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if you stopped being yourself.
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ONE: SEVENTEEN YEARS OF ASPHALT
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The Kenworth T680 had 847,000 miles on it. Daniel Reed knew the number like he knew the engine's pitch at highway speed, without thinking. The seat had worn to the shape of him. The passenger-side mirror had a hairline crack in the lower corner he kept meaning to have looked at, and never did. Most of what mattered to Daniel lived below the level of thought.

Westbound on I-40 out of Knoxville, a Tuesday night in November, medical equipment bound for Memphis. CT scanner components, forty thousand pounds, packed tight in foam and riding well. The manifest said deliver by six a.m. He'd be there by four-fifteen. In seventeen years of long-haul driving he'd been late exactly once, a February ice storm on I-81 took out a bridge south of Abingdon and shoved every truck in three counties down the same two-lane state road. He'd called ahead. The dock had understood. He still thought about it.

The night was clear and cold and the road was his. After eleven on a weeknight the interstate belonged to the people who worked it. Long-haul carriers, overnight couriers, the occasional insomniac doing eighty in the left lane like the dark was chasing him. The amateurs were home. Daniel liked these hours. Had liked them since his first year out, twenty-nine and exhausted and scared of his own inexperience, when the foreman at Riverside Freight put him on night runs because night runs were where you learned. The road taught differently in the dark.

Forty-eight now. The math of it still surprised him. He'd be at a truck stop mirror washing his hands and catch himself counting. Nineteen years since Joyce was pregnant with Cara and the machining job at Whitford Components ended in a handshake from a plant manager who couldn't look him in the eye. Nineteen years since Lottie Rae Hutchins put him in his first cab and told him to shut up, pay attention, the truck would do the rest. He'd paid attention. The truck had done the rest. Lottie was right, as she generally was. She was still his dispatcher. He'd never once considered working for anyone else.

The radio was on low. A call-in show out of Nashville, late-night, syndicated, people phoning in to talk about their dreams. He wasn't really listening. The voices were company the way a television on in an empty room is company. It had taken him too many years to learn the value of that. Joyce had tried to tell him. He hadn't been ready to hear it.

The heater worked. He had the maintenance crew go over it every October, because nothing made a night run longer than cold air finding the gap between your collar and your jaw. The coffee in the thermos was from Brenda at the Flying J on Papermill Drive. Brenda wore her hair in a bun held with two pencils, had his order ready before he reached the register, and had never, as far as Daniel could tell, had a day that cracked her open. Some people were sealed against the weather. He was glad they existed and didn't understand how they managed it.

Cara on night runs. Twenty-six, teaching second grade in Asheville, calling on Sunday mornings when she remembered. Not every Sunday. Most. The calls had a shape: eight minutes, her getting ready for something, both of them talking carefully around the things they didn't know how to say. He'd missed her childhood the way men on the road miss things, there for the ordinary Tuesdays, gone for whatever accumulates into a child's idea of who her father is. She'd built her idea of him anyway. It wasn't wrong. It had gaps.

Joyce he thought about less. Eight years since the divorce, civil, sad, probably inevitable. They talked now and then, usually about Cara, and there was no cruelty between them. Fine was what they were. Better than some outcomes.

He'd run I-40 west for eleven of his seventeen years. Knew it like a piece of music played so long the playing stops being conscious. The rough pavement outside Jackson. The long flat stretch in Shelby County where your hands could go loose on the wheel. The rest stop at mile 108 where somebody kept the bathrooms clean against all odds. He knew which fuel stops had decent food. He knew half a dozen drivers by handle on this corridor, men and women he'd never met in person whose voices he recognized on the CB, whose habits on the road were as familiar to him as any neighbor's.

He was thinking about Cara, call Sunday, or wait for her to call, when he saw the man.

On the shoulder. Two hundred yards ahead, maybe more, at the outer reach of the headlights. Standing. Not walking, not flagging. Just there, facing the road, arms at his sides, and Daniel's foot came off the accelerator before any decision got made about it.

Pure reflex. Something on the shoulder, you ease off. You assess. He'd done it for blown tires, for deer, for mattresses fallen off pickup beds, for people pulled over for reasons ranging from the practical to the private.

The man's coat was wrong for the weather. Light-colored, gray, off-white, the headlights stripped the nuance out of everything, and not heavy enough for a November night in Tennessee. No hat. Arms at his sides. Face turned toward the oncoming lights. Not raising his hand.

Daniel drove past.

In the side mirror, for a count of four, the man was still there. Still not turning. Then the dark took him and the road was empty in both directions.

He turned the radio up a notch. The dream-show host was asking a caller about a house she kept visiting in her sleep, torn down in 1989, and the caller said grief was the persistence of things that were gone. Daniel drank his coffee. The man in the pale coat crossed his mind twice more before Cookeville, and then the pavement outside Jackson had his attention, and Memphis was two hours ahead.

He delivered the load at four-nineteen.

Four minutes late. In seventeen years, the first time.

He drove back to Knoxville and slept and didn't remember his dreams.

* * *
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The Riverside Freight depot sat on a lot off Middlebrook Pike between a tire distributor and a self-storage place, and it looked like what it was. No effort at appearance. Nothing that wasn't load-bearing in some literal or operational sense. Daniel liked it. Seventeen years he'd been coming here, and in seventeen years it hadn't changed in any way worth mentioning.

Lottie's office was a windowed room at the back, dock on one side, parking lot on the other. Minimum of decoration, maximum of organization. She tracked six drivers across four states in her head and knew without looking at a screen which one was behind schedule and why. Sixty-three years old. Dispatching since she was thirty-one. She had no particular intention of stopping.

He stopped in on a Wednesday morning, two days after Memphis. Got coffee from the pot in the drivers' lounge, worse than terrible, and stood in her doorway until she glanced up.

"You need something," she said. Statement, not question.

"I've got time before my afternoon run."

"Sit down then."

He sat. The chair across from her desk had been uncomfortable for as long as he'd known it. "I saw someone on the shoulder Tuesday night. Outside of Cookeville. Mile marker 219."

