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Colt stepped out of the diner into the bright southwestern sunlight, his large belly filled with the daily breakfast special — eggs and pancakes, and sausage, with plenty of coffee to wash it down. Gladys, his favorite waitress had even filled his thermos for him. The day seemed unusually gorgeous and now he was ready to hit the road. 

Then he’d seen her. He was walking toward the back of the lot where he’d parked his big rig, where it sat idling with the air conditioner running, when he saw her, a scruffy young woman, probably twenty. She had long, shiny black hair and dark skin, suggesting she might be Mexican or Indian, and she held up a grubby cardboard sign that said: “Lordsburg, New Mexico” on it. 

He saw the sign, but what caught his eyes were her tight, faded jeans and the way they emphasized a very feminine shape and the equally faded (and tight) t-shirt that had a picture of Django Reinhardt on it that didn’t hide ample breasts. Yes, foolish as it was, he saw her and thought of the stories, and that’s when he decided he’d give her a ride.

Justifying it was easy, even if it was against company policy to pick up hitchhikers. Lordsburg was on his way after all. He intended to stop there to eat so it wasn’t like it would change his schedule. It was a hot day, already in the eighties, and bound to get hotter, and standing on the black asphalt, hoping to catch a ride... no, he’d take her where she was going and then roll on to Phoenix. 

“Come on with me,” he told her. “We can be in Lordsburg in around three hours.”

“Fantastic,” she said.

Watching her tuck her sign under her arm and follow him to the truck, Colt realized that the real reason he’d offered her a ride, the real reason, not the one where he told himself he was being a good Samaritan, was the stories. Not that he believed them. Well, maybe he wondered if they were true. 

The stories, fanciful as they might be tended to be the same theme. A pretty, young woman hitchhiking, heading down the open road, is given a ride, and for no apparent reason, decides to give a middle-aged truck driver a wild sexual adventure. It was a persistent tale if ever there was one. Colt knew it made no sense. Worse, picking up hitchhikers wasn’t a good idea.

Now he had done it anyway, even though he had no expectation that anything would come of it. She seemed like a nice girl, and certainly gave him no reason she wanted anything more than a ride to Lordsburg. But hey, he was in a mood for unusual things to happen and fantasies die hard.

Besides, it was a long, rather dull ride along I-10. Even if the stories were untrue, the girl, Sara, she said her name was, would be pleasant company.

“I’m afraid I’m running a little behind schedule,” Colt told her as they climbed up into the cab of his truck. He wasn’t sure why he told her that.

She stuffed her sign behind the seat. “No, you were right on time,” she said. “Maybe even a little early, but not by much.” 

The odd statement deserved some comment, but he couldn’t think of a reasonable one to make. “We’ll make up the time.”

She scowled. “That won’t work out. You’ll need to take the back way,” she said.

“The back way?”

“Yeah,” she said, settling in, brushing her long brown hair back from her face as Colt pulled out and onto the access road that led them onto I-10. “You’ll want to get off the freeway at exit eight, before the border. Then you’ll have to take NM 9 going west.”

Colt checked his mirrors and merged with traffic, thankful that it was early but slightly past rush hour. He’d planned that.

Between El Paso and Las Cruces, the freeway ran north and south, but then it turned due west. Come afternoon the blinding southwestern sun would be shining in his eyes, making it hard to see and making his eyes grow sore. But for now, everything was lovely and he was ready to get his truck in high gear and let it eat up the miles.

Once he had blended with the traffic, her words sank in. “Take 9?” he asked. “Why would I want to do that?” he asked. “It’s two-lane blacktop. Much slower.”

She glanced out the window. “Because of traffic,” she said. “The accident, you know.”

He didn’t know. But the radio was on, the CB that he monitored and there hadn’t been any chatter about an accident. “No one has said anything about a problem.”

“About three miles north of exit eight,” she said. “Up where they have two lanes torn up for repairs. The accident will block the rest of it.”

She was right about the road work. He’d seen it on his way into El Paso a couple of days before and heard mentions that it was still slowing things, creating a bottleneck, that morning before he’d stopped. 

