meant to scatter radar guns. What’ll send her scampering for cover will be a dreamcatcher. What’s there in this Thunderbird is a cross that’s really purple yarn wrapped around and around two popsicle sticks, with a secret and surely meaningful strand of yellow or gold in there.

Don’t run, don’t run, you need this, Harper tells herself, even though her genes have been programmed to know the church is the boogeyman for Indians—it’s the hand that grabs you by the scruff while the other hand’s already drawing back in a fist.

The passenger door opens, takes forever to stop opening because this car is long enough to be a train, practically, and both the passenger and the driver get out that side. For safety.

Harper, her face pleasant, hair threaded behind her ears, tries to see into the backseat. No one. Good. This can work.

The woman approaches first. She’s got this long skirt and sandy-colored beehive do under a scarf—she should be wearing cat-eye glasses, Harper thinks. Next is the acne-scarred white man putting his sports jacket on, trying to guide his combover back into place and get his glasses resettled on his face.

The woman leads with a bottle of water fresh from a cooler, with a glow-bracelet threaded through the label for increased visibility at night.

Shit.

Do-gooders. Holy rollers.

Harper takes the bottle, twists the cap off and takes a polite sip.

“Do you know where it is that you’re going, dear?” the woman says. This is probably their script: the woman carries the conversation load when the hitchhiker is female, so as not to spook her. Or maybe it’s to establish sisterhood or be a mother figure.

The question is a loaded one, of course.

“To hell?” Harper says, to just get it over with.

The man looks back up the on-ramp, his cheeks crinkling around his eyes, his chest thrust out from the way he’s stretching his shoulders back, his hands wrapped into thumb-swallowing fists from the strain.

“Next hundred and fifty miles are—they’re like the Bermuda Triangle for travelers, do you know that?” he says, finally bringing his pasty face around to Harper.

“Thought it was the Snow Chi Minh Trail,” Harper says right back. It’s what her dad used to call 80 in the winter.

“He’s talking about all the people who go missing, dear,” the woman says. “You’ve seen the posters in the windows at the gas station, haven’t you? Not just… walking people either. Drivers too.”

“Just because people don’t call to check in doesn’t mean they’re missing,” Harper says. “Just means they don’t want to get found.”

“No, I mean—” the woman starts, then starts again: “One of the young women from our congreg—from our flock, she’s kind of a data expert, see, it’s her job, and she’s identified this stretch of interstate as statistically more—”

“Thanks for the water,” Harper says, being sure they can tell she’s already looking on down the road. “Don’t worry, I recycle.” She tips the bottle off her forehead, saluting them bye, but they’re on a mission, are blind to any and all social cues.

“Just last month,” the man says with apologetic finality, guiding his hair into place again, passing a slick photograph to Harper.

She doesn’t take it but she can’t help but clock it.

It’s the head and shoulders of a dead man in the dry grass of what’s probably the ditch—no, this is deeper into the BLM wasteland, isn’t it? Harper can tell from the snow fence this man’s been leaned up behind, that’s tilting him forward. His eyes are gone, probably taken by birds, and his mouth has been hollowed out as well, and his skin’s been baked to leather. In the winter he’d be a corpsicle, but in summer like this he’s just a mummy.

Harper sucks air in through her teeth, almost a hiss. It’s not so much from the shock of seeing this with no preparation, it’s from—it’s stupid. Right after her dad didn’t come back from his last run, this was where she’d spent all her time: studying what photos she could find of unidentified men found in proximity to the interstate. At first she’d been able to eliminate some of them by hair length, but after a couple of years her dad could have grown his hair down to his shoulders. So now all she had was facial hair versus no facial hair. Her dad had none when he left, and had always been against it, said it creeped him out when he could see it out the bottom of his eye. This dead guy maybe had the same hang-up. Clean-shaven.

“You okay, dear?” the woman asks.

“Scared straight, ma’am,” Harper says. “Thanks, thank you. Wouldn’t have a sandwich for a lonely traveler now, would you?”

Ten minutes later, the Thunderbird people gone, Harper bites into the first of the three sandwiches she was able to talk them out of. It’s pimento cheese, which is paste with chunks in it that are a slightly different temperature, or texture. After two normal chews and four longer, slower ones Harper gags it out, thinking of that dead guy’s dry, empty, open mouth, damn those holy rollers to hell.

“That won’t be me,” she says, making it so by saying it out loud.

And it isn’t her dad either, she adds, in secret.






CHAPTER 3


Two and a half sandwiches in her kangaroo pocket now, Harper finally just decides to stand, hoof it. She’s got the glow-bracelet on her wrist, right? Doesn’t that make her practically bulletproof?

Half a dozen steps later, another set of tires crunches in behind her.

Harper cringes, doesn’t need any more salvation, fuck you very much. But, at the same time, she knows she probably should load up on water, if there’s water to be had. And maybe a handful of tissues too, since she’s now committed to walking away from all indoor bathrooms.

She turns, her most pitiful face on like a mask, and it’s—it can’t be. Cropped-short orange hair in the passenger seat, a perfect white smile over the steering wheel. Kissy and Jam? Who are supposed to be in Yellowstone for the whole summer, chasing wolves and tagging bears?

Harper holds her arms out so they can see how flabbergasted she is, how out of the blue this is, and then she holds them there a bit longer, shoulder high, her face trying to maintain the same shocked expression. But she’s processing now: if they were in town for the day, for the weekend, for whatever, then… they were in stealth mode? not looking her up? avoiding her?

What kind of bullshit is that supposed to be?

Jam slithers up from the passenger side of the blocky-old four-door used-to-be-white Forest Services looking truck—Park truck, Harper’s just now registering—crosses his arms over the roof and flops his head over to the side like to see Harper better, or slower, make this moment last.

“We leave for two months and you’re already sacrificing yourself to the interstate gods?” he says.

“Harper!” Kissy yells from behind the wheel, tapping the horn three times in celebration, the third time long and loud.

Harper has to smile.

Her hands thrust back into her sweatshirt pocket, she sashays up to Jam’s side—short for ‘James’ since junior high—and leans in to hug him, reaches past him to hold hands with Kissy, which has been her name since forever, for obvious reasons.