"Saw someone how."

"Standing on the shoulder. Facing the road. Not flagging. Pale coat, wrong weight for the weather."

"You're telling me this because."

He wasn't entirely sure. He turned his coffee cup. "Wanted to know if you'd heard anything from other drivers. Any of the safety channels."

"Nothing's come across my desk. Highway patrol hasn't flagged anything." She let the pause sit. "You have a reason to think it's more than somebody whose car broke down up the road?"

The face turned toward the oncoming light. The arms at the sides. The perfect stillness. "No," he said. "I was just asking."

"Ask highway patrol if it concerns you."

"It doesn't concern me."

Lottie gave him the look she gave drivers who claimed they were fine. She didn't push. Back to her keyboard. "I've got a Nashville run for you Thursday."

"I'll take it."

He finished his coffee and went back to the lounge and sat with a paperback thriller and read the same page three times without keeping any of it.

* * *
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Gary Pruitt had worked the loading dock at Riverside Freight for eleven years and had never learned to be bothered by things he couldn't immediately do something about. Daniel had come to understand this as a form of intelligence, not a failure of sensitivity. Gary was fifty-one, heavy in the comfortable way of a man who'd made peace with his body. He laughed easily. As far as Daniel could determine he was genuinely content with his life, and Daniel found that admirable and faintly baffling in about equal measure.

They drank at Clancy's on Western Avenue, Tuesday nights, when Daniel was in town. Red vinyl booths, wood paneling, televisions mounted at angles that guaranteed somebody always had a bad view. The beer was cold. The place smelled of cleaning products and old wood, a bar scrubbed faithfully for decades. Daniel had liked it from the first night Gary brought him in.

He told Gary about the man on the shoulder three weeks after Memphis. He hadn't planned to. He was working on a second beer and Gary was describing a problem with the dock forklift and there was a pause, and Daniel said: "I keep seeing someone on the shoulder."

Gary stopped describing the forklift. "On the shoulder how."

"Same man. Twice now. Different highways, four hundred miles apart. Standing there, not flagging. Pale coat."

Gary turned his bottle in its slow circle. "Same coat or similar coat."

"Same. The color, the weight, the length. Everything."

"You stop?"

"No."

"Call it in?"

"I asked Lottie if she'd heard anything."

"And."

"Nothing."

Gary drank. He watched the basketball game without watching it. "How far apart were the sightings."

"Week and a half. I-40 westbound outside Cookeville, then I-81 northbound outside Dandridge."

"So not the same stretch of road."

"No."

He nodded the slow nod he had when something interested him without alarming him. "People stand on shoulders," he said. "Sometimes their car breaks down up the road and they're walking back. Sometimes they're having some kind of episode. Sometimes they're just people who do strange things at night."

"I know," Daniel said.

"You're not sleeping enough."

"I sleep fine."

"You sleep four hours and call it fine." He finished his beer and set the bottle down. "You're not thinking it's something weird."

Daniel studied the bar. The bottles behind it, arranged the same as the first time he'd ever sat here. "No," he said.

It was true when he said it.

* * *
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He saw him on I-75 southbound twelve days later, mile marker 49, south of the Georgia line.

He pulled over. The truck slowed almost on its own, hazards on, shoulder gravel under the wheels, and he put it in park and sat with the side mirror showing the figure seventy feet behind the rear axle. Same coat. Same posture. The same stillness that was wrong in some way he was still working to name. Not the stillness of waiting. Stillness that didn't need to be a choice.

He got out.

The cold was immediate. Dry November cold, nothing in it to soften the edges. The hazards threw their orange rhythm across the gravel. He walked back along the shoulder and the man didn't turn.

Up close the wrongness sharpened. Younger than he'd guessed from a passing cab, early thirties, maybe, though the face resisted a number. Skin with a pallor that came from inside. Not illness, not cold. The paleness of somewhere without light. Eyes open, fixed on the road, not blinking at the rate a person blinks.

"You all right?" Daniel said.

The man didn't answer. His head didn't move.

"Your car break down somewhere?"

Nothing.

Daniel looked up the road and down. No vehicle on the shoulder in either direction. He looked back at the man.

Then the smell arrived. He hadn't been aware of it until it was simply there, coming off the man the way heat comes off a body, except it was the opposite of heat. Something mineral and lightless. The inside of the earth. Water that has never seen sky. Cold from below the frost line, where seasons don't reach.

"I'm going to call highway patrol unless you tell me you're okay," Daniel said.

The man's head turned.

Slow. A different rate of motion than everything around it, just slightly outside the pace of things. The pale eyes came off the road and found Daniel's face. Gray eyes, or near it. The color of February sky. The expression in them wasn't what he'd braced for. No hostility, no plea. Something older and quieter than either, and he had no word for it.

A northbound truck came past doing seventy. The displaced air hit Daniel in the side like a shove and the noise swallowed everything for two full seconds.

When it passed, the shoulder was empty.

Gravel. Dead grass. His own hazards pulsing across nothing.

He stood there and took stock of himself, carefully. Cold. Hands in his jacket pockets. On the shoulder of I-75 at 12:47 a.m., and the man who'd been six feet away was gone. No time to reach the tree line. No footsteps. The road on the other side open and lit and empty.

He walked back to the truck and got in and sat with his hands on the wheel.

The cab smelled of it. The cold mineral depth, faint but present, the way a smell stays in a room after the thing that made it has left. The passenger seat was empty.

He drove south. He delivered the food service equipment in Dalton at four a.m. and drove back north and went home and made coffee and sat at his kitchen table and took out the notebook, blue cover, plain, bought at the Walgreens on Broadway, and wrote down three entries. I-40 west, mile marker 219. I-81 north, mile marker 417. I-75 south, mile marker 49.

He sat with the three lines for a while.

Then he closed the notebook, put it in the drawer under the kitchen knives, and poured the cold coffee down the sink.

