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"Why can't you just admit that we're lost?" Gwen snapped at him. Paul narrowed his eyes and, without a word, hit the accelerator so hard that she actually let out a little gasp. The Mustang tore down the old dirt road, throwing up a hazy cloud of brown dust behind them. The endless fields of wheat flanking the road smeared into a golden blur, the shocks bounced wildly in protest, and she half-expected the next bump to launch them into the air like a co-ed Dukes of Hazzard. "What are you doing?" she screamed.

"I'm admitting it, okay? I'm admitting we're lost. So the smart thing to do is to find someplace to ask directions as quickly as possible, right?"

"Well there's no point in getting us killed!" She was in full bitch mode now, Paul could tell by the way her eyes were sparkling. They sparkled in much the same way when she was excited, or horny, but he knew she enjoyed a good fight as much as a good fuck. Maybe more. He slowed down.

"Look, I'm sorry," he said. "I'm just a little pissed off right now."

"You're pissed off because your male ego can't accept the fact that you fucked up." She tried to toss her hair back in a gesture of finality: I've had the last word. It wouldn't cooperate though. Never should've cut it short, she thought.

"The GPS is what's fucked up," Paul mumbled, and his tone told her to drop it. She couldn't help smirking though, so she took a sudden interest in the landscape to keep him from noticing.

A quarter hour passed before either of them spoke again. Paul was driving at a reasonable speed again, but given the condition of the road he didn't have much choice; even creeping along at well below the posted limit they'd bottomed out more than once. Somehow they still managed to churn up a cloud of dust though, so much so that Gwen found herself rolling up her window, despite the oppressive heat. The Mustang's AC had given out a week ago; Paul had promised to get it fixed but, typical male, he had never gotten around to it. Of course, how could he have know that the cool, breezy seventies that had dominated the first half of the summer would be supplanted by days of this scorching, humid ninety-five? Global warming indeed, she thought, wiping sweat from her upper lip. And now they were lost on some godforsaken cow path, hours late...

"Oh shit."

"What?" she asked, snapping out of her reverie. Paul looked concerned. Then she felt the car shudder.

"Come on," he mumbled, ignoring her. The dash suddenly lit up with an infuriatingly vague orange legend that suggested they "SERVICE ENGINE SOON". The car shuddered again and stalled. "Shit!" Paul managed to growl and sigh simultaneously. He turned off the key.

"What's wrong?" she asked again.

"God only knows." He climbed out of the car and pulled the hood release, setting his glasses on the roof before he opened it. He stepped back quickly to escape the heat that billowed forth. "Damn that's hot." Gwen slid out and joined him.

"Prognosis, Doctor?" Paul shook his head.

"Need to let it cool down for a few minutes before I try to look at it." A rivulet of sweat rolled down his face and he wiped it away with no little annoyance. "Damn is it hot."

"Said the idiot who wore long pants." He gritted his teeth and for an instant she thought he was going to turn on her, but her smile was so mischievous that all he could do was smile back.

"You're a bitch."

"Yup." He pulled her close and kissed her, but she pushed him away. "Don't touch me when I'm gross." She was surprised to see a pout forming on his face. What, did he want to do it right here in the road? She decided to redirect his attention. "Big man fix car?" she cooed. He grunted like a caveman and turned his attention back to the engine. Gwen left him to it and decided to look for some shade, not that she held out much hope of finding any. It was damn unpleasant out here in the sun, but she knew it would be even worse in the car – the thing threw heat like a bitch. Oh well, she thought, wandering away from the car, she needed a cigarette anyway.

Gwen walked a good hundred yards down the road and topped a small hill before she stopped to light up. That alone had her sweating like a pig, and she wasn't happy about it. It was too hot to smoke, really, but she needed the fix. Glancing around there was still nothing to see for miles, nothing but wheat wheat wheat. Who ate all that cereal, anyway? she wondered. Maybe they sold it to the Russians. But then she saw something else, something that did make her happy. She turned to call out to Paul when the hand fell hard on her shoulder. She started and spun around, dropping her Marlboro in the process, but it was only her husband.

"God, sorry," he said, his eyes laughing at her. He had put his glasses back on and was carrying a thin strip of metal in one hand. Sweat trickled down his brow.

"Did you figure out what was wrong?" she asked, unconsciously pulling out another cigarette. Paul wobbled the metal strip at her.

"Bone dry," he said. She lit her smoke while giving him a look that said I haven't the foggiest idea what you're talking about. He explained. "The oil, dear. We have no oil."

"No oil? Where did it all go?" She took a drag.

"No idea. I'm guessing we busted up the oil pan when we kept bottoming out back there." We, Gwen noted. Because he had been driving. If she'd been driving it would have been you. Her fault. Paul looked back in the direction of their car and beyond, as if he expected to see a trail of oil snaking back along their path like bread crumbs in a fairy tale.

