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To Hidetaka Miyazaki,
 
who tells worlds, not stories




We have no hesitation in declaring that a new beauty has been added to the splendor of the world: the beauty of speed. A racing automobile, its body adorned by great tubes like snakes of explosive breath . . . a racing automobile, which seems to run on machine-gun fire, is more beautiful than the Victory of Samothrace.

—F. T. MARINETTI 
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PART I




ONE

The sky was a deep red that dusk. After walking for four hours through a scrubland of thickets and low trees they arrived at the place. There was a boulder there, the only one for miles around, and they knelt down beside it. The boy’s feet hurt and his sweat-drenched clothes clung to his body. His father, showing no sign of tiredness, swept his hair back off his face, swung the backpack onto his front, and clasped his arms around it.

My feet hurt.

Quiet, said his father, and closed his eyes and mouthed something the boy failed to make out. He opened the backpack and took out the pistons and a pair of small shovels and handed one to the boy.

Come on, he said.

They got to their feet and they dug. Once the pit was done his father lobbed the pistons in. They stood looking silently down at them for nearly a minute. The boy wiped the snot and sweat from his nose. Hunger shredded his stomach. The redness in the sky turned a dark, liquid blue. It was three hours since they’d last heard birdsong and a silence emanated from the earth and from the sky and it was as insidious as the heat. His father took a knife out of the back pocket of his pants and drew the blade across his right palm. Blood bubbled, thickly, from his palm, and he let it drip over the pistons. He looked at the boy, who started to back away.

Come here, he said.

No.

His face devoid of expression, he got him by the arm and brought him closer to the pit.

Let me go, the boy said.

It took his father no effort to peel open the fingers of the boy’s right hand and he made a cut. The boy gave the barest whimper. His father forced his hand out over the pit and his blood dripped inside too. When his father deemed it enough, he wound a cloth around the boy’s hand and went about backfilling the pit.

She appeared from behind one of the low trees. In faded blue jeans and a black blouse with an electric guitar printed on it. She had eyes that weren’t hers, it looked like ice had been poured into the blackness of her pupils, making them the wrong color: she watched him from that cold and insubstantial place.

I can see Mamá, he said.

What’s that? said his father.

Over there, he said, pointing at the trees.

What’s she doing?

Nothing, looking at us.

Is she talking to you?

No.

Does she seem happy?

Why don’t you ask her?

He knew his father couldn’t see her, all he’d be seeing were the dull leaves, and in some way that felt like a comfort. There was not a breath of wind and the heat was a smothering, arid presence. He felt it on the bones of his face every time he breathed in.

She isn’t saying anything, said the boy. She’s just looking at me.

Let’s go, said his father, and they left.




TWO

Some years later he walked out through the same scrubland to the boulder. Unlike the previous time, it was morning and most of the low trees had gone. On one of the few that remained someone had hung a baby doll. It had red lipstick. The plastic was dirty and cracked and covered in cigarette burns, a dozen or more. He took the shovel and dug until he got down to the pistons. He pulled them out, wiped them off, and put them in his backpack. Glancing at the scar on his right palm, he took a final look at the place where he’d seen his mother’s ghost.

After fitting the pistons back into the Plymouth Road Runner that he and his father had also hidden that day, he started the engine and set off. Sunlight spangled the windshield. It would not be long until they came; he savored the calm in the meantime. They had tied his father to a tree and melted his face with acid. His father never gave up the place where the pistons were buried, nor where the car was hidden. They kept his father in agony for a whole afternoon and evening, until the life finally ebbed, poured, from his body. The boy had hidden in a bunker they’d built in anticipation of this turn of events. When the men had gone, he went out and cut the body down. It didn’t seem human. A smeared mess where his father’s laughter had once resided. Only the eyes transmitted what he’d formerly known. The rest was just like burned plastic.

Something nameless.