“Figured you’d be pregnant already,” Harper says to her.

“Not for lack of trying,” Jam says around the back of his hand and not even close to a whisper, and Kissy hits him in the hip with the side of her fist.

“There’s bears up there!” Kissy says, about Yellowstone.

“Bears and pic-a-nic baskets, yeah,” Harper says, looking down the ramp to a clump of three choppers riding in formation. “Y’all are going back?” she says into the cab real casual, trying not to load it with anything.

“We swung by your house,” Jam says, quieter, shrugging it true. “Your mom was, um, redecorating?”

“She’ll be moving on to my room next,” Harper says, rolling her top lip in between her teeth. “Now that she can do what she wants with it, I mean.”

“I’m sorry,” Kissy says, batting her eyes like she’s a deer in a Disney movie. The bad thing about Kissy, which is maybe the good thing too, is that she’s put together just like the cartoon Pocahontas in the movie Harper took Meg to last week: impossible cheekbones, bustline that won’t quit, shampoo commercial hair. Never mind that she’s not enrolled at Wind River, or anywhere. On all her applications she checks the ethnicity box she has to draw in, “Cherokee Princess.” It kind of fits, sick as it is. It makes her everybody’s grandmother, just, when that grandmother was hot.

“You look good,” Harper says to her. “Pre-pregnancy suits you.”

“This is all I’ve got cooking in me,” Kissy says back, extending her middle finger slow like a bun rising in an oven.

“I’ve missed this,” Harper says. “Been kind of a long summer.”

“Tell them where you went looking for her next,” a voice calls over the backseat, even though the backseat’s… empty?

Harper lowers her eyebrows to Kissy about this but is already stepping back to look through the rear window.

Dillon, kicked back across the bench seat, his down-at-the-heel boots chocked up on the passenger side armrest.

“We thought y’all might be… back together,” Jam says, as apology.

“And he’s going back to the Park with you now?” Harper says.

“I was worried about you,” Dillon says. “I know how you can be. I mean, if anybody does.”

“You fixed my mom’s couch, didn’t you?” Harper says to him, disgusted.

“I did,” Jam says, raising his hand to take this heat. “We didn’t have loverboy with us yet then.”

“That’s one name for hi—” Harper says, looking up the ramp and catching almost immediately on the side-profile of her mom’s pale Buick, cruising out from under the bridge like she gave the car some pedal a quarter mile back, is just riding that out in silent mode.

Harper rolls to the truck, flattens herself against it, and, easy as anything, Dillon slips the door open, pulls her in, his hand to the jut of her right hip, his other hand guiding her head below the level of the window.

“She’s stopping, she’s stopping…” Kissy announces, tight to the rearview, her foot revving the engine even though they’re not in gear.

“Shit shit shit,” Jam says, bouncing in his seat, drumming one hand on the outside of the door.

“Go already!” Harper says from the floorboard of the backseat.

“She’ll know,” Dillon says, and then kicks the door open decisively, takes one step out into the grass, and lets loose with a harsh arc of pee, leaning his whole body back from it.

Halfway through, his staged emergency over, he looks up like just seeing the Buick up there. He turns to it, waves big, probably some other part of him waving as well, and Harper’s mom puts her foot to the gas now. When Dillon leans back in, breathing hard with excitement, Kissy passes a baby wipe back to him.

“You can just pee any time like that?” Jam says, impressed. “Never knew that about you.”

“Full of piss and vinegar, my mom always said,” Dillon says, leaning back to zip up. “That’s half-true, anyway.”

“You could have faked it,” Harper says. “She can’t see detail that fine all the way from up there.”

“That fine?” Dillon says after a beat.

He balls the wipe up, tosses it into the grass.

“Listen, thanks,” Harper says to Kissy and Jam, her voice ramping up to goodbye—no way does she need to be taking any road trips with her ex, thank you—“but y’all probably need to be getting back to—”

“Ho,” Jam says, his hand cupping the side mirror, holding it steady against the engine’s vibrations. “You weren’t the only rabbit hiding in this ditch, were you?”

All of them look back, and, goddamnit: it’s Meg, standing from the drainage part of the ditch she’d evidently ducked down into at the last moment, probably after sneaking out the backseat of their mom’s Buick at the gas station—oh, of course: she saw the Park truck, knew it from Kissy and Jam stopping by, and… shit. Here she is, right where she should never be.

She raises a hand hi, her smile sheepish, seed heads floating all around her.

“Caught,” Kissy says, and before Harper can say anything the truck is reversing up the down-ramp, one tire on the shoulder, one on the blacktop, Dillon standing on the running board, his arm wrapped around the window post as easy as anything. Which Harper kind of hates, since it’s kind of precisely what she used to love about him—how he doesn’t have to think about complicated dangerous scary stuff, just does it like it’s the most natural thing ever. In another era he would have stepped up onto a moving train just the same, never had to look down at tracks or the big steel wheels or anything.

Kissy stops right alongside Meg.

“What the hell?” Harper says to her.

Meg shrugs, her lips covering her new braces.

“Mom thinks you’re sleeping in the backseat, still?” Harper goes on, trying to make her eyes hot and mad, not about to cry from seeing Meg.

“You broke my plate too,” Meg says with a shrug, and Harper has to concentrate to keep all these plates spinning in her head. But then it slows enough for her to see it: the one Meg got off that infomercial because the dog on it looked like Sheba, her dog that had got parvo two summers ago. Harper had camped in the backyard with her and Sheba for four nights until… until.

“Shit,” Harper says, and reaches through the window to pull Meg’s head to her shoulder. “Shit shit shit, girl. I’m sorry.”

“I tried to put it together, but Mom—Mom—” Meg says, which is the last thing Harper hears before the world becomes sound and stinging gravel: a shiny Kenworth’s taken the left onto the ramp fast to keep its momentum, really dive down onto 80, but that means it’s riding the bright white line of the shoulder. The one their truck is straddling.

The Kenworth’s air horn opens, splitting the afternoon in two, filling all their heads with instant panic, with certain death, and then Kissy straightens her arms against the steering wheel and stomps the pedal in.

