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            THE HITCHER

          

        

      

    

    
      On Tuesday, February 11th, 2020, Big John had packed the moving truck with his and Angela’s things from the furnished rental in Key West at 121 Caroline Street late that afternoon, and he was now speeding up the highway with sheets of rain blasting against the wide windshield of the truck. He hadn’t been able to see through the weather for over fifteen miles.

      John had finished writing his book, Healing Hands, which taught people how to harness the power of the universe to help others with various ailments using their palms, and Angela had gotten pregnant last month, so they made the decision to move back to Los Angeles to be closer to their families: John’s mother, Susan, his father, Henry, and Angela’s father, Preecha – all three still living in Malibu. Angela had left six days ago in their black Land Rover Defender with their northern Inuit puppy Howlin’ Wolf, while John stayed behind to finish packing with the movers.

      It was 11:01 pm. John had left the Keys three hours prior and was driving up the highway, making his way towards the Florida Turnpike where he would cut through the center of the state and ride I-75 all the way to I-10, dumping him straight on the beach in Los Angeles.

      In 2,700 miles he would reach sunny L.A. and he figured he could make the trip in forty-two hours, breaking it into a few days. He was still not drinking coffee despite the long haul ahead.

      As the rain eased up a little, John saw a hitchhiker up ahead on the side of the road just outside of Key Largo. The hitcher, who appeared to be female, was wearing a charcoal slicker with the hood obscuring her face and she had her thumb out, old-fashioned style. She was soaked from head to toe.

      John had never really picked up a hitcher before, but with tonight’s weather, he figured, what could it hurt? Besides, he had a long drive ahead of him and could use a little conversation.

      He shouldered the big truck over to the side of the deserted highway and stopped. The headlights spotlighted the skinny girl, who John reckoned was bagless, as she dropped her thumb, ran over to the passenger door and swung it open.

      John asked, “Where you headed?”

      “Texarkana.”

      “Texarkana, I think that’s on my way to L.A. Hop in. I can take you there.”

      The teen jumped in and John held his hand out to the girl, who had a thin, timeless face with dark indigo eyes.

      “Big John.”

      “Amethyst,” she replied, shaking his hand.

      “Amethyst, like the stone?” John studied her.

      “Yes, that’s me.”

      “Is that the name your momma gave you?”

      “I guess, it’s the only name I have,” replied Amethyst.

      “Hahaha, alright, works for me if it suits you. How old are you?”

      “Nineteen. Do I look that young to you?”

      “You look your age. Alright sister, let’s roll.” John pulled back onto the road. “So where are you from?”

      “Texarkana.”

      “Really? So, what are you doing way down here in the Keys in the road on a night like this?”

      “Fixing things. Where are you from?”

      “I’m Big John from Los Angeles. My mom is Susan and my dad’s name is Henry. I went to school at Santa Monica High. I can heal sick people with the palms of my hands.”

      “Hold on,” said Amethyst. “You need to slow down. A deer is about to pass a mile up ahead.”

      John shook his head. “What? I am not slowing down, sister. I got miles to peel, besides it’s late, girl, and I am trying to pull an all-nighter here.

      “Pull over.”

      The teen was so insistent that John almost agreed.

      “Listen Amethyst, I don’t get it. I pick you up in the pouring rain and you immediately tell me to pull over. What’s your deal?”

      “Alright,” sighed Amethyst, “but we will hit a deer in a minute. Have it your way.”

      John didn’t say anything, gripping the steering wheel tighter beneath his cool hands. He could hardly see through the field of rain obscuring his line of vision. He turned up ‘I Know You Rider’ by the Grateful Dead, live from May 5th, 1970, and sang along. At that moment, his phone bleeped in with a text message from Angela, who was already at her father Preecha’s house in Malibu just outside of L.A., waiting for him. As he reached over to read it, there was a loud thump as a goliath force impacted the front grille of the truck.

      John swerved the steering wheel to the right, veering off the road to the shoulder. The teen hardly startled. He, on the other hand, was shocked.

      “I told you to wait.”

      John looked over at her wide-eyed and then back at the road, shaking his head. “Was it a deer?”

      “I guess.”

      The lights illuminated the path ahead of them.

      John opened the truck door and stepped out into the rain.

      Up ahead in the luminescent glow of the headlights, a whimpering deer lay on its side along the shoulder. John could feel the energy in his hands at just the sight of the animal. He slowly approached it to see if it might need help. When he got to the deer, John could tell it was injured badly. The ribs broken, it was bleeding profusely. John immediately went to work, placing his hands on the deer’s stomach. A golden glow poured forth from his palms into the wound – the deer’s skin repaired itself instantly. Then, the deer move as if a miracle had occurred, rose, and darted off into the surrounding woods. John thanked God, walked back to the truck and hopped in, soaking wet.