He spent the rest of that day gazing at his father’s remains. His mother had already been murdered. He and his father had lived on the run ever since. He hadn’t seen his mother die, he didn’t know how it happened and his father never spoke of it. He had spent the years following his father’s death as a drifter, staying in hostels, never anywhere for long, until the date came around when he was supposed to dig up the pistons and put them in the Road Runner and make his way to the altar.

Looking in the rearview mirror, he saw a car coming up fast. The moment he’d put the key in the Road Runner ignition, they’d been alerted. He imagined the hum of it in their brains. He let the car get close, soaking in the final moments of calm, the broken line of asphalt zigzagging through a morning of such intense, white sunlight. A Corvette without plates, it was on him soon enough. The windows were tinted, and he couldn’t see the driver. It didn’t try anything to begin with, just came and posted itself alongside the Road Runner. Then it swerved at him. He saw it coming and swerved in turn. He stepped on the gas. It kept after him, it was less than fifteen feet back. He slammed on the brakes and his pursuer went flying past, the smell of burned rubber flooding his nostrils. He accelerated once more and smashed into the left taillight, sending the Corvette spinning off the road and into a tree.

He pulled up, left the engine running. He got out, took a jerrican and a wrench from the trunk, and walked slowly over. He smashed the driver’s side window. The guy was fat, fortyish, and unconscious, with his face planted in the dashboard. Shards of glass covered his hair and the back of his neck and shirt collar. Blood was streaming from a cut by his left eyebrow.

He dragged him out of the Corvette and laid him on the ground. The fat guy spluttered and looked up, eyes like he was fresh from a nightmare, and when he tried to speak, he got a kick to the liver. Kneeling down, he waited for the fat guy to recover, enough to look him in the eye again.

Then he doused his face with gasoline and set it on fire.

It was not a voice that came out of that broiling face, nor was it an animal noise. The fat guy’s pain did not reach as far as his mind, it stayed way out on the far reaches of his perception, pulsing at the edges of his eardrums, until gradually it began to dwindle. When silence fell, he took a piss on the flaming skull.

Then he got back in the Road Runner and set off again.

The car breathed. He could feel its velocity in his bones, it was air become desire. The fury of the engine fanned across his synapses, it was heat at the base of his skull and in the gums around the roots of his teeth. The stereo lights came on. At first all he heard was the crackling fuzz of static, but then it formed into a voice.

You’re delaying the inevitable, said the albino.

He tried turning the stereo off, but the lights went on blinking. More white noise and then, again, the voice.

It’s ours. It belongs to us.

The lights on the stereo went out and then, in those late morning hours, the only thing he heard was the engine.

It roared.




THREE

He came to a small town consisting of a scattering of houses, a grocery store, and a hash house that also served as a bar. He parked the Road Runner in the shade of a tajibo tree and took the map out of the glove box. By his calculations it was another five-hour drive from here.

He went into the hash house. Three men at the bar and two at the pool table, all of them young except for the players: old guys with beards spilling down over their chests. They looked like Mennonites but their skin was dark and their eyes small and almond-shaped. They appeared to be brothers. Nobody turned to look when he came in. A woman was cleaning a table and he asked her where the restroom was, and she said, Out back, gesturing past a broken-down mechanical bull and an arcade console.

He splashed his face with water. Looking in the mirror he saw his father’s face after the acid had done its work: an eruption of colors on what was barely recognizable as flesh. The dream of a face. Touching it, his fingers got stuck in the claggy viscosity of veins and nerves and cartilage and the silvery edges of the eye socket. The lips that hung away from the cheeks were worms. The few hairs on his chin, the only thing still intact.

One of the pool players came in and, seeing him viewing himself in the mirror, nodded a greeting. The man went into one of the stalls and labored breathing ensued as he lowered his pants and underpants and then came something like a yip followed by a relieved groan as he succeeded in emptying his bowels.

The woman, who had finished cleaning the tables, asked what she could get him.

What’s there to eat? he asked.

Burgers, with a creamed onion sauce. House special.

Give me one of those. And a beer.