For a moment, a lifetime, the truck stands there on its one spinning tire, Jam screaming, his left hand pushing up into the headliner like that can possibly save him, that Kenworth’s grill filling all their mirrors, its horn filling all their heads, but then the Park truck’s one spinning tire catches and they bolt forward, and it doesn’t matter that Harper is trying to clutch onto Meg, to keep her safe. It doesn’t matter because Dillon’s stepped back onto the running board, is cupping her body with his, holding her and Meg both safe. Just another thing he does so natural, without having to even think about it.

Goddamn him.

By the spit-out of the ramp they’re doing forty, the tired engine chugging, smoke billowing behind them, and a half-mile later they’re up to a shuddering unsteady sixty, the truck’s absolute limit, and then Kissy is crying and driving and trying not to hyperventilate.

“Any… time,” Dillon says through the open window, still riding the running board, and Kissy eases them off the next ramp, the one that’s all motels and truckstops.

The Kenworth slams past, at speed now, its air horn blasting the whole way.

“I-I think I prefer bears,” Jam says, trying to smile, his eyes shiny.

Kissy glides them into the scrub nobody cares about and leans into the steering wheel, her hair draping down through the shifter and blinker and whatever.

“Thank you,” Harper says to Dillon, over Meg’s head, and Dillon shrugs like it was nothing, is already stepping down, looking ahead, tracking that Kenworth.






CHAPTER 4


It turns out that the Park truck Kissy and Jam are driving is why they’re in town. Just for the day. Yellowstone is getting a new fleet, selling off the old, and Kissy’s dad always needs another. Donny, their legendarily gruff supervisor, had given them eighteen hours to Laramie and back for show and tell—breakfast cleanup to last call—to see if her dad wanted the truck.

Turns out, he didn’t. The arrowhead emblem on the door is cool and distinctive, especially half-faded like this one’s, but Park trucks have spent their lives grinding down two-tracks in first gear, are better left to that than trying to come to town, put on a suit and tie.

“So… you were here all day today?” Harper says.

“That’s what you get from that?” Dillon says, impressed.

“Family lunches,” Jam says, emphasizing the plural. “As in, over at my mom’s, then my dad’s, then Kissy’s parents?”

“Good to eat something that doesn’t taste like smoke,” Kissy adds, guilty. “But two lunches probably would have been enough.”

“What was the fight about this time?” Dillon says to Harper.

“Usual,” Harper says, eyeing the interstate, all-too-aware Meg is right there listening. “It’s good that it’s almost dark.”

“True that,” Kissy says, patting the truck like the sad thing it is. “Old Whitey here kind of has… overheating issues.”

“Interested?” Jam asks, playing. “Our other buyer turned out to be actually smart.”

“I mean,” Harper says, about it getting dark. “Just—we’re already on trucker radar, right? That little stunt on the ramp? All the drivers headed east on 80 know to be on lookout for a truck with a big stupid arrowhead on the door.”

“As in, they want to be sure we make it to our destination?” Jam says, innocent and hopeful as ever.

“As in we’re number one on the shit list,” Dillon says.

His dad’s a driver as well. It was the first thing that brought Harper to him.

“Meaning?” Meg asks, reminding Harper that her little sister was too young to ride the doghouse with her dad on his short runs.

“I think what Harper’s saying,” Kissy says, drilling an index finger theatrically into each of her temples and closing her eyes to better focus her psychic powers, “is that… a revenge-minded semi or two might be razzing us.”

“Two inches away at eighty miles per hour,” Dillon says, slamming his open hands past each other to show, the palms scraping. “Horn blasting, bombs flying.”

“Bombs?” Kissy says.

“Bottles of pee,” Harper fills in.

“Fun,” Jam says. “Who needs amusement parks when there’s the Wyoming interstate?”

Harper studies the truckstop across the field.

“Y’all can drop me at Rawlins,” she says. “That’s where you turn up to the Park, right? What, hundred miles?”

Kissy gives a tolerant smiles, says, “Harp, we’re not just going to—”

“And you,” Harper says to Meg. “You’re calling Mom from that phone.”

She points and they all follow that across the field to the payphone koala’d onto the side of the truckstop. The lights glow on over it just then, like Harper staged this.

“But—” Meg tries, only to be stopped by Harper’s serious eyes.

“I can’t take you with me,” Harper says. “I don’t even—I don’t even know where I’m going. It’s not safe.”

“For you?” Meg sort of objects.

“For you,” Harper says. “Why’d you… I mean, Mom likes you. You’re the good daughter.”

“And that’s better?” Meg asks, her chin pruning about… probably about “expectations,” and it being so impossible to live up to them. With their mom, you’ve either already let her down, or you’re soon to.

Harper pulls Meg to her, rests her chin on top of her head and blinks fast.

“Listen,” Jam says, “let’s all go back. We can sleep in my mom’s basement. We’ll tell Donny the truck overheated. He’ll understand.”

“He’ll understand that we’re lying,” Kissy mumbles sheepishly.

“But nobody’ll be walking on the shoulder of 80 at night,” Jam says to her, importantly.

“I’ve got this,” Harper says, showing off her useless glow-bracelet.

“That a deterrent or a target?” Dillon says.

“And you’re not going to be late because of me,” Harper adds, argument over, then turns to Dillon: “And—mister smartass, you can stay with her until my mom picks her up?” With Meg.

Dillon just watches Harper’s eyes about this.

Finally, “Can we talk?” he asks, tilting his head out past where the group can hear, his bangs falling into his eyes, which is another thing Harper despises about him. For reasons.

They walk out, Harper’s fingers trailing out of Meg’s until the last moment. It almost feels wrong to Harper, not leaning into Dillon. But this isn’t old times. This is new times.

“What?” she says to him when she can.

“I’m not letting you do this either,” he says. “You’re right about it not being safe for Meg. But it’s not safe for you, either.”

“You don’t get to say what I do and don’t do,” Harper says back.

“I’m saying this as someone who cares about you. It’s not—I mean—”

“You’re trying to protect me because I’m a girl,” Harper tells him. “Thanks. Not insulting at all, Dillweed.”

He flashes his eyes up to her about this use of her old name for him.