* * *
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The CB made the sound at mile marker 219 for the first time on a Thursday night, westbound, and again the following Tuesday. Same marker. Same direction. Only ever westbound. A low, grained sound, not interference, not the usual squelch and hiss of a dead frequency. More like wind in a space that had no wind in it. Four seconds. Gone.

He wrote it in the notebook each time.

He told Gary about the I-75 stop the following Tuesday at Clancy's. He left out the smell, because the smell was the part that made it something other than an odd encounter on a highway shoulder, and he wasn't ready to make it that yet. Gary listened without the skepticism of the first conversation. Quieter this time. He turned his bottle.

"What are you going to do?" Gary said.

"Keep driving. See if it happens again."

"And if it does."

"I don't know yet."

Gary turned his bottle once more and set it down. "You think it wants something."

Daniel hadn't said this. Hadn't even arrived at it consciously. But when Gary said it, he recognized it. "Yeah. I think it wants something."

"What kind of something."

The patience in those pale eyes. He'd worked with patient men, patient waiters, patient planners, men who could sit on an outcome for years without losing their grip on it. This wasn't that. This was the patience of something that had been doing one thing for a very long time and didn't much care about the duration, because duration wasn't how it measured.

"I don't know," he said. "But it's not in a hurry."

Gary drove home and Daniel drove home, parting in the lot with the easy brevity of men who don't make a production of parting. Daniel sat in his car outside his apartment for a while with the engine off. The night was cold and clear, and two miles off he could hear the highway the way he'd always heard it, below thought, below attention, the low sustained note of engines at speed, as much a part of the air he breathed as anything.

He went inside. He went to bed. He set his alarm.

He didn't dream, or if he did, the dreams were motion and road and mile markers blurring past, barely distinguishable from ordinary sleep.

And then on a Tuesday night, late November, he was westbound on I-40 again, and at mile marker 219 the CB made the sound, and by reflex he checked the shoulder. The shoulder was empty. He looked at the road ahead. He drove.

A coolness on the passenger side of the cab. Slight. Distinct. The heater was working. The temperature gauge was fine. The coolness wasn't the heater. It came from the passenger seat the way cold comes off a window in winter, located, particular, there.

He didn't look at the passenger seat for eleven miles.

When he finally did, it was empty.

He drove.

The coolness stayed for thirty miles and then it was gone, and he delivered the load in Memphis at four-nineteen, four minutes late, and sat in the depot lot with the engine running and wrote in the notebook by the light of his phone.

The date. The mile marker. The CB sound. The coolness in the cab. He paused. Then he wrote one more line.

It rode with me tonight.

He crossed out the first two words. Wrote it again without them.

Rode with me tonight.

He put the notebook in the glove box and drove back to Knoxville with the sun coming up orange in the mirror and the road going on ahead of him, patient and dark.
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TWO: THE SAME MAN
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Daniel called his daughter on a Sunday morning in early December, their usual time. She answered on the second ring. They talked for eleven minutes, about a boy in her class named Jaylen who'd decided subtraction was a personal attack, about the weather in Asheville, about whether she should buy a second bookcase or just admit she had too many books and stop buying them. She already knew she wasn't going to stop buying them. She said so. He told her the roads had been fine, the truck was running well, he had a good run to Charlotte later in the week. She told him she'd started running in the mornings. He said that was good. She said she thought so too.

When she hung up he sat at the kitchen table with the phone in his hand and stared at the middle distance for a while.

He'd almost told her about the I-75 stop. Got close enough to feel the opening, a conversation creates a door for certain things, and you have to decide whether to walk through. He hadn't walked through. He didn't know enough yet. He knew three sightings on three highways, a smell he had no framework for, a CB anomaly that repeated at the same mile marker, and a change in the air of his cab on a Tuesday night going west. He knew the expression in the pale eyes. He knew he'd been four minutes late to Memphis and couldn't say exactly why.

Not enough to bring to his daughter. He needed more before he could bring it to anyone.

He put the phone in his pocket, washed the cereal bowl, and got ready for the day.

* * *
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December on the Tennessee road network was a negotiation. Not the punishing winter of states farther north, not the reliable freeze of the high mountains, a gray, variable cold that kept revising itself. Warm one week, brutal the next. Ice possible on any bridge after dark with very little warning. Daniel had been navigating it for seventeen years. He knew which stretches iced first, which bridges the highway department watched closest, which combination of temperature and humidity meant you put the truck in a lower gear before the descent and kept it there till you were back on the flat.

He liked December on the road. The traffic thinned. The days got short enough that night driving started early and ran late, and the silence of the highway at three in the morning felt deeper than in summer. He'd spent so much of his life in it that he'd stopped calling it silence. It was closer to company.

The week after the I-75 stop he ran three routes: Knoxville to Nashville, Nashville to Louisville and back, Knoxville to Charlotte. The man in the pale coat was on none of them. The CB made the wind sound at mile marker 219 westbound on Tuesday night, he wrote it in the notebook, and afterward there was a coolness in the passenger area for roughly twenty miles, which he also wrote. He noted these things as he'd always kept his logbooks. Precisely. Without interpretation. Interpretation was what you did once you had enough data, and he didn't have enough data.

He told himself this, and it was true, and it was also slightly dishonest in a way he was starting to notice. He had enough data to know something was happening. What he didn't have was a way to talk about it that wouldn't sound, to any reasonable person, like a man losing his grip.

It sat with him at truck stops and in depot parking lots and at the counter of the diner near the Riverside office, where the owner, a compact man named Pete who had achieved a profound neutrality about every variety of human story, put his lunch on the table without being asked. Daniel had eaten lunch there for eleven years. He turned the problem over while he ate, and Pete moved behind the counter doing the same things well that he'd done well for decades, and the diner was warm and smelled of coffee and the griddle, a place that knew what it was.

He didn't tell Pete. He didn't tell anyone that week.

* * *
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He ran into Gary at the depot on a Friday afternoon. Not Clancy's, not their Tuesday, Gary coming off the dock in his heavy work jacket, breath showing in the cold, Daniel pulling in from the Charlotte run. They stood in the lot a few minutes, as men do in cold weather, not committed to a full conversation, not ready to end it either.