She went over to the corner of the counter and came back with a beer that she had extracted from a large refrigerator with an old 1973 calendar on the side showing a woman with enormous breasts smiling on a beach that shone in a very white light. Before taking a drink, he laid the bottle against his neck. The cold was relaxing. Then he filled the small glass and drank it down. He refilled the glass but this time left it where it was, an inch or two away from his right hand. He felt the cold thicken in his throat and the alcohol produce that false serenity in his blood that allowed him to remain at a distance from the world, an imaginary barrier between all that was in it and the rise and fall of his own breathing.

That your car under the tajibo? said a girl who had just come in. She had indigenous features but her eyes were a light blue and her skin white and her hair such an intense red that it looked dyed.

Before answering, he looked at the men in the bar, none of whom seemed to be paying any mind: they were gazing into their beers or conversing in low voices, drowsy with heat, which the pair of immense ceiling fans did nothing to dispel.

It’s mine, he said.

The girl took a seat beside him but the bartender did not come to take her order. She just shook her head, the girl’s presence somehow vexing.

I’m going north, the girl said. You’d be doing me a favor if you gave me a ride.

That isn’t possible.

Aren’t you going north? Everyone who comes through this hole’s either going to Palo Alto or Cabezas. Where you heading?

I can’t take you.

Check you out. Seems everyone’s just pure rotten nowadays, she said, glancing over at the bartender, who pretended not to have heard.

He picked up his beer and drank. The girl stayed sitting, looking at him. The tension in the place crackled on the air.

I can pay.

I can’t take you.

The girl chewed her lip and puffed out her cheeks. The bartender came over with the hamburger.

You’d better get out of here, Luisa. We don’t want no trouble.

Am I bothering you? the girl asked him.

No.

See? she said to the woman. Ain’t bothering no one.

If he comes and he sees you, it’ll be trouble.

That’s not your affair.

It’s my bar, which makes it my fuckin’ affair.

The girl got down from the bar and did a circuit of the pool tables. The old guys pretended not to notice, though it was obvious the redhead put them all on edge. She gave them a scornful smile, then went over to the arcade game by the restrooms, put some coins in, and started to play.

Don’t pay her no mind, said the woman.

He lifted the bun off the hamburger to reveal the patty, which was a little raw, blood commingling with the creamy white of the sauce and the layer of diced onion on top.

She got involved with the wrong guys and now she’s pure hopping to get out of here, said the woman. Wouldn’t advise giving her a ride, not unless you aim to land yourself in some shit.

Taking his first bite, he looked back at the woman.

Only being friendly. You ain’t the first she’s asked for a ride.




FOUR

He got into the Road Runner and placed his hands on the steering wheel and closed his eyes. A memory of his mother from shortly before her murder came to him. She’d been twenty-six years old. He had seen her walking barefoot in the yard of the first house they’d lived in.

A knock on the window jolted him from the reverie.

I need to get out of here, said the girl. If I don’t, I’m gonna wind up dead, or something worse.

If you come with me, you’ll wind up dead.

You some pervert?

Nope.

Just as far as Palo Alto. I got a girlfriend there who can help me out.

He could see she was frightened. The woman she would become if she failed to get out of there also peeked through, a rancorous resignation that would finally be the death of her. He saw that poison eventually filling her eyes until the gleam of arrogance was displaced and she defeated.

Fine. Just as far as Palo Alto.

The girl went around to the other side and opened the passenger door.

Where’d you get this thing? she said, running her fingers over the leather seats. You don’t see vehicles like this round here.

He started the engine and headed out of town.

What you running from? said the girl.

What makes you think I’m running?

Because it’s like you got a sign on your forehead saying so.

He looked in the rearview mirror but saw only asphalt and that landscape of low trees and grayish, dead-looking vegetation.

You’re on edge, she added.

He didn’t reply.

You ain’t much of a talker, she said, and opened her backpack and took out some lipstick and did her lips in the mirror.

