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    Dedication
For anyone who's ever driven away
only to spend their life
trying to find their way back—
and for the people
who waited,
who forgave,
or simply left the light on
just in case you returned.
— S.T.
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PROLOGUE
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The wind off Casper Mountain didn’t howl. It just pressed—steady, cold, and indifferent—as Eli Vance set a single white stone on his mother’s grave.
––––––––
[image: ]

He hadn’t brought flowers. She’d hated fuss. “Waste of money,” she’d say. “Buy yourself a decent coat instead.” So he brought what she’d understand: silence, presence, and a clean pair of work boots—even if he’d driven 1,200 miles in his rig shoes to get here.
––––––––
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The cemetery sat on a rise outside town, gravel roads cutting through brown grass like old scars. Eli’s hands were still stiff from the cold snap in Utah, knuckles scarred from a wrench slip two winters back. He flexed them now, not because they hurt, but because it reminded him he was still useful. That he could still fix things—even if some things stayed broken.
––––––––
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His mother’s headstone was simple:
ELEANOR VANCE
1938–2014
She Kept the Light On
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He’d argued with the stonemason over that last line. Too sentimental, he’d said. But his sister insisted. “She literally did, Eli. Every night till you turned sixteen. Even when you didn’t come home.”
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He hadn’t come home much after the stillbirth. Not really. Not after Lena stopped looking at him like he was someone she recognized.
––––––––
[image: ]

A dry rattle in his coat pocket. He pulled out his phone. No signal—never was, up here—but the voicemail icon blinked anyway. One new message. From a blocked number.
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He didn’t play it. Not yet. He knew better than to open a door when you’re standing on a ledge.
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Instead, he crouched, brushed frost from the stone’s edge with his sleeve, and placed the white quartz he’d picked up outside Flagstaff. Smooth, cool, ordinary. Like her. Like the life he’d failed to give his daughter.
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He’d called Maya on her birthday last year. Voice cracked halfway through “Happy Birthday.” She’d whispered, “Thanks,” and hung up before he could say anything that might make it worse.
––––––––
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Twelve years of silence, punctuated by voicemails he never answered and birthday cards she never acknowledged. He’d started sending them again two years ago. Always signed: Thinking of you. —E.
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Not “Dad.” Not “Love.” Just... E.
Like he wasn’t sure he’d earned the rest.
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The wind shifted. Carried the smell of diesel from I-25, ten miles east. His Freightliner sat in the gravel lot below, blue paint dulled by dust and sun, exhaust stack still warm from the climb.
––––––––
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Time to go. The San Diego load wouldn’t wait. Neither would the ghosts—but they’d keep.
––––––––
[image: ]

He stood, brushed dirt from his knees, and turned toward the road.
––––––––
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Halfway to the truck, he stopped. Pulled the phone out again.
––––––––
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Played the voicemail.
––––––––
[image: ]

A breath. Then a voice—older than he remembered, but still hers.
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[image: ]

“Hey... Dad? I don’t know if you’ll get this. Mom gave me your carrier’s number. You said you’d be out west. I... I just wanted to hear your voice. Or leave mine. Something.”
––––––––
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A pause. A sniff.
––––––––
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“Anyway. Be safe out there. I saw a truck like yours once. Blue. With a dent on the fender. I waved. You didn’t see me.”
––––––––
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Click.
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Eli closed his eyes. Saw it: a girl on a sidewalk in Cheyenne, maybe fourteen, arm raised to a ghost in a rig that never slowed.
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He didn’t cry. Men like him didn’t. Not out here. Not where the wind would just carry it away like it never happened.
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But he opened his notebook—oil-stained, dog-eared—and wrote one line under “Expenses”:
––––––––
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White stone—$0
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Then, beneath it, in smaller letters:
––––––––
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Wave back next time.
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He tucked the phone away, climbed into the cab, and fired up the engine.
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The road didn’t forgive. But it didn’t judge, either.
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And right now, that was enough.
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Pre-Trip
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The San Diego freight yard was quiet at 5:17 a.m., the kind of quiet that only exists between night shift and day shift—when the gulls haven’t started squawking and the diesel pumps aren’t hissing yet. Eli Vance walked the perimeter of his rig with a flashlight in one hand and a clipboard in the other, boots crunching over gravel still damp from the ocean fog. He checked the tires first, running his palm along the tread like he was feeling for a pulse. Then the lights: headlights, blinkers, and brake lamps. All good. Finally, he knelt by the refrigerated trailer and listened to the hum of the reefer unit. Steady. Cold. Ready for the haul.
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He’d been up since 3:30, showered in the truck stop down the street, and eaten two dry pieces of toast from a gas station bag. Nothing in his stomach meant less to go wrong if the roads got rough. And they would. They always did.
––––––––
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As he tightened the fuel cap, the sharp scent of diesel rose around him, and for a second he was back in the garage behind his old house in Casper. Lena had just stepped out of the shower, her hair wrapped in a towel, wearing one of his flannel shirts. She’d helped him bleed the brakes on the ’98 Ford that afternoon, her hands black with grease by the time they were done. Later, she’d stood behind him in the kitchen, arms around his waist, her skin warm from the steam, the smell of lavender soap mixing with motor oil. He remembered the weight of her cheek against his shoulder blade, the way she’d sighed like the whole world had finally settled. That was before the stillbirth. Before he stopped talking and she stopped waiting.
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He shook his head and stood, tucking the memory away like a folded letter in his back pocket.
––––––––
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A car door slammed. Eli turned to see Rosa getting out of her Honda, coffee thermos in one hand, manila envelope in the other. She wore a navy windbreaker with the company logo and jeans that had seen better days. Her dark hair was pulled back in a messy bun, and she looked like she’d been up even longer than he had.
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“Got your revised manifest,” she said, handing it over. “Pharma added a last-minute temperature log requirement. You’ll have to sign off every four hours.”
––––––––
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Eli nodded. “Thanks for bringing it yourself.”
––––––––
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“I was already awake.” She leaned against the fender of her car, unscrewed the thermos, and poured two paper cups. “You look like hell.”
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“Feel worse.”
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She handed him a cup. Black, two sugars—the way he’d mentioned once, six months ago, and she’d remembered. The warmth seeped into his fingers. For a moment, they just stood there, watching the sky lighten over the warehouse roofs.
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“Are you good to drive?” she asked quietly.
––––––––
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“Yeah.” He met her eyes. “Clean. Clear. Ready.”
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She studied
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