She glares it true, lets the ghost of a smile curl her lips.

“My brother’s shop’s in Rawlins,” he says. “We all ride there together. Hour and a half. If you still want to get out there, start walking, then I take that old Camaro he has, bring Meg back myself.”

Harper looks past him, to Laramie. To the idea of it. Then she comes back to Kissy and Jam, Jam with his hands on an imaginary steering wheel so he can re-enact Kissy’s slow-motion facial expressions with that Kenworth bearing down on them. Meg’s laughing, her braces flashing, her hand coming up to cover her mouth.

“We can’t make them late, deal?” Harper says to Dillon.

“Think I want to single-handedly bring down the national park system?” Dillon says back with a smile.

“And we’re not even close to getting back together,” Harper adds, just to be sure.

“Wasn’t even considering that,” Dillon says, falling in behind her. “I hate everything about you, remember?”

Harper hip-checks him, doesn’t look over.






CHAPTER 5


They’re on the road exactly two and a half miles before the first rig steps up onto the highway stripes, brings its passenger-side front fender close enough to the truck that Kissy reaches out with her hand to push it away, which results in the Park truck drifting onto the right shoulder. To prove this actually just happened she holds her now-grimy palm out to all in the cab.

“Shit,” Jam says to Harper. “You weren’t joking about them hating us now, were you?”

“That a bird?” Meg says, directing them all to the road ahead of them.

“Crow,” Harper says, watching it because Meg’s right: it’s a big black bird flapping up from the road, into the dusk, but…

“What’s it carrying?” Dillon says.

“Roadkill,” Kissy says, thoroughly grossed out, at which point the crow wheels back over the road, away from a pair of smaller birds divebombing it. The result: whatever it had in its talons, it’s falling now. Not like a flattened snake or the rubbery intestines of a deer, either. More like it’s caught an updraft swirling up from the heat the asphalt’s radiating, but its weight is still pulling at it, so it’s just drifting. Down, down…

Onto the windshield.

Jam screams loud enough for all of them, is pushing back, over the seat.

It’s a face. The skin of a man’s white face, which isn’t a thing Harper’s ever considered before, or considered having to see. It’s a mask, she realizes, the backsides of her own cheeks crawling. Just look through the eyeholes, line the mouth up so you can speak through it.

“Shit,” Dillon says.

The truck whips from side to side, not quite enough to tip over at sixty, but it is top-heavy with its gone shocks and spongy tires, so, nearly enough.

Harper holds onto the back of the front seat and reaches forward like to touch this face on the glass, says, “Do I know him?”

“What?” Kissy says, and, on automatic, just using her palm not her fingers, like that’ll mean she’s touching this face less, she does the wipers.

The face slides with the wiper to the side of the windshield and then the wind has it, is flopping it over to the side mirror on the driver’s side.

Kissy dives away, isn’t interested in driving anymore, just needs distance from this.

Harper surges over the seat to take the wheel but it’s a short-term fix. In the moment of stillness she has, she looks over to the face on the rearview—just skin and blood, mostly—and says, “Combover.”

It’s the guy from the Thunderbird. She can tell from the pastiness, from the acne scars, from the bags under the eyeholes.

And then he’s gone, slipped behind them.

Everyone but Harper turns to track the face.

“Kissy, Kiss, brakes…” Harper says, way too calmly, about the ten-wheel dumptruck they’re about to drive up under.

Kissy moves back over, takes the wheel, veers them away from that certain death and into another: the splatty gravel of the shoulder, then the slick grass of the ditch. After flattening two mile markers, she finally slows them to a ragged stop, their headlights splashing out into the pasture, everyone breathing hard.

“I saw—I saw my life flash before my eyes,” Jam says, laughing with nerves. “It was mostly sex scenes.”

“I’m done driving,” Kissy says, turning the key back and stepping out all at once, Harper just managing to reach through the window to grab her shoulder, pull her back from the rig slamming past deep in the shoulder, a hairsbreadth from clipping their cocked-out rear bumper.

Kissy stands with her back to the truck, Harper’s hand holding her there, and cries in a breathless way, her whole body shuddering. Jam slithers up from his window, walks across the cowl at the back of the hood, drops down by her, pulls her close.

“Got her?” Harper says.

He nods.

“Harp?” Meg says.

“I don’t know,” Harper says, and checks the front rearview for headlights before stepping out, whipping around the front of the truck to stand in the ditch, think.

Dillon’s there waiting for her.

“You knew that… him?” he says.

Harper waggles her uncracked glow-bracelet, says, “He gave me this.”

“Guess he stopped to help someone else too,” Dillon says. Then, a beat later: “Hey, your friend’s back.”

Harper looks up.

The crow. A crow, anyway. Just perched on a fencepost, an eyeball in its beak, hanging by the pulpy stalk. The stalk is longer than Harper would have guessed. It makes her aware of her brain in a new way, like it’s thick with cords waiting to be pulled.

“They’re close,” she says, casting around the pasture.

“They?” Dillon says, ducking from the bird flapping up, coasting over them nearly at head-level to settle down on the cab of the truck.

“We need a—” Harper says, is cut off by Dillon slinging a rock at the crow.

It doesn’t connect, but it’s close enough that the crow squawks back, having to spread its wings for balance, its meal of eyeball falling away.

An instant later the rock connects with the hefty grille guard of a Volvo rig barreling past at ninety. The rock comes back like birdshot, takes the rear window of the Park truck out in an explosion of glass.

Harper’s already running for the cab, dragging Meg out.

“You all right, you all right?” she’s saying, patting Meg’s shoulders, checking her face.

Meg, half in shock, touches her own face, looks back to the truck. Her hair sparkles with pebbles of glass.

“Stupid!” Harper yells back to Dillon.

He licks his lips, doesn’t look away.

“What the hell was that?” Jam says, side-hugging Kissy, walking her around the front of the truck.

One side of his face is sparkling, too. Then, kind of all at once, bleeding, a hundred little pinpricks welling blood.

Kissy looks up, sees it, wants to wipe the blood away but it’ll cut her hand.

“Shit,” Dillon says, turning around, sick with himself.