The bartender said you’d got mixed up in something.

The girl sighed and pursed her lips and directed a kiss at her reflection.

I got involved with this rancher’s son. Guy’s crazy. He thinks I’m some kinda plaything and he can just do what the hell he likes with me.

He threaten you?

These people don’t do threats. But yeah, he made it pretty clear what he was fixing to do.

You got someone in trouble who tried to help you out.

You afraid? she said squinting, that seemingly inexhaustible arrogance again coming through, displayed like a war trophy.

No.

It’s better I don’t tell you. You’ll just pull over and leave me out here.

That’s not going to happen.

Sure, sure. I don’t know if I should believe you. In fact, I don’t know if you maybe are some kinda pervert. You’ve got the face of one . . . But something tells me I can trust you.

He didn’t reply.

I need a smoke, she said, and took a cigarette out of her packet. She rummaged in her things. Shit, left my lighter in the restroom. Mind if I smoke?

She opened the glove box and came across the map. She unfolded it and started reading out the names of the towns.

This place with the ring round it, she said. That where you’re headed?

Leave that, said the man, and he reached over and put it back in the glove box.

Check you out. What’s in that place?

That’s none of your concern.

Says the guy who just asked me what happened to the last person who helped me out. She burst out laughing, while he remained stone-faced. Glancing in the rearview mirror, he was relieved to see they still had the road to themselves.

Hell of a sense of humor, said the girl. Okay, well I’ll tell you. He was this guy who I guess fell in love with me, I guess he started maybe dreaming of all the stuff we’d get up to if he helped me out.

She put the unlit cigarette in her mouth and took a pretend puff.

Problem was, someone told Ubaldo, and he went and waited for us at the crossroads, and he made us get out of the car, and then they beat the shit out of him.

He said nothing.

They left him in a heap, slashed his tires and shot up the car . . . He didn’t die, said the girl, gesticulating, cigarette dangling from her lips. So don’t leave me out here, please don’t.

What you gonna do when you get to Palo Alto?

I told you, I got a friend. I’ll stay with her for a while.

He’ll come looking for you.

He doesn’t know about this friend. I didn’t tell anyone, only you.

He said nothing.

I want to sing in a bar, she said, I want to get paid to sing. I got a good voice.

The engine roared, the vibration lodging in his ears and teeth and arms and in the back of his neck.

I swear, said the girl, that if you laugh or make any kinda wisecrack, I’ll scream till your goddamn eardrums burst.

Easy, he said.

Till pus comes outta your goddamn eardrums.

He said nothing.

That’s what I’m aiming to do. You asked. I want to work someplace where they pay me to sing.

After a few seconds, the girl started singing “Out All Night.” The voice she sang with didn’t seem to belong to her and for a little more than a minute it drowned out the engine: rather than the roar of those unholy metal components, he was assailed by a kind of despair that came from nowhere and used people’s bodies to manifest itself in this realm.

I got the next Gladys Moreno sitting here, said the man.

Shut up. I said no wisecracks.

I mean it.

Just then, the stereo lights came on and white noise filled the interior of the Road Runner.

Shit, he said, glancing in the rearview mirror. Still no one on the road. The girl tried to turn the stereo off but the lights kept flashing.

We’re gonna ruin their faces, said the albino from the stereo. We’re gonna rip out their organs one by one and keep them in jars.

What is this? said the girl.

They’re coming now, said the man.

Who’s coming?

She leaned her body half out of the window and looked back behind them.

Get back in, he said.

Where’s that voice coming from? Is this some kinda joke?

He could see a Ford Falcon and a Dodge Challenger less than a mile back. They were coming up fast.

What kinda witchcraft is this? said the girl.

Put your seat belt on, he said.

The girl did as she was told. He pulled a gun out from under the seat. When she saw it, she began to cry.

They’ll be on us any second. I want you to keep your head down and whatever happens don’t lift it up.