"Well, I think we're saved, Mr. Fixit. Have a look-see over yonder." Paul followed her gaze and finally saw it: a ramshackle building flanked by gas pumps and sporting a battered, weather-beaten sign that was just-barely legible: "Sam & Ed's Gas 'n' Groceries". The place was so run-down that, driving past, at a reasonable speed, you'd likely take it to be abandoned. But no, there were definitely two people sitting out front, motionless, like sentries.

"Gwen," Paul smiled, "Sometimes I love you."

The couple walked down the hill arm-in-arm, and within seconds they were sweating profusely. "It's too hot to be in love," Paul mumbled. As they neared the building they got a better look at the two people manning the station: two men, apparently well into their seventies, both wearing overalls and hats despite the oppressive heat. They sat in cheap, aluminum lawn chairs, and watched the approaching couple with no particular interest, though they never took their eyes off them, either. Gwen suddenly grabbed Paul's arm with her free hand.

"Paul, look. They've got guns."

Indeed, a shotgun lay across each man's lap. Paul froze and Gwen followed suit. They all stared at each other for a moment, until finally one of the old men lifted a hand in a half wave. Paul relaxed, and waved in return.

"They seem friendly enough," he said. "What, did you think they were going to shoot us?" He called out, "Afternoon!"

"That it is," replied one of the men. "Car trouble? Or you folks out for a really long stroll?"

"As a matter of fact, we seem to have run out of oil," Paul answered. They were only a few feet away from the old men now, and Gwen could see their eyes darting back and forth, at them and then past them. She fought the urge to turn around and see if something were, in fact bearing down on them. At the same time though, both men were nodding in agreement with Paul's diagnosis, as if they'd examined the car themselves and had already confirmed what he was saying.

"Well, we can help you out there, I think, right Ed?" the man who had been doing all the talking concluded. The other fellow – Ed, apparently – politely nodded before spitting into a dip cup that sat on the ground between his feet. "Why don't you amble on inside and get some oil for these folks?" Ed rose, taking his shotgun (a double-barrel shotgun, Gwen noted) with him. He shuffled into the store, glancing left and right before he did so. Gwen found herself swallowing nervously – they seemed so watchful, so vigilant. The other man, (who was probably Sam, Gwen decided), was still talking to Paul, but his eyes continued to dart this way and that, endlessly looking for something, something. God, didn't Paul notice? Men were so blind sometimes!

"...real life-saver," Paul was finishing. He seemed to have run out of things to say, so he kind of shuffled his feet for a minute. Oh oh, Gwen thought, he's going to say something dumb. Paul couldn't bear the sound of silence, and if no one else was talking he always felt this compulsive need to fill the void. Not now, she thought at him, for she was very afraid of saying something wrong to these men. They seemed so skittish, maybe even a little nuts. And they had guns. She spoke before Paul could.

"Do you have a phone?" she asked. "I really want to call my mother and let her know we're okay." She could sense Paul's questioning look – they both had cell phones on them, and Gwen's mother had passed away when she was a child.

"Sorry, Ma'am, but ain't had phone service out here since..." he thought for a moment, and then called over his shoulder, "Hey, Ed! When we'd last git the tellyphone out here?"

"Seventy-six!" came Ed's voice from within the store.

"Ya old fart! It was seventy-nine! I remember." The man who was probably Sam smiled an apologetic smile at Gwen and confirmed this with a nod. "Seventy-nine."

"Oh, well, thanks." Ed was shuffling out of the building now, holding a plastic bag containing five quarts of oil in one hand and his shotgun in the other. He held the gun so that he could aim and fire at a moment's notice, Gwen realized, and this frightened her. She wanted nothing more than to be away from this place, and as quickly as possible. But Paul seemed oblivious to the fact that anything was out of the ordinary here, so much so that she wanted to scream. And then her husband did something that made any potential scream die in her throat.

"Say," he said, "what's with the artillery? You expecting a hold-up?"

This is it, she thought, they're going to shoot us, right here in broad-yokel-daylight. Shoot us and use us as fertilizer for these endless fields of wheat. Why did you have to say anything, Paul? Why, why, why? But probably-Sam just shrugged as Ed handed over the bag.

"Dog days," he replied.

"I hear you," Paul said, wiping his brow with his wrist. Gwen's legs felt like jelly. "Listen," Paul went on, "we could probably use some gas too..."

"Sir," said probably-Sam, "them pumps ain't worked since, what Ed? Eighty-two?" Ed, seated again, nodded in agreement.

"Eighty-two," he confirmed, spitting into his cup.

Paul just stood there for a moment, and Gwen half-expected him to say something else stupid ("You guys ever kill anyone before?"), but he only replied "So, what do we owe you?"

"Make it twenty, even."

"Let me see if I have two tens," Paul said, fumbling through his wallet.

"Oh, we take credit cards," said Ed.

"Those two were weird." Gwen was smoking another cigarette while Paul poured
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