"You look better," Gary said.

"I slept."

"I can tell." Gary watched him, not intrusive, but thorough. He paid attention to people the way Daniel paid attention to roads. "Charlotte run go all right?"

"Fine. Clean roads."

"Good week?"

"Good enough." Daniel looked at the mountains to the east. The clouds sat low on them, the kind that meant snow at elevation even if the valley stayed dry. "Nothing strange on the road, if that's what you're asking."

"I wasn't necessarily asking that."

"But you were thinking it."

Gary smiled with his whole face. "I was thinking it."

"Nothing this week. CB at mile marker 219, but that's been every time I go west on I-40. Other than that, nothing."

Gary turned his collar up against the cold. "You're keeping track."

"I've got a notebook."

A moment. "You think that's still going on."

"Yes." No hesitation, because hesitation would've been dishonest. "I think it's ongoing. I think I just didn't run into it this week. Which might mean it moves around. Or it was there and I wasn't paying close enough attention, I doubt that, but I consider it." He stopped. "Or it's something else entirely that I haven't thought of yet."

Gary nodded his slow nod. "Tuesday?"

"Tuesday."

They parted, Daniel to file his manifest, Gary to his car, and the cold settled back into the space between them.

* * *
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He started thinking about what it wanted on the Louisville run.

He'd been avoiding the question by staying at the level of documentation. The what, the when, the where. CB frequency, smell, cab temperature. Why was a different category, and he'd been treating it as something that would answer itself once he'd gathered enough of everything else. But Louisville was a long run and the roads were clear and his mind had time to go where it wanted. It wanted to go there.

It wasn't trying to scare him. He was fairly sure of that. Whatever it was doing on those shoulders, whatever had been in his cab on the Tuesday night, fear didn't seem to be the point. It stood on the shoulders and watched the road. When he'd walked up to it on I-75, it had turned and looked at him with no aggression in its face and no apparent interest in his distress. Just the patience. That vast, geological patience with no investment in his reaction at all.

The rate at which the head had turned. The precision with which the pale eyes had found his face.

It had looked at him the way you look at something you already know.

He drove north through Kentucky and turned this over and couldn't make it any smaller than it was.

It knew him. Whatever it was, it had been on his roads long enough to know them, his routes, his schedule, his mile markers, and it had been on his roads longer than six weeks. He was increasingly certain of that. He'd simply started seeing it six weeks ago. Or started recognizing what he was seeing. Before that it had been something at the edge of his vision that he'd filed under trick of the light, somebody else's problem, and driven on.

He wasn't a man who believed in things he couldn't see. He'd organized his whole life around the rejection of that category. And here was a thing he'd seen three times, that he'd stood six feet from and smelled and looked in the eyes, and it didn't fit anywhere in the organization.

He delivered the Louisville load and drove back south, full dark by the time he crossed into Tennessee, the mountains shapes against a slightly lighter sky. The CB stayed quiet at every mile marker except 219, where it made the sound, and after 219 the cab was cool on the passenger side for exactly eighteen miles. He watched the odometer. Eighteen.

He wrote eighteen miles in the notebook.

Then he wrote or coincidence beneath it, sat with both entries a while, and drove.

* * *
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It was the second Tuesday of December when Gary said the thing that changed the shape of it.

They were at Clancy's. Daniel on his second beer, Gary on his first. The basketball season had started and there was a game on the nearest screen that Gary had opinions about, though he'd quit voicing them twenty minutes ago in favor of listening to Daniel go through the notebook. He'd asked to hear all of it. Gary was a storyteller by nature. He liked a thing that moved forward, not a ledger, and the fact that he was asking for the ledger told Daniel how seriously Gary was taking this now.

Daniel went through it. Dates, routes, locations. The smell on I-75. The cab temperature on the Tuesday nights. The eighteen miles. The repetition at 219. How the head had turned on the I-75 shoulder. He kept it all at the level of observation.

When he finished, Gary was quiet for a while.

"So it knows your routes," he said.

"Appears to."

"Not roads in general. Your roads."

"Every sighting's been on a route I run regularly. Every CB anomaly's been at 219 westbound, which I hit twice a week on average."

Gary nodded slowly. "And the cab thing is always the same direction."

"Westbound. Always after 219."

"Not on the returns."

"Not on the returns."

Gary picked up his bottle and put it down without drinking. He'd done that three times tonight, Daniel noticed. Started to drink, stopped. Gary working something through. "Here's what I keep coming back to," he said. "The thing on the shoulder doesn't do anything. Doesn't approach the truck, doesn't flag you, doesn't try to communicate. Just stands there."

"Yes."

"But the thing in the cab. The thing in the cab is already inside."

Daniel held his beer.

"I mean it's not standing on the outside trying to get in. It's in. It's already there." Gary picked up his bottle and this time he drank. "Those might be two different things."

Daniel sat with it. The bar noise went on around them. He'd been thinking of the figure on the shoulder and the presence in the cab as one entity in two states. He hadn't considered they might be two different processes. The shoulder as something that came before. The cab as something that came after.

"You think the shoulder is how it looks," Daniel said. "And the cab is how it does whatever it's there to do."

Gary spread his hands. "I don't know what I think. I'm saying those are two different behaviors, and it seems like they might mean two different things."

"What would it be doing in the cab."

"No idea." Gary met his eyes. "But you said it yourself. It wants something. If it's standing on shoulders watching you pass, maybe that's the looking phase. And if it's riding in the cab for eighteen miles, maybe that's the taking phase."

The word taking dropped into the conversation and sat there.

"Taking what," Daniel said.

Gary shook his head. They both knew there was no answer yet, and that the question was going to have to sit without one.

Daniel drove home turning it over. Eighteen miles of coolness in the passenger seat. He tried to examine himself for anything diminished or absent, anything he could verify was still in place. He felt how he generally felt: tired from the road, slightly under-caffeinated, the ache in his lower back that came standard with a driver's seat. His thoughts were his own. His memories, when he reached for them, were his own. Cara's phone number. Joyce's face. How the Charlotte road felt in December. The color of Lottie's coffee cup. The sound of the engine at mile 219. All of it present. All of it his.