“We’re going to get you home somehow,” Harper’s saying to Meg, both of them on their knees now, Harper pinching the glass from Meg’s hair.

Meg nods yes, that, please.

“You shouldn’t have followed me,” Harper tells her.

“Do you think it’s my favorite place, there with her?” Meg says back, a tear slipping down her face.

Harper tilts her face back to keep from crying then turns to Dillon, snapping his fingers back to all of them to get their attention.

“What?” Harper says into the quiet he’s made.

“Your friend with the face,” he says, directing them to taillights out in the pasture. “Who used to have a face. Was he driving a mid-seventies Ford? Red?”

“Thunderbird,” Harper says, standing to see, a passing rig throwing her shadow out ahead of her then ripping it away.






CHAPTER 6


With Kissy ignoring everything to try to pincer as much shattered glass as she can from Jam’s face, Harper stations Meg by the fence, well away from the road, and forges out into the pasture with Dillon, walking in the tire tracks the Thunderbird left. She doesn’t want to, but she has to see, too.

“What happened?” Dillon says.

“Nothing good,” Harper says back.

The Thunderbird is maybe a hundred yards out, still idling and in gear, only the parking lights on. It’s pushing against a tall weathered snow fence that’s not giving, just groaning and creaking, like still complaining about being rolled into. Meaning the Thunderbird was hardly moving by the time it nosed out this far.

Harper and Dillon stop a few steps out, look to each other for confirmation that they’re doing this.

“Remember,” Harper says. “One of them won’t have an eye anymore.”

“And the other’s missing a face, check,” Dillon says, taking the driver’s side, leaving the passenger for Harper.

“I just saw them,” Harper says, stepping ahead, careful of making sound, like that might spook the Thunderbird, send it flapping deeper into the scrub.

“Maybe you should let me—” Dillon warns, to the open driver’s door now. “Empty,” he calls across the roof to Harper. “Gone.”

“Got somebody,” Harper says back, wrenching the passenger door open and trying, through the open window, to hold the beehive woman steady. She flops half out so Harper has to catch her.

Harper looks over the woman’s shoulder at Dillon, reaching in over the bloody white bench seat to twist the ignition off, moving carefully so as not to leave any fibers or skin that might incriminate him.

The Thunderbird keeps right on idling.

“What the hell?” he says, holding the key up to be sure he’s actually got it.

“Old car, worn out key,” Harper says, obviously, then: “Little help, please?”

Like that Dillon’s to her, already guiding the woman back into her seat.

She’s the one with the missing eye. The crow probably sat right on top of the door, right in the open window.

“Impact broke her neck,” Dillon says, nodding to the awkward bulge on the side of the woman’s neck. The bulge that has to be bone. The skin around it is discolored.

The woman gasps a ragged breath in.

“She’s paralyz—she can’t move!” Harper says, not sure where to hold her, how to hold her that won’t hurt her worse.

“So where’s the driver?” Dillon says, standing to cast around in the darkness. “He just leave her here?”

Harper registers Dillon walking around the trunk to reach in the driver’s side again, pull the headlights on. They light the snow fence up, and a little brush past it, but don’t show any driver stumbling around out there, his face removed.

“He’s out there somewhere,” Dillon says. “Shit. What do we do?”

He turns to Harper, and she one-hundred percent knows he’s doing what he always does: using her like an external conscience. He doesn’t want to go crashing around in the dark for the rest of the night, looking for a man with no face, but if she says to, he will.

“I don’t—” Harper starts, and then a red bubble slowly expands over the woman’s dry lips, goes back down before it can pop. “We need to—we need to get help,” she says, reaching in to… she doesn’t know: put a pillow behind the woman’s head? clear her airway somehow? raise her feet above the level of her heart?

Then the one eye the woman has left opens, wheels around in terror, settles on Harper and Dillon.

The woman gasps, choking on her own blood, unable to change the angle of her throat. Harper reaches forward, takes her limp hand.

Dillon steps up onto the bumper, waves both arms to Jam and Kissy.

“Bring the truck!” he calls, just as another rig lays on its air horn. “Shit!” he says, jumping down, slapping his open hand onto the trunk, the car edging forward maybe three inches from his jostling.

The trunk opens too.

Dillon looks down into it, confused.

“Their bags,” Harper says, nodding. “There’s—we need to make a bandage, get something!”

Dillon hauls the one duffel out, closes the trunk just because that’s what you do, and that last jostle is just enough to break that one important splinter keeping the snow fence upright, evidently.

Moving slow in the way of massive things, it leans back, the Thunderbird pushing it, pushing it, and then it falls all at once, in an exhalation of splinters.

The Thunderbird surges ahead over it, both doors closing when they encounter broken boards, and like that the big red car is easing deeper into the pasture, with the paralyzed holy roller.

Harper starts to run after but Dillon has her wrist.

They watch the car bump and roll, and then both step back when the next panel of snow fence falls over. And the next.

Like dominoes going either way from this one panel tipping over, the snow fence falls, and falls, dust sighing up into the air.

“It wasn’t us,” Dillon says.

“It was us,” Harper says, and turns back to see if headlights are slowing on the interstate.

They aren’t.

“We’ve got to—” she says, and, holding Dillon by the hand, pulls him away from this.



They walk back up on Kissy and Meg calling out into the pasture for Jam.

“What?” Harper says. “You were supposed to stay together, I told you to—”

“He took the, you know, the wipes,” Kissy says. “Three lunches in one day, plus the trauma of—?” She does her fingers around her face to show what she means, why Jam is out there looking for something to squat behind.

Harper looks out into the darkness but not very hard, has no desire to see Jam’s head at stomach level.

“How’s his face?” she asks.

“I still love him,” Kissy says back.

“Were they out there?” Meg says.

Dillon shifts the big duffel to his other shoulder, says, his eyes skating away from Harper’s, “Just the car.”

Harper blows air out her nose at this. Is he protecting Meg from getting a version of what they just saw, or does he really want to have never been out there, should the law come asking how two hundred yards of snow fence got knocked over? To say nothing of the two corpses sunrise will reveal. The same way he’s always been easy with dangerous things, lies have always been second-nature to him too. Just the grease necessary to get through the day in one piece. Which wasn’t reason one why they’re not together, but it was pretty much three through ten, anyway.