The two cars caught up. The drivers’ faces hidden behind tinted windows. He stepped on the gas and pulled ahead, but it was only a few seconds before they were right on his tail again. Billowing dust enveloped all three vehicles.

Grab the wheel, he said to the girl.

She had her eyes screwed shut.

Grab it, he said, and shook her by the arm.

I can’t.

Go on.

She took firm hold of the wheel and he leaned out of the window and fired until the magazine was empty. The bullets shattered the Dodge’s windshield and blew out one of the tires. The car swerved, spun around three times, and careened off the road.

Passing the gun to the girl, he grabbed the steering wheel again, accelerated, and pulled ahead.

Reload it for me. Know how to reload a gun?

The girl didn’t look at him, she had her hands clamped over her ears.

Luisa, your name’s Luisa, right?

Right.

There’s ammo under the seat. Know how to reload one of these?

Where I come from, everybody knows how to reload one of these.

Then do it.

The girl pulled out a box of bullets. She reloaded the magazine and handed back the gun. The Falcon was following at a distance of thirty or forty feet. He pulled the Road Runner onto the shoulder, slammed on the brakes, and started firing at the Falcon, shattering the rear windows. The Falcon swerved and crashed into a tree.

What now? said the girl.

Stay here.

He walked out, opened the trunk, and took out the jerrican.

Stay here, he said to the girl, who had already gotten out of the car.

He walked over to the Falcon and pulled the driver out and dumped him on the ground. His brains were splattered in his hair and a bullet had torn off his right ear. He doused his face. He struck a match and the man’s skull burst into flames.

He went back to the Road Runner, stowed the jerrican, and said for her to get in.

Hey, he shouted. We gotta go.

Why’d you do that? The guy was dead already.

Get in.

When they were both inside the Road Runner, he reversed and got back on the road.

What the fuck? Why are you going back?

I’m gonna look for the other one.

Are you crazy?

Within a few minutes they were at the overturned Dodge. He reloaded and got out. The driver was not in the cab. Blood on the seats, shattered glass. On the gearshift lever, a small, stuffed Roadrunner teddy on a keychain.

The landscape was the same all around: low trees and boulders and lusterless vegetation. A sudden flash in the distance, then the report. The bullet entered his left shoulder. He didn’t feel the pain at first, just the blood pooling in his ears and neck and forehead, a whispering indistinguishable from the roar of the engine still resounding inside his head. He fired back. Then, approaching the spot from which his pursuer had fired, he found the man down on the ground in the fetal position: the bullets had entered his stomach, one had grazed his neck but narrowly missed his aorta.

He kicked the gun out of reach.

Hey, he shouted to the girl. The jerrican.

You’re crazy.

Bring it over here.

The girl opened the trunk and went over, dragging the jerrican.

We’ll take you down before you get there, said the man who was about to die. He doused his face as he had with the other two. He struck a match and heard him cry out and saw him writhing on the sandy ground. Presently he was still, a blue flame flickering about his skull.

He went back to the car and found the first aid kit. He took off his shirt. The bullet had exited through the back of his shoulder, piercing the bone. He couldn’t move his left arm. He took out some rubbing alcohol and asked the girl to pour it into the hole. When she did, pain flooded his sight, he could see it, a ramifying flash of lightning all along the inside of his skull. He finished cleaning the wound and tore open a sachet of white powder.

Need you to sprinkle this on, he said.

The girl took the sachet and tapped the powder out onto the edges of the wound.

You’re gonna need a doctor, said the girl. We’re two hours from Palo Alto.

When he got back in the car he was already seeing double.

There’s no time, I’ve gotta get to the altar.

What altar?

He opened the glove box, took out the map.

I’m gonna pass out soon, he said. Just make sure we get there before night.




FIVE

His father took him into the kitchen and sat him down on a wooden chair.

You knew this was going to happen, his father said.

It was a short time after they’d buried the pistons. Through the window he saw the sky, a deep red identical to that day’s: it looked composed of blood and nightmares.