He was fairly certain it was all his.

He went to bed. He lay in the dark thinking about taking, and then he stopped, because there was nothing useful to be done with it at midnight, and he slept.

* * *
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He dreamed for the first time.

He'd never been a dreamer, or had never remembered them, as far back as he could recall. Years of night runs had trained his sleep into a deep, dreamless efficiency. Nothing wasted. But he dreamed now, and the dream was vivid, the kind that makes the ordinary world seem slightly thin when you wake up inside it.

He was in a field. Evening, or the arrested version of evening that dreams produce, the light stalled at the moment just before it gives up and goes dark. The sky was orange and purple and wide. The grass was tall and dry and it moved in a wind he couldn't feel. That was the first wrong thing. The first signal, below consciousness, that he'd never been here before.

A farmhouse stood at the far edge of the field. White, two stories, a covered porch running the full width of the front. Dark green shutters. The house looked like it had been there a very long time, longer than the land around it, as if the land had grown up around the house rather than the other way. The porch was in shadow even though the sky still held light.

He walked toward it.

The field was longer than it looked. He walked, and the house didn't approach at the rate his steps should have produced. That was the second wrong thing, the geometry of the place ran on different rules. The grass made no sound. His footsteps made no sound. The sky didn't change.

He walked for what felt like a long time and the house came no closer, and he stopped.

There was someone on the porch.

No one had been there before. Now a figure stood at the railing, hands on the railing, watching him across the impossible distance. He couldn't see the face. The shadow on the porch was too complete. The figure was still in a way that wasn't a person holding still. Still the way the house was still. The way the grass was still at its roots while the tops moved.

He stood in the field and the figure stood on the porch and neither moved and the sky stayed orange and purple and arrested.

He woke up.

His apartment. 3:08 a.m. The television was off. He hadn't left it on. He didn't remember turning it off.

He lay in the dark staring at the ceiling. The dream had left a residue. Not images. A temperature, and the temperature was the cold mineral depth he knew from the shoulder of I-75 and the passenger seat of his cab.

He got up and checked the apartment. Kitchen, bathroom, the small second room he used for storage. Everything where he'd left it. Front door locked. Windows closed.

He went back to bed.

He wrote the dream in the notebook in the morning. The field, the light, the farmhouse, the figure at the railing. The cold in the residue. The time he'd woken.

Then he went to work.

* * *
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Lottie noticed.

She noticed things about her drivers like a doctor of forty years notices things about patients, by the accumulated contrast between how they were and how they usually were. She said nothing for a week. She watched him come in, file his manifests, pick up his loads, and she noted the places where he wasn't quite what he'd been.

She called him into her office on a Thursday morning two weeks into December.

"Sit down," she said. He sat. "You sleeping?"

"Yes."

"How many hours."

"Enough."

She looked at him over her coffee cup. "You've been running clean. Manifests are fine, times are fine, no issues on any of the runs. I'm not talking about performance."

"I know what you're talking about."

"You want to tell me what's going on."

He turned to the window facing the yard. A light snow had started in the last hour, not enough to matter, just enough to put a white edge on things. "I've been keeping a record," he said. "Of the sightings. And other things. CB anomalies at one mile marker. Temperature changes in the cab." A silence. "I've started dreaming about it."

"Dreaming how."

He described the dream. The field, the farmhouse, the figure at the porch railing. The cold that was still there when he woke. She listened without interrupting.

When he finished she was quiet.

"How long has this been going on," she said.

"Six weeks."

She nodded slowly. He had the sense she was calculating, measuring what he'd said against seventeen years of what he'd been like. "You're not on anything," she said.

"Lottie."

"I have to ask."

"I know. No."

"I'm not asking for time off the road. I'm asking whether any driver has reported anything on I-40 west or I-75 south. Anything at all."

"Nothing. I've been watching since you first mentioned it."

"I know you have."

She set her cup down. "Daniel." His name, said the way she said it when she'd already thought about what came next. "I believe you. I don't know what you're seeing, but I believe you're seeing something. What I don't have is a category for it."

"Neither do I."

"What does Gary think."

"Gary thinks the figure on the shoulder and whatever's in the cab might be two different processes." He paused. "He used the word taking."

Lottie's expression didn't change much. But something in it shifted. "Taking what."

"I don't know."

She picked up her coffee. Outside, the snow was laying a fine white skin on the hoods of the parked trucks. "Keep the notebook," she said. "And if anything changes, if you notice anything different about yourself, about your memory, about anything, you call me before you call anyone else."

"Why do you say it that way. About my memory."

She put the cup down and held his gaze. "Because you said it's been six weeks. And in six weeks, a man who's had the same schedule for seventeen years has been late to a delivery for the first time in his career, has started calling his friend outside their regular night, and came in here on a Wednesday morning on no particular business just to ask a question. And you didn't notice any of it until I said it."

He sat with that.

He drove home that afternoon and sat at the kitchen table and read the notebook from the beginning. His own handwriting, small and horizontal, unchanged since high school. The facts were facts he recognized. He could verify them.

He was fairly certain he could verify all of them.

He closed the notebook and stood at the window. The snow still fine, still just white edges on things that were otherwise exactly as they'd always been. He took account of himself as he would the truck before a long run. Everything checked. Everything in its place.

He went to bed.

At 3:08 a.m. he woke from the dream again. The field, the farmhouse, the figure at the railing. The light stalled at the edge of evening. The grass moving in the windless air. And this time, as he stood in the impossible field at the impossible distance, the figure raised one hand.

Not a wave. An acknowledgment. A gesture that said: I see you there. I have been seeing you.

He woke. The ceiling of his apartment above him. The cold in the residue of the dream. Outside, the December highway carried trucks west through the dark.

He lay there.

The eighteen miles. The word taking. Lottie's voice: if you notice anything different about yourself.