Still, Harper lets it slide, doesn’t want Meg thinking about the one-eyed beehive lady out there, paralyzed and choking in the passenger seat, her big red car nosing forward for a gully, a creekbed, a sudden canyon.

The headlights are on, though, Harper tells herself. That means the taillights will be a flare for the rest of the night. Once they call this in, the Thunderbird will be easy to find, provided its battery lasts.

“Any time, James!” she calls out into the darkness.

“Pinch it off!” Dillon adds, needlessly. Grossly.

Maybe two minutes later—six rigs, only three of them spattering gravel at the Park truck—the shape of Jam totters up from the bushes. He’s buttoning his shirt. Harper doesn’t ask.

“My turn!” Kissy says and bounces out past him, taking the baby wipes he’s holding up like a baton to pass to her. But he’s at the end of his leg of the race, too, is weak, spent, half-gone.

“Does it hurt?” Harper asks when he’s close enough.

He looks up to her, his eyes startlingly white in that half-mask of blood.

“I’m sorry, man,” Dillon says.

“I just want to get back on the road,” Jam says with considerably less humor than he’s been having so far.

One quick pee later, Kissy’s back.

“Was that all the snow fences falling down?” Meg asks, still looking out into the pasture.

“What’s in the bag, big man?” Jam asks Dillon.

Dillon looks to Jam about this—big man?—but just shrugs, sloughs it off his shoulder, into the bed of the truck.

“Bibles and pimento cheese sandwiches,” Harper says.

“So we’re robbers now too?” Kissy says.

“Too?” Harper says.

“Let’s go,” Dillon says, checking the road to step around to the driver’s door.

“Whoah, whoah,” Kissy says. “Donny—like, our boss—he says only Park personnel can drive Park trucks.”

“Like he’ll know?” Harper asks.

“Not your ass,” Jam says, delicately touching a pebble of glass from his top lip.

“Then you,” Dillon says to Jam. “Can you see good enough with… all that?”

“He forgot his license,” Kissy says, face down to deliver this news.

They all look to Jam about this.

His defense: “I—I haven’t needed it all summer! It’s… it’s at the bunkhouse, I think. Top drawer. I’ll just run up and get it right quick.” He laughs about the hopelessness of this and rubs his top lip again, gingerly.

“He can’t drive,” Harper says. “He can barely see.”

“I’ve got it,” Jam says, swallowing loud as if with resolve. “It’s just my face that’s hamburger, not my eyes.”

“But what if we get stopped?” Harper says. “You don’t have a license.”

“Said the church mouse,” Kissy says.

Dillon sputters an accidental laugh about this—it’s an old joke, that Harper’s always on the straight and narrow—but he holds his hands up to show how not-involved he is with this.

“I think it’s choirboy,” Jam says. “Church mice are, like, poor, aren’t they?”

“It’s altar boy,” Harper says. “And I’m not one.”

“Altar girl?” Meg tries.

“You’re not involved in these deliberations,” Harper says, flashing her eyes at Meg.

Between headlights and air horn blasts, they load up.

Jam adjusts the rearview, sees himself at last and sags back, lets a deep cough out. The gagging kind.

“You’re not going to throw up, are you?” Kissy says from the passenger seat, trying to distance herself from him. “Are you throwing up? Tell me if you’re throwing up.”

Jam shakes his head no then is throwing up over his knees, into the floorboard.

“Window, window!” Dillon says to Kissy.

“Think you already took care of that,” Kissy says with a protective glare, about the back window.

“This is like an afterschool special,” Harper says. “Reasons not to run away, one through five.”

“How much longer to Rawlins?” Kissy asks, still holding Jam’s head so it’s pointed more out the window than in.

“Ninety miles,” Dillon says, standing up a bit through the broken back window to catch a breath.

“Ninety miles,” Harper repeats kind of hopelessly. “So we’re… like three miles from Laramie? Four? Where’s the next turnaround?”

“Emergency or civilian?” Dillon asks.

“What, are you a robot now?” Kissy asks him.

“I don’t want to get stopped without a license,” Jam explains. “Civilian.”

“Highway 12,” Dillon says. “Four miles, five.”

“That Herrick one?” Jam says, maybe done puking. “That’s—Sand Creek, right? There’s no phones there, man.”

“Hunt Road, then,” Dillon says. “We can call in from that gas station. Fifteen minutes. Well, twenty at fifty-five. If it’s open, I mean. Sound like a plan?”

“You really are a map,” Meg says up to Dillon.

“My dad said if I was going to ride with him, that meant I was the navigator,” Dillon says with a shrug. “I took it serious, I guess.”

“You have to sit down in the seat,” Jam says back to him. “One of us up here doesn’t have his license with him, remember?”

“We don’t need to get stopped,” Kissy seconds.

“Unless we want, you know, medical help,” Harper mutters. “Or want to report a wreck with fatalities.”

Dillon slides back down, clearing the chance of glass out of the way.

“Nice air freshener you got in here,” he says to the front seat.

“My own personal blend,” Jam says back, lowering the truck into gear, his foot on the brake, eyes in the mirrors.

“Twenty minutes,” Harper says to Meg, and pulls her close, holds her there.






CHAPTER 7


Three minutes later, maybe not even that, Kissy is enumerating the night’s bullshit so far: Harper’s big blowout with her mom, Kissy and Jam finding their best friend in the world in the ditch waiting for a serial killer, all three of them kidnapping a minor—“Do you think your mom’s reported her missing?”—all the truckers in Wyoming targeting the Park truck for destruction, a human face on the windshield, and then two missing Bible-thumpers, a quarter-mile of snow fence knocked down, and a boyfriend who looks like he cut himself shaving a hundred times in a row.

“I miss anything?” she asks, eyes glittering over the back of the front seat.

“That the truck’s overheating,” Jam says, studying the gauge. “If that counts.”

“Shit,” Harper says, slumping further down into her seat.

“Turn the heater on,” Dillon instructs. “That pulls the heat from the engine.”