      “How did you see that coming?”

      “I see everything I need to.”

      The two traveled for a while. And John could feel his stomach rumbling. At the sign of the first Denny’s, he pulled over and parked the truck.

      “So kid, tell me exactly how this foresight thing works? That was truly amazing back there.”

      “It just works.”

      “Do you see ghosts too?”

      “When I need to.”

      “Geez, you can tell me more over dinner, I am starving. You hungry?”

      “I guess so.”

      “Good, let’s go eat.”

      The two got out, walked into the diner and were seated in a red vinyl booth by a waitress named Big Lips (it read that right on the tag). She handed them two laminated menus and asked what they wanted to drink. The teen ordered water, as did John.

      John called Angela. On the second ring she answered.

      “Hey, baby. Where are you?”

      “Just getting started, babe. We’re in Key Largo, I think. Picked up a hitcher for fun.”

      “A hitcher? John, are you serious?”

      “Yep, she’s sitting right here.”

      “Oh geez, John, be careful.”

      “I will. Thanks, babe!”

      “Let’s talk in an hour to see if you’re still okay.”

      “Hahaha, okay, I guess. How’s it going in Malibu now?”

      “Great, I love it here. Can you hear the ocean crashing outside?” she asked, holding the phone out her open window.

      “No, I can’t hear it babe. Sorry. Hey, how are you feeling today by the way?”

      “Well, I am a little nauseous, but not bad. I ate some crackers and it seemed to help.”

      “Oh, I am so sorry. I will be thinking about you.”

      “Thanks big guy. Call me when you can.”

      “Love you, sexy.”

      “Love you back.”

      John hung up and looked at the menu. He had continued to abstain from all his treats since the hauntings in the Keys – caffeine, cigars, and bad food – and he was hungrier than normal. Something about traveling on the road always put miles on his stomach.

      Miss Lips came back over with their waters and asked if they were ready to order.

      John had spotted a double bacon cheeseburger and he felt that would soften the punch of the long night of driving he had ahead of himself, so he ordered one. The girl removed her hood and John saw her eyes clearly in the light for the first time. He knew why she was named Amethyst – her eyes really were amazing. Like something from another planet.

      The waitress didn’t seem to notice – she wasn’t the kind that noticed anything. She could look right at Jesus walking on water and not see him.

      The teen quietly ordered. “Just a few pieces of Wonder Bread, that’s all.”

      “Okay, you want any jam or butter with that?”

      “No, just the bread.”

      “How about toasted?”

      “No, just the plain bread will be fine for me. That’s how I like it.”

      When Big Lips left, John asked her why she only ordered bread.

      “It suits me.”

      “Okay Wonder Girl, but you’re going to get hungry later in the night when we are hauling tail up 75, you know. Might wanna get something with some cheese on it.”

      “No,” insisted Amethyst, “just the Wonder Bread, that’s all I ever eat.”

      “Just bread? Sheesh, I couldn’t do that. I learned how to abstain from junk food years ago. Everyone called me Big John I was so fat, and it was hard as hell to lose the weight, but living on just white bread – no way, Jose.” John withheld the information about the Romany gypsy in L.A. who cured him of his bad food addiction and Miss Anne in the Keys who just took him off cigars and coffee.

      Amethyst just sat there looking at John.

      “That was amazing what you did back there with the deer, John.”

      “Thanks, all in a day’s work. So,” John asked carefully, “tell me again, how did you see the deer coming?”

      Amethyst shrugged. “I always know what’s getting ready to happen. Like your napkin, you are getting ready to lose it.”

      John looked at his napkin. “But wouldn’t telling me about losing my napkin cause me to not lose it?”

      “It could, but I can intervene to change the future by telling you, so that in telling you, it will happen. That’s why I told you about the deer, so we could change the future, but you didn’t listen to me because I am young.”

      At that moment, the waitress came over to top John’s water off and a busboy walked past her, bumping into her fat rump, which in turn hit the table, spilling John’s water all over the place. Apologizing profusely, she picked up his soaking wet napkin too fast for John to even stop her.

      Amethyst just smiled, watching John. The busboy mopped up the remaining water and when he left, Amethyst said, “See, you lost it, or it lost you. Either way, it’s gone now, and I was right, wasn’t I?”

      “I can’t believe it,” John exclaimed, “but…but…what did you see? Tell me.”