He got up at five and called Lottie and said he'd take the Nashville run at noon. She said fine. She said the roads were clean. She said call me if anything comes up, what she said to all her drivers, and what meant something else to both of them this morning.

He showered. He made coffee. He drank it standing at the window watching the snow, still fine, still just white edges on a world otherwise exactly as it had always been.

Still here.

For now, that was enough.

He drove.
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THREE: CARA
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He drove to Asheville on a Saturday in mid-December with no run scheduled and no reason to go except that he wanted to see her face.

He hadn't told her he was coming. He'd thought about calling ahead and decided against it, not for any reason he could've defended, but because the call would've required him to explain why, and he didn't have an explanation that was honest. He was coming because Lottie had said: if you notice anything different about yourself, you call me. He was coming because he'd read the notebook through twice now, and the entries were in his handwriting, and the facts were verifiable, and he was fairly certain of that. But fairly certain wasn't certain. He wanted to sit across from his daughter and be seen by someone who'd known him a long time.

Two hours on a good day. I-40 east climbed through the Smoky Mountain foothills and then into the mountains proper, the highway narrowing its ambitions as the terrain got serious, the grade steepening through the pass, ridgelines coming up on both sides in the December gray. He liked this stretch. It was the only part of his regular corridor that asked something of him purely for the view, the only place he might catch himself watching the landscape for reasons that had nothing to do with road conditions.

He wasn't watching it today. He was driving and thinking about what he'd say when Cara opened the door and found him standing there with no call ahead, no plan, in the middle of a December Saturday when he was supposed to be in Knoxville.

He'd think of something. He generally did.

Traffic stayed light until he came down the western slope toward Asheville, where it thickened with the weekend errands of a small city doing its Saturday business, and then he was in West Asheville on streets he'd navigated twice before. Houses close together, trees bare, a neighborhood that had been discovered and improved and was still deciding how it felt about that. Cara's building was a two-story from the 1940s on a street whose name he never remembered. Brick, well-kept, the landlord apparently one of the responsible ones. He parked on the street.

He sat in the truck for a minute. His personal truck, a ten-year-old F-150 that lived in the apartment lot collecting dust between the times he needed it. It smelled of old coffee and the staleness of a vehicle that mostly didn't get driven. He stared at the front door of Cara's building. He'd driven two hours without a reason he could explain. She was going to know immediately that something was wrong.

That was probably why he came.

He got out and rang the buzzer.

A pause. The intercom crackled. "Hello?"

"It's your father."

Another pause, different in kind. "Dad?"

"Yeah."

"Is everything okay?"

"Everything's fine. I was in the area."

The longest pause yet. He knew how it sounded. He was never in the area. No version of his routes put him in the area. She knew that as well as he did.

The door buzzed open.

* * *
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Her apartment was on the second floor, small and full in the manner of readers' apartments, two cases of books against the living room wall, more stacked sideways on top, more on the coffee table and the kitchen counter and the windowsill. The cat was on the couch. Gray, substantial, regarding him with the frank suspicion cats reserve for people who don't belong in their territory. He and the cat took each other in. Neither moved.

"You have a cat," he said.

"I've had a cat for eight months." She stood in the kitchen doorway in jeans and a sweatshirt, hair up, waiting for information before committing to a response. She had her mother's eyes and his jaw and a steadiness in her face that was entirely her own. He'd watched it develop from the time she was about fourteen, the steadiness of someone who'd decided to be reliable because reliability was what the people around her needed. He hadn't always been reliable for her. She'd been reliable for herself instead.

"I didn't know about the cat."

"You didn't ask."

"Fair enough." He took in the apartment. The most Cara room he'd ever stood in. Every object in it belonged to a particular person, not a generic tenant. The books, the cat, a plant on the windowsill surviving the winter out of apparent stubbornness, a cork board with photographs pinned to it. In one of them he recognized himself: younger, standing in front of the Kenworth at the depot the day he got it, Cara maybe ten, up on the running board with her arms out for balance.

"Coffee?" she said.

"Please."

She went into the kitchen. He sat on the couch at a distance from the cat that he judged neither of them would read as aggressive. The cat rearranged itself slightly and kept studying him.

"What's his name," he called.

"Her name is Freight."

He took that in. "You named your cat Freight."

"I named my cat Freight." She came back with two mugs, handed him one, and sat in the chair across from him, the coffee table between them, the geography of a conversation she was taking seriously. "So."

"So," he said.

"You were in the area."

"I was in the area."

She watched him over her mug as she always had, processing more than the words. "Dad."

"I know."

"Are you sick."

"No."

"Is it money."

"No. I'm fine. I just wanted to see you."

She waited. She was good at waiting. Second-grade teachers had to be, had to sit in the space between what they asked and what the room was willing to give, and Cara had been good at it before the teaching. She'd come to the teaching because she was already that kind of person. He drank his coffee. It was better than his. It always had been.

"Something's been happening on the road," he said.

She set her mug on the coffee table. Folded her hands in her lap. Waited.

He told her. He hadn't planned on telling her everything, but that's what happened, you start out meaning to give a partial account, and the act of talking dissolves the line between partial and complete. Mile marker 219. The figure in the pale coat. I-75, the smell, standing six feet from it on the shoulder with the hazards throwing orange shadows across the gravel. The CB. The eighteen miles of coolness in the cab. What Gary had said about the looking phase and the taking phase, the word taking still sitting there without a definition. Lottie's office, and the small list of things he hadn't noticed about himself. The dream, the field, the farmhouse, the figure at the railing, the hand raised in its flat acknowledgment.

He told her he'd woken at 3:08 and the cold was in the residue of the dream.

She listened to all of it without interrupting. When he stopped she sat with it a moment. The cat had moved during the telling, he noticed, and now sat on the arm of her chair, which he supposed was the cat's version of solidarity.

"How long," she said.

"Since early November. Six, seven weeks."

"And you didn't call me."

"I didn't know what to say."

She met his eyes. "You could have said what you just said."

"I know. I needed more before I could say it."

"More what."