Almost instantly the cab is muggy hot, tastes like antifreeze.

“Welcome to hell night,” Kissy says, giving up.

“Up here,” Dillon says, pointing, and Jam coasts them into the pullout he means. It’s nose-to-tail with sleeping truckers, sleeping rigs.

He kills the truck before Dillon can stop him and they all just sit there.

“Should we—” Meg says, trying to figure out the best way to say it: “Should we have left a little pyramid of rocks on the side of the road back there? For the ambulance to find?”

“I could have hung this on a mile marker,” Harper says, holding her glow-bracelet up. “Also, I could have looked at the mile marker.”

“The one Kiss ran over?” Jam asks, trying to grin and immediately wincing from the effort.

“It’s not all on you to save the world, to think of everything all the time,” Dillon tells Harper.

“I’m the big sister,” Harper says, and pushes her door open before he can come back with anything.

The night air is crisp, and sticky with diesel exhaust. One or two of the rigs are idling. Harper can feel the steady grumble in the asphalt. It’s comforting, reminds her of childhood.

“There bathrooms at this one?” Jam asks, kicking his door open as well.

“Again?” Kissy says.

“Ammo dump,” Dillon says, looking around at all the sloshing-full plastic bottles.

“Say what?” Jam says, not making the connection.

“Where you store your pee bombs,” Harper says, already bored with it. “No, no facilities, Jam. Sorry.”

“World’s full of facilities, man,” Dillon says, opening his arm to the big, dark night.

“You just wanted to look at your face, didn’t you?” Meg says, taking a chance—being the kid, talking with the adults. Or, the closest thing to adults.

Jam looks away instead of answering. It’s how Harper knows Meg was right.

“Is it drying into a scab?” Harper asks Jam, her right hand lifting not exactly to touch his face, more to almost touch it, like to pad it with a cushion of air.

Jam flinches back all the same, his arm coming up to protect.

“Sorry,” Harper says.

He shakes his head no, not to worry about it. But he’s not smiling anymore either.

“We should get some water,” Kissy steps in to announce in her perky way. “For the radiator.”

“Where?” Jam says, holding his hands up. “This isn’t a rest stop. It’s just a… is there some cool trucker word?”

“Hunh,” Dillon says, then to Harper, “What are these? Nap trap or something?”

“We can call them whatever we want,” Harper says like it even matters, leaning over the bed of the truck. “Swingout, how about?”

“Park ’n’ nod,” Meg says with authority.

“Park ’n’ nod,” Harper agrees without hesitation.

“Y’all making that up?” Kissy asks.

Meg shrugs and they all turn their heads to the buttery line of running lights coming on, outlining the cabover and trailer of a rig in front of them. Instant Christmas.

“Somebody wants us off their lawn,” Dillon says, smiling in appreciation. “Flashing the porch lights at us.”

“Shhh,” Harper says to all of them.

The lights glow off in what Harper can tell is a surly way.

“It’s like we’re sneaking into the cave with the bears that want to eat us,” Jam says, the ghost of a smile at the corners of his mouth now, his teeth seeming larger for some reason—maybe because they’re so white in all that red. Harper wants to smile with him. She wants to smile just because he still can smile.

“He’s just trying to sleep,” Dillon says about the afterimage of the yellow lights still burning in all their eyes.

“Or she,” Kissy says.

“Hungry, M?” Harper says to Meg.

Meg shrugs.

Dillon holds his eager hand up.

“I know you’re hungry,” Harper says, and hauls herself up into the bed of the truck, pulls the duffel bag over.

“You sure?” Kissy says, standing on the other side of the bed now. “This like breaking and entering?”

“They’re both dead,” Dillon says. “Think they can spare us a… what was it? Cold grilled cheese sandwich?”

“Pimento,” Harper corrects.

“How do you know they’re both dead?” Meg asks, not letting that slip past.

Harper rips the zipper down all at once so Dillon won’t have to answer.

The duffel isn’t Bibles and ziplock baggies.

Clothes? Not even folded?

Dillon steps up with her, the truck shifting with his weight, and Jam comes around to the bumper, his fingers nervous on the top of the tailgate. Harper looks up, finds Meg watching through the missing rear window.

“What is it?” Kissy says.

“Men’s clothes, I think,” Harper says, and starts pulling them out.

She’s right, but that doesn’t mean the clothes make sense. There’s grimy hitchhiker gear but there’s a pinstriped suit, and then a bright yellow sweater vest of all things—

“Easter egg disguise?” Dillon asks about it—and, pulling hard, a thick leather biker jacket, patches all up the left arm.

“These don’t—” Harper starts, trying to make this make sense. “The guy who was in the car, he was… he didn’t dress like this.”

“Probably Goodwill stuff to like pass out on the road to people, yeah?” Jam says. “Didn’t you say they were good samaritan types? Fairy godmothers of the interstate?”

“Ding ding ding,” Dillon says, dropping the sweater vest back in.

Harper pulls it up to her face, smells it.

“Thrift store stuff usually smells like formaldehyde,” she says. “It’s that spray they use to delouse or whatever.”

“What else?” Meg asks.

Harper pushes all the clothes out and to the side, reaches in for…

“Baby food?” she says.

Meg reaches above her, clicks the cargo light on over all this.

Baby food jars, yep. Probably twenty of them, each wrapped in rubber bands to… to keep them from breaking against each other?

Harper lifts one to inspect, shakes it, the contents runnier than apple sauce or strained carrots are supposed to be, and, and—

She flings it away.

It lands on the motorcycle jacket.

Delicately, Dillon two-fingers another jar up, holds it to the cargo light.

Swimming in the murky suspension is an eyeball.

“Holy shit,” Kissy says. “I was just joking about the serial killer thing.”

Harper passes Dillon another jar.

Finger.

The next jar is a finger as well, then a stubby thumb, then what looks to be an ear, maybe.

“What the living hell, Harp?” Kissy says. “I thought you said these people were proselytizing or whatever?”

“Some gospel,” Dillon says, lining the looked-at jars on the rail of the bed.

“He was just… normal,” Harper says. “Stupid and nothing and normal.”