      “I see it happening in my mind.”
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      John and the hitcher had been back on the road for hours, the rain still lashing down on the truck like it was being whipped by a mad man. He texted Angela over an hour ago to let her know everything was going alright.

      “I can’t see anything,” John said.

      “I can though,” Amethyst said, smiling. “I can see everything.”

      John just shook his head, smiling.

      After another hour of listening to the Grateful Dead with John singing along, it was 3:01 am and the two were on I-75 when Amethyst ordered John to take the next exit. John agreed this time, without blinking an eye. He had witnessed fate knock twice, first with the deer and a second time with the napkin, and he wasn’t going to challenge Wonder Girl again. He took the exit.

      “Where are we going?”

      “I don’t know yet. We just had to get off that road. Turn left.”

      John obeyed wearily.

      “Turn left again.”

      “But that’s going back in the other direction on the interstate, which makes no sense, kid.”

      “Down and back like in football, John. I can’t tell you why, it’s just what we have to do to stay safe.”

      “Geez,” John uttered, reluctantly taking the turn back south towards Gainesville. By this point John was feeling uneasy, sick to his stomach even. What did the kid mean, stay safe? Were they in some kind of danger? They drove along the interstate for about three miles when the girl ordered John to exit again. It was a little late, and John nearly hit a car that was exiting behind him as he cut across the white lines to make the exit.

      “For crying out loud, sister, give me a little more time, won’t you?”

      “I couldn’t, it was only then that I saw what we needed to do.”

      “Sheesh,” John said, and sipped his water. Up ahead, the teen asked him to turn into a gas station and park. John did as he was instructed, and the girl said she had to use the restroom.

      “Hold up, kid, tell me what’s going on here. I need to know.”

      Amethyst sighed. “Look, you don’t know this, but I know you. I was sent here to protect you. Just now, I saw things happening up ahead of us: stoplights, crashes, police sirens.”

      “Really? What the hell? Sent from where though?”

      “Not now, I will tell you in time.”

      “Okay, okay, but remember, I got a serious schedule to keep. We can’t keep turning around and stopping and going back all night. I mean, how exactly do you do anything with this gift of yours? I have a gift too with my hands. You saw me heal the deer back there, right?”

      “Yes, I saw, John. All people like us have unusual gifts.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. But I haven’t ever heard of one that could see into the future like you.”

      “There are other Starseed children out there like me and you, hiding, waiting for the day when they can come out into the world.”

      “Yeah, I think you’re right. It does make sense.”

      At that moment, the kid jumped out, ambling inside to the gas station. John was seriously thinking about pulling away and leaving her stranded there, but his hands blazed with heat at just the thought of it, exactly like when he used to crave bad food back in high school.

      He was now along for the ride with the kid, like it or not. What was this turning around stuff, and where on earth were they headed now? Wasn’t Texarkana a small dot on a map along the Texas-Arkansas state line? The puzzling questions came as fast and hard as the rain.

      A minute later Amethyst hurried out with a loaf of Wonder Bread and got in the truck. She took out one single piece of bread and ate it slowly. “You can drive now, my friend.”

      “Okay,” said John, as he shifted the truck into reverse. “Hey, if I eat that bread, can I foresee the future like you?”

      Amethyst smiled a closed mouth grin, but didn’t reply. At the road, the kid pointed to the left and told John they had to take a back road all the way north because the main road was littered with frogs.

      “Littered with frogs? What?”

      “Yes, frogs. Tons of them, and lightning is going to strike any minute all around us.”

      It was five am now, but the sky was still dark and mysterious. Waiting to turn left, the lightning poured from the sky in strikes, like a real lightning storm. John couldn’t believe it. His head twirled around in awe, as the light lit up the sky. He whipped his head towards the girl, who quietly stared forward, not saying a thing. The teen was like a puppet of the future, only reacting when she had to give instructions about what she saw. A female Nostradamus, John thought.

      After traveling on the bizarre back road for what seemed like an eternity, Amethyst asked John to take a right onto a narrow and heavily forested road. It looked like something out of a Robert Frost poem, and John swore they were taking the road less traveled now. His mind wandered to how Robert Frost had lived in Key West every winter – where he himself had just moved from – yet Frost wrote poems about snow. It didn’t snow in Key West, and Frost’s themes for his poetry didn’t make any sense to John. Did Frost summer in Connecticut? He wondered what he had gotten himself into, but curiosity gripped him now and he had to know who this stranger was.

      “What in the hell is going on? Are you going to help me get to L.A. or what?”

      “I am here to save you, big fellow. And you, my friend, are going to
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