"More certainty that I wasn't imagining it."

She picked up her mug again and turned to the window, bare trees, gray December sky, and went quiet in the thinking way she went quiet. Not empty. Deliberate. "The smell," she said. "The same smell every time."

"Yes."

"And in the cab."

"Yes. Faint, but the same."

She nodded. She wasn't performing skepticism and she wasn't performing belief. She was doing what she did with difficult information, taking it at full size, neither shrinking nor inflating it. He'd watched her grow into that over the years. He was grateful for it now.

"The taking," she said. "Gary's word."

"Yes."

"What does he think it's taking."

"He doesn't know. I don't know."

She set the mug down again. "But you've been checking. You said you checked yourself. After the Louisville run. Checking if something was missing."

"Yes."

"And."

"Everything seemed to be there."

She caught the seemed. He watched her catch it, a small shift in her expression, there and gone. "Seemed," she said.

"I can verify most of it. The facts I've written down, my routes, the people I know, the sequence of events."

"Most of it." His own words handed back to him, precisely. Holding him to his own language.

"Most of it," he said.

She held his gaze. The cat sat on the arm of the chair, still now, no longer an independent presence, an extension of Cara's attention, all of which was on him.

"Okay," she said. Not dismissal. Not panic. The okay of someone deciding how much of herself a thing was going to need.

"I'm not asking you to do anything," he said. "I just wanted to tell you."

"I know." She pulled her feet up under her, a thing she did when she was settling in. "I want you to tell me what you think it is."

"I don't know what it is."

"That's not what I asked. I asked what you think it is. You've had seven weeks on the road to think about it. What does it feel like."

He looked at his coffee. He'd been careful, in the notebook, with Gary, with Lottie, to stay at the level of observation. He hadn't committed to an interpretation, because interpretation was premature and because every interpretation available to him lived in categories he didn't know how to stand in. But she was asking what it felt like. A different question. Not his analysis. The thing under the analysis.

"It feels like something that's learning me," he said.

She went very still.

"Like it's been watching me run my routes long enough to know them. And now it's doing something closer than watching. The cab. The eighteen miles." He paused. "It knows my roads. I think it's been on them longer than I've been noticing it. I think before I started seeing it on the shoulders, it was already in the cab. I think I just didn't know what the coolness was."

"How long do you think."

"I don't know. Months, maybe. I've been trying to remember if I noticed the cab temperature before early November, and I can't remember clearly enough."

"Or to something else."

"Or to something else."

She was quiet again. Outside a car went past, and Freight shifted on the arm of the chair. The apartment was warm and full of books and smelled of coffee, a place where someone lived deliberately, where the objects were chosen rather than accumulated.

"Has anything happened that you didn't write down," she said.

He turned it over. "No."

"You're sure."

"As sure as I can be." He stopped. "That's the question, isn't it. As sure as I can be is doing a lot of work."

She held his gaze. "I want you to do something for me."

"Okay."

"I want you to call me. Not just Sundays. Any time something happens on the road. Any time something goes in the notebook. I want to know when it happens, not six weeks later."

"Cara."

"Dad." Patient, and firm, and not going to be argued out of it. "I know you didn't call because you didn't want to worry me. But if something is happening that involves your memory, if something is changing things you can't verify, then I need to be the person who knows you well enough to notice the difference. Do you understand what I'm saying?"

He understood exactly. She would be his record of himself. If the notebook went unreliable, if the verifiable facts started showing gaps, she was the thing he could check himself against. What a child knows of a parent goes into the bone.

"I understand," he said.

"Good." She uncurled from the chair and went to the kitchen. The refrigerator opened; the small domestic sounds of someone deciding about lunch. Freight had come down from the chair arm and sat on the coffee table now, scrutiny graduated from suspicion to something more like assessment.

"You're still mad that I didn't call," he said to the room.

"I'm not mad." From the kitchen. "I'm making lunch. Do you want a sandwich?"

"Yes."

"Are you staying for the afternoon?"

"If that's all right."

"It's all right," she said. The refrigerator closed. Bread and plates from the kitchen. The cat watched him with its cool gray eyes, and outside the December sky sat on the bare trees of West Asheville. Cold, still, ordinary. He hadn't known how much he leaned on ordinary until it started to give.

* * *
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They ate at the kitchen table and she told him about Jaylen, who had graduated from finding subtraction personally offensive to finding multiplication philosophically troubling, and about the other kids in her class, each described with the particularity of someone who genuinely paid attention to people instead of performing it. He listened and asked questions, and the conversation had the feel of their best ones, the ones where neither of them was being careful.

He told her about Brenda at the Flying J, the two pencils in the bun, the coffee order waiting at the register, and Cara laughed, and the laugh was real.

He told her about Gary explaining the forklift problem in terms more technical than the situation required, and she laughed again and said: that's exactly how he'd explain it. Which told him she had Gary's voice in her head from years of stories, that Gary was a real person to her, built up from enough description to exist in three dimensions.

He didn't bring the other thing back up. It was there between them the way a thing is once it's been said, and it didn't need handling again. She'd heard it. They'd made their agreement. That was enough for today.

After the sandwiches they sat in the living room with more coffee and he asked about the running. Three miles in the morning, starting from the park two blocks over. A coworker named Sue who taught fourth grade ran with her some mornings and occasionally lapped her, which Cara reported without embarrassment.

He picked up a book from the coffee table. History, the kind he didn't read. "This for school?"

"For me. I'm always reading four things at once." She gestured at the book in his hands. "That one's about a town in northern France during the occupation. I'm about halfway through."

He put it down carefully. He noticed himself doing it, putting it down carefully, a small courtesy to something she valued. He hadn't always been good at the small courtesies. He was trying to be better at them now, in the years that were left for getting better.

At four he said he should get back before dark. She walked him down to the street, coat on over the sweatshirt, and they stood on the sidewalk in the cold beside his truck, and she hugged him like she meant it, fully, without the brief duration adults use when they're observing the form without feeling it. He held on.

"Call me," she said.

"I will."