“I’ll tell you what happened,” Jam says, nodding with this, figuring it out as he goes. “They were pretending to be helping hitchhikers. Really they were… doing this. But they tried to do it to someone who didn’t like it. Bam, justice.”

“Guess that tracks, yeah,” Dillon says, impressed.

“Then he’s still out there,” Harper says, looking behind them.

“Who?” Meg asks.

“Whoever cut that guy’s face off,” Jam says with more certainty.

Harper nods, keeps nodding.

“We can’t keep this,” she says about the bag, the clothes, the jars.

“It’s proof,” Dillon says.

“It’s in our possession,” Kissy says.

Jam says, “We can give it to the first cop—”

“I’m not riding with it anymore, I mean,” Harper says. “I can—Meggie and me can get out here, if y’all want to keep riding with that.”

Meg nods, agrees.

“This an Indian thing about… about associating with a corpse or something?” Jam asks, and Kissy looks in for the answer too, which is like seconding that stupid question.

“It’s a human thing,” Harper says. “But yeah, Indians like us, being a subset of humans, we don’t like riding around with pieces of murdered people. Bad karma.”

“Isn’t karma Buddhist?” Kissy says.

“Shh,” Harper tells her. “You’re on our side here.”

“Well then,” Dillon says, upping this ante by rolling the wheel of the lighter already in his hand somehow.

“He’s right,” Kissy says to Harper. “We can’t just leave it in the trash.”

“We can leave it by the fence,” Jam says, pleading. “We can tell the cops it’s three posts down from the exit, whatever.”

“Fire is burial,” Meg says then, just out of nowhere. “That’s a Viking thing.”

“What?” Jam says to her.

“Let her,” Harper says.

“It’s the only burial they’ll get,” Meg says, shrinking under the attention.

“And the oracle has spoken!” Dillon announces, way too loud.

Harper shushes him back down to their level.

“I mean, I guess I don’t want to get caught with that stuff either,” Dillon whispers, “right?” With that he hauls the duffel over, pushes the line of jars back into it.

“These too,” Harper says, picking the strewn-around clothes up like a load of laundry, working them into the bag Dillon’s holding open.

The trash barrel closest to them is full but Dillon stands in it to pack it down. Harper smushes the duffel down in after.

“Anybody want to say anything?” Dillon says, holding the lighter to the corner of the bag.

“That we’re destroying evidence, yeah,” Jam says.

“Good riddance,” Kissy says with a sneer.

“Do it,” Harper says.

Dillon lets the flame catch, then when it’s too slow he simply lights the trash under the bag. A flare later the duffel is enshrouded in flames six feet high. Then ten.

The jars pop in muted succession.

“Smells like cinnamon?” Meg says.

It does.

“Must be what that water in the jars was,” Harper says.

“Freak,” Kissy says, disgusted.

“Freaks plural,” Jam corrects. “It was a man and a woman, right?”

Harper nods, lost in the dancing flames.

“Truck’s cool enough now, I bet,” Dillon says, leading the group back to their parking place.

Harper’s the last to fall in, and then the first to look back.

“Shit,” she says.

They all turn around.

Shit is right.

The trash in the fire is floating out, lighting the dry grass, is already spreading too fast to ever hope to stomp out.

“No no no,” Dillon says.

“Go, go!” Kissy says, and pushes Meg into the front seat, Jam climbing in behind the wheel.

“What do we do?” Dillon says to Harper.

The fire is licking at the tires of two of the rigs, is going to be under all of them inside a minute.

“We can’t let them burn,” Harper says, and takes off running to the closest truck, the ones the flames are already to. She hauls herself up with the grab bar, slams her open hand on the window until the light inside comes on.

“Fire, fire!” she screams, and then is running to the next truck.

She looks back and Dillon is running the other way, waking the truckers parked at the other end.

Harper falls in the gravel, rises, stomps hard on the diamond-plate step of the next truck, comes up slamming her hand on the window again. When the light doesn’t come on she closes her eyes and crashes her elbow through the glass, reaches in, pulls hard on the air horn strap in the ceiling. There’s enough pressure that it bellows, splits the night with sound. Ahead, taillights are coming on.

From around the seat she’s leaned across, a man in a pushed-up sleep mask and ear plugs rouses, tire beater in hand.

“Fire, fire, fire!” Harper yells, and then is gone, stepping back down into a field of flames. She steps ahead and draws back from the heat, is about to try another way when the Park truck skids in beside her, the rear passenger door opening, Dillon in back.

“C’mon, c’mon!” Kissy’s yelling, the tired engine of the Park truck bogging down from how far she has her foot in it.

Harper looks back to all the trucks with fire already under them and then she lets Dillon pull her into the bed, wrap her in the biker jacket she must have forgot to burn.

“Oh no,” she distinctly hears Dillon say, as Jam’s accelerating them up the ramp.

Harper looks to where he’s looking: a tanker truck, its lights still off, a beagle jumping at the driver’s window, the driver probably conked in back.

“No, we’ve got to—” Harper says, trying to fight out of the jacket, save that truck, that dog, this pullout, but Dillon bundles her tighter, saves her from herself.

With a touch of distance, the pullout, glowing, is almost beautiful. Until one of the truckers, half-asleep and panicked, tries to grind his rig out of its slot but catches on the rear bumper of another rig, pulling it with. And then they both shake when a rig slams into them from behind. Another’s trying to climb the grass up to the asphalt but its front tires are on fire, and now it’s rolling over sideways, so slow, back into the flames.

Thirty seconds later the tanker truck explodes.

It’s a perfect orange mushroom cloud.

Harper turns away from this, stares ahead, numb.

“It wasn’t our fault,” Dillon says.

“Then whose was it?” Harper asks back. “There somebody else back there setting fires?”

She thrusts her hands into the pockets of the jacket, feels a cool lump in there, through the fabric—biker jackets are made of pockets—and pulls her hand out fast, shakes it like she might have caught something.

“What?” Dillon says, suddenly there, all around her.

She shakes her head no, no, pulls forward, away from him.

The cargo light is still on, making her shadow crisp.

There through the center hole of the spare tire is the eyeball the crow dropped, staring back up at her.

She reaches up, clicks the cargo light off.
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