But they ruined your face . . . he said.

He touched a finger to his father’s chin and ran it up his left cheek; it was all intact. Just as it once had been, and just as he could never manage to remember it being.

You have to get to the altar and look for old Toro.

His father lifted the boy’s hand and ran a finger across the scar on his palm.

I can see the speed, he said.

Where’s it coming from? asked his father.

From the place in my mind that isn’t memory yet.

His father kissed him on the forehead and told him he was about to wake up.

I don’t want to, he said. I want to stay here with you.

You don’t have a choice.

I want to go there, he said, and pointed to a huge tree outside, the likes of which he had never seen before. Its immense dome had star-shaped leaves.

Your mother’s there.

I don’t see her, only the tree. Is that it? Is that the reason for all our troubles?

She’s smiling at you.

I want to see her.

He rubbed his eyes but it did not make her appear. All he could see was that towering tree cut out against the distant crimson of the sky.

If I see her, I’m gonna cuss her out.

None of that, said the father.

How did they kill her? You never told me.

That isn’t something you ought to know.

What’s all that noise?

The engine is talking to you, you’re going to wake up in a few seconds.

I don’t want to hear it.

You don’t have a choice.

I left you in the house, I didn’t even bury you. The vultures came and plucked out your eyes.

The father started laughing. Great peals of laughter that took the boy’s breath away. When at last he finished and all was silent again, his father beckoned him over. He unbuttoned the boy’s shirt and took it off of him.

Here, the father said.

He pointed at the bullet hole in his left shoulder. Then he jammed his finger inside it and pushed, and the finger passed through it like the boy’s flesh was butter.




SIX

Light scintillant, shapes ablur. Presently all about him began to rematerialize, the road through the windshield, the girl at the wheel. He felt about for the gun but it wasn’t there.

Take it easy, she said, it’s under the seat, but you don’t need it right now.

Where are we?

Nearly there.

How long have I been out?

Five hours.

Five hours?

I thought you wasn’t waking up period. Thought I was driving the rest of the ways with a dead man for company.

What about Palo Alto?

We passed it three hours back.

He shifted to look out of the rear windshield and was instantly halted by a whipcrack of pain.

Easy, said the girl, keep still. Daylight’s nearly gone.

His mouth was dry and his neck and chest were bathed in sweat.

Water. I need water, there’s some bottles in the back seat.

Here, said the girl, and she handed him one.

It was warm, but water had never tasted so sweet in all his life.

Weren’t you stopping in Palo Alto?

Situation’s changed, huh? Plus, in case you forgot, before you passed out you said you had to get to this place on the map.

Thank you.

The girl smiled and pushed a lock of hair off her eye.

Don’t reckon Ubaldo will come looking for me there either. So we’re even. Or maybe after this you’re gonna owe me one.

He ran a finger over his bandaged shoulder and the pain flared once more. He grimaced. He saw the little adobe hovels lining the roadside. Corrugated tin roofs. A young boy running around a spigot with a puppy capering after him.

It’s a cult, he said. They’re called the Brotherhood.

What? Who?

The guys who were following us.

What kind of cult?

The shit-eating kind.

The shit-eating kind, she said mockingly, and laughed. I mean like what do they want? Why were they following us?

It’s a speed cult, they want this car. He was shocked at how easily the words came.

He’d never spoken of it to anyone.

Why?

They believe it’s all part of a plan.

Can’t you hear yourself? That some nonsense right there.

When they worked out where the tree was, my father was supposed to take the car.

What tree?

They worship the god of speed. My father was supposed to take the car and crash it into the tree. A ritual suicide that was supposed to allow their god entry into this world.

What god?

A bloodthirsty one. Sometimes they call it the Dream.

You’re full of shit, she said, but her derision couldn’t hide the fear she clearly felt.

First they murdered my mother, then my father became a dissident.

Why’d they murder her?

Because she knew where the tree was, she’d seen it. She knew what was going to happen, but she refused to tell them where
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