"I mean it. Not Sunday. Any time."

"I know you mean it."

She stepped back and looked at him with that steadiness that was entirely her, and it occurred to him, standing on the street in December, that she'd built it partly out of what he had failed to give her. The reliability she'd developed was at least partly the reliability of someone who'd learned not to depend on a parent being there. He had given her something by failing to give her other things. He didn't know how to hold that without pain. He held it anyway, because it was true.

"You're still you," she said.

He couldn't speak.

"I just want you to know that. You came here today. You told me. You're worried about what's being taken. But you're still you, Dad. I can tell."

He nodded.

"Go," she said. "Drive carefully."

He got in the truck. He watched her in the mirror as he pulled away, standing on the sidewalk with her arms crossed against the cold, watching him go. She stood there until he turned at the end of the street and the mirror gave him empty sidewalk instead.

* * *
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He drove west on I-40. The mountains came at him from both sides and fell away as he dropped toward the valley, and the road opened into the long familiar corridor, night coming in from the east behind him, the heater going, the truck smelling of its own particular staleness.

At mile marker 219 the shoulder was empty.

He kept his eyes on the road and drove.

The cab temperature was even. The passenger seat held nothing but the coat he'd thrown there. The CB was quiet. The mile markers went by in the dark, one after another, each one a thing he knew, fixed points in a corridor of fixed points he'd been running for eleven years.

You're still you.

She'd said I can tell. Not I think, not I believe. I can tell, the language of certainty, not of reassurance. She'd looked at him for three hours on a December Saturday and said I can tell.

He held onto that for the rest of the drive, one true thing to carry when the road is long and dark.

He got home at seven-fifteen, ate whatever was in the refrigerator, and sat at the kitchen table with the notebook. Drove to Asheville. Told Cara. I-40 east and west, nothing either direction. Cab temperature normal. No CB anomaly at 219.

He sat with the last line a moment.

Then he wrote one more thing.

She said: you're still you.

He looked at that line a while.

He closed the notebook, put it in the drawer, and went to bed.

He didn't dream. Or if he did, the dreams were the formless motion of exhaustion, road and dark and the blur of things going past at speed, and he slept through until six, when his body woke him as it always did, and he lay in the light coming in around the curtain and reached for his phone.

He called Cara.

She answered on the first ring.

"I was going to call you," she said.

"I know."

"How are you."

"I'm okay." And then, because she'd asked him to be honest, because that was the agreement they'd made on the sidewalk in West Asheville: "I didn't dream last night."

A silence. "Is that good or bad."

"I don't know yet. I'm going to find out."

She was quiet a moment. He could hear the morning sounds of her apartment, the ambient hum of her space, the coffee that would be better than his. "Okay," she said.

"Okay," he said.

They talked for twenty minutes. Not eight. Twenty, and neither of them was getting ready for anything, and the container was gone, and what was left was just the two of them on a Sunday morning in December, talking like people do once they've decided to stop being careful about it.

When she hung up he sat for a while with the phone in his hand.

The farmhouse in the dream. The figure at the railing. The hand raised in its flat acknowledgment. It hadn't come last night. He didn't know what that meant. Whether it was resting or advancing, or had finished with one thing and begun another. Whether the absence of the dream was a mercy, or a next step he hadn't learned to read yet.

He put the phone down and made coffee, worse than Cara's, worse than Brenda's, but his, and stood at the window with it, looking at the December Sunday outside. Bare trees. Gray sky. The highway two miles away that he could hear but not see. He was aware of himself standing there in a way he wasn't always aware of himself: the weight of his own presence in his own kitchen. Daniel Reed, forty-eight, seventeen years on the road, and still, for now, entirely himself.

He drank his coffee.

He drove.
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FOUR: MILE MARKER
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The week after Asheville he ran his routes and nothing happened.

Not nothing in the sense of the CB making its sound at 219 and the coolness arriving for eighteen miles, those happened, Tuesday westbound, same as every week. But nothing new. The figure wasn't on any shoulder. The dream didn't come. He drove Knoxville to Nashville, Nashville to Louisville and back, Knoxville to Charlotte, and wrote in the notebook each night, and what he wrote was routine. He'd always been good at routine. He'd never had to be grateful for it before.

He called Cara on Thursday after the Louisville run, because he'd promised to call when something happened, and he'd decided nothing happening was also worth reporting.

She answered on the second ring. School sounds in the background, end of day, the layered noise of children who'd been sitting still for seven hours and had used up all their sitting still. She stepped out of the room and the sound dropped away.

"How are you," she said.

"Fine. I called because I said I would."

"Nothing."

"Nothing new. The CB at 219, the cab temperature after. Same as it's been. But the figure wasn't on any road, and the dream didn't come."

"How many nights."

"Seven. Since last Sunday."

Silence. He could hear her in the quiet of a hallway somewhere, a door between her and the class. "Is that better or worse," she said.

"I don't know. Could mean it's done with whatever it was doing and moved on. Could mean it's doing something I can't see yet. Could mean nothing at all."

"But you don't think it means nothing."

"No. I don't think it means nothing."

She was quiet a moment. "Call me Sunday. And if anything changes before Sunday, call me then."

"I will."

He drove back to Knoxville in the dark, wrote seven days, nothing new in the notebook, and went to bed.

The dream came back that night.

* * *
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It was different.

He was in the field as he was always in the field, same orange-purple arrested sky, same dry grass moving in the windless air, same sense of a distance to the farmhouse that his walking couldn't reduce. But he was closer than before. The approach had continued without him, the field contracting over the weeks of the dream, as if proximity accumulated on its own schedule regardless of his.

He could see the porch clearly now. The swing on the left side, hanging still. Two front windows on the ground floor, dark. The door, closed. The shutters were dark green, the green of still water, of moss on stone in a place that never gets direct light. The porch boards had weathered to a gray close to the color of the figure's coat.

The figure was at the railing.

He could see more of it now. The hands on the railing were pale and still, the same stillness from the shoulder of I-75, not a person pausing, but something organized differently, something for which
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