Still, an accident would be mentioned, especially one that stopped northbound traffic.

He let it go, figuring she was remembering some other time, or just confused. Nice kid, though.

Soon, however, down around exit 20, the traffic began to slow, backing up in one lane and then another. Voices on the radio were complaining about it now.

“There’s an accident up around the New Mexico border,” a familiar voice said. That was Hector. He did deliveries in the El Paso area. “Someone slammed into the railing in the only open lane. Doesn’t look like anyone was hurt, but they’ll be a while getting the wrecked car out of there... unless one of you boys has a big ass helicopter handy that you can loan the highway patrol.”

“Mine is in the shop this week,” another trucker said. “Guess we’ll have to let them handle it.”

And they would, but experience told Colt that even a small accident where road work was going on could mean they would be stuck on the freeway for hours before things cleared up.

He glanced at Sara. “You sure called that one,” he said, easing the truck onto the off-ramp. He’d hoped she might explain how she knew, but she flashed him a wistful smile and turned to look out the window.

They hadn’t gotten to exit eight yet, but he could take surface streets up to catch Artcraft Road, which was TX178. It would take them to NM9. He knew the way without thinking. That was one advantage of driving the same route for several years, when something like this happened, you had local knowledge, and didn’t have to pull over and check a map. Before doing long-haul jobs, he’d worked for the same company Hector worked for, doing deliveries. There wasn’t a road in El Paso or Las Cruces he didn’t know.

“It will be more scenic this way,” Sara said.

Colt laughed. “You nuts? We are going to be taking a long stretch of road that passes through mostly nothing, right along the Mexican border.”

She smiled. “You have to look properly,” she said. “I’ve made this trip many times now, and followed different routes.”

“There’s only one,” he said. “One, single blacktop road going to Columbus.”

She sat back, smiling. It made him think she thought she knew something he didn’t. Hell, maybe she did. 

Traffic was a little thick and they rode in silence until he made the right turn onto NM9. They were sixty miles from Columbus. Then he’d turn north to Deming and catch the freeway.

The road wasn’t bad at all and there was no traffic at all. Colt went up through the gears and, as he got the truck up to speed, passed a sign that said: “DUST STORMS MAY EXIST.”

Sara laughed and pointed at the sign. “In school, we were taught that the word ‘may’ implies permission. So that sign means that the government allows dust storms here.”

“They mean ‘might’ I guess,” Colt said. “Like deer crossings. They put them where they think the deer will cross, but the sign implies they don’t cross in other places. And dust storms do kick up here a lot. Even up by the freeway.”

“And today one will,” she said.

Startled by her confidence, especially after her accident prediction proved unsettlingly correct, Colt stared out to the Animas mountains. The horizon was clear. Some wind was picking up but there wasn’t so much as a wayward dust devil to suggest trouble. “We’ll see,” he said. “Looks good so far, and it’s only about an hour to Columbus.”

“Longer with the dust storms,” she said, staring out to the north.

“You from Lordsburg?” he asked.

She turned and looked back. “What makes you think that?” she asked.

“Your sign. It said ‘Lordsburg.’ I figured you must be heading home. No other reason to go to most of these places out here except to go back home, maybe see family.”

She shook her head. “Well, if I put La Realidadon on the sign, no one would give me a ride. They wouldn’t know where that was.” She laughed. “I tried that at first.”

Colt tried to think if he’d heard of the place. “Where is it?”

“Between here and Columbus. Even if I put Columbus, New Mexico, most people wouldn’t get it.”

“There aren’t any towns between here and Columbus,” Colt said.

“Just La Realidad,” she said. “And it isn’t always there.”

“You said, ‘at first,’” he said.

She nodded. “I told you, I’ve made this trip many times.”

“Why?”

She cocked her head. “Because it takes many tries to get it right. And you must get it just right. I’ve worked that out. If everything isn’t perfect, you get somewhere else.”

He wondered if she was speaking metaphorically. “And where are you trying to get to?”

“La Realidad. My home. But it's only possible now, in the windy season. And hitchhiking, well... the timing has to be right. The right dust storm in the right place.”
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