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      Reggie gripped the bottom of the hot, sticky steering wheel, focusing on the ache in his scarred and swollen knuckles. The snarled construction traffic inched forward just often enough that he couldn’t put the car into park and stretch his cramped right foot. The oily stink of exhaust floated through the open windows to compete with the reek of weed and cigarettes ground into the stained, faded cloth seats. Motionless, humid air did nothing to clear out the sweetish aroma of gas from the hatchback.

      Now that he was stuck in it, Reggie felt guilty about making his kid drive this heap even after the air conditioner quit working.

      The decaying, grubby black padding was missing along the top of the steering wheel, and the dark exposed metal was too hot to touch after baking in the July Texas sun for days. Reggie had yelled when his son picked the rotten foam off when he was sixteen, wondering why he was so stupid even with a fifteen-year-old beater of a car.

      Scotty had answered with a shrug, as usual, before slamming his bedroom door. That surly kid hadn’t stopped trying to escape his screwed-up family since the day he was born. Not much different than Reggie, really.

      Except Scotty may have finally managed the trick this time.

      Reggie leaned forward and pulled his wet t-shirt away from his back even though it was useless with the sweat-soaked seat. The oil-stained work cooler in the filthy passenger floorboard only had a couple of cheap beers floating in more water than ice. He could still taste the bitter remains of the last one in the back of his throat, and the flavor wouldn’t be any better lukewarm.

      That didn’t mean he wasn’t going to pop one of the disgusting things open to wash down a couple of Percocets before this blasted traffic broke up.

      The eighteen-wheeler on his left ground its gears loud enough that Reggie flinched away, then it jounced forward before the air brakes hissed. The interstate ran though a concrete gully of half-built overpasses, perpetually delayed by some corrupt politician or other, concentrating the fumes and dust into a toxic haze.

      Even with dozens of Texas license plates between pulsing brake lights caging him in, no one was taking the exit just ahead. The steep ramp looked abandoned somehow, with weeds growing in the cracks in the pavement and drifts of garbage along both sides. Stubby, broken pillars of concrete fringed with twisted exposed metal rebar jutted out from the walls above the highway, all that remained of a strangely absent bridge.

      Voices whispered up out of Reggie’s brain, crawling down his neck and twisting his already tight shoulders. Take your work GPS, his buddies down at the garage said. The boss won’t know. Don’t want to get lost down there in the ass-end of nowhere Texas. Just throw it in your suitcase. Don’t be an idiot.

      If you’re going on this fool trip, they said, at least ditch your damn stubborn pride and get a smart phone.

      Ignoring the latest dig about dropping a fortune on a pocket computer when he didn’t even own a flip phone was easy enough. So was leaving the chattery electronic travel brain safely at home, tossed in the floorboard of Reggie’s latest dealership employee special. Much as it got on his nerves when it demanded he take a u-turn or recalculated for what felt like hours, the thing would have given him a way out of this snarled traffic.

      Maybe even that exit, the one no one had ventured onto while cars and trucks inched and braked, inched and braked.

      The idea of his expensive work-trip nanny sitting on this cracked and faded dashboard felt obscene, anyway. The gadget was probably worth more than the whole car.

      The only link to the outside world was one Reggie hadn’t paid or planned for. A small grey pager, so ancient he thought it might have been a derelict from the 90s, tucked in the glove box along with a drift of old registrations and solidified ketchup packets. The thing fit in his palm. Nothing but a tiny one line screen on the end, a built-in belt clip, and a couple of shredded rubber buttons, like someone was in the habit of digging at them with a key.

      It powered on, but he had no idea whether it was activated or what the phone number could be. Everything that might have identified it had been scratched off, maybe by that same key. Reggie had slipped it into his pocket, still not sure why.

      Another voice, one Reggie was more likely to scream at than listen to even after thirty years, whispered through his mind. Why are you driving this rolling death trap, then? Drop it off at the closest junkyard and let the crusher do its work. Better yet, park the nasty thing right here and walk away. They’ll either tow it away or let it rot and crumble in the sun.

      Then his own voice.

      You know how to walk away, Reggie.

      Instead of letting that settle into the space between his ears, Reggie jerked the steering wheel to his right, getting a shuddering response from the leaky power steering pump for his trouble. His right foot ached to stomp on the gas pedal, if nothing else to get a fresh breeze through the windows. Dealing with a stalled engine on top of everything else might force him to discover what he did when a day like this finally broke him, so he eased forward instead.

      The gap he’d left in the endless line of vehicles closed before he got all four wheels onto the ramp, a gleaming orange Hummer jumping ahead in a heartbeat.

      Decision made, then. Get on with it.

      For what had to be the hundredth time in the seven or eight miles he’d managed of a thousand-mile trip, he wished the heap had a manual transmission. The creaky old automatic whined higher and higher on the sharp grade of the off-ramp, but it refused to change gears.

      Maybe with a stick, Reggie could downshift, hit the gas, and launch this whole disaster over the other side of the ramp. Crashing on top of some perfectly maintained suburban SUV—breaching the fine-tuned climate control and yanking the overly pampered driver out of cell phone oblivion—would be worth a couple of scrapes and bruises.

      Reggie shook his head and craned his grubby, aching neck, trying to get the lay of whatever land he’d just rolled himself into at a blazing fourteen miles an hour.

      The desolation and decay of the highway didn’t improve with the change in elevation. A row of low concrete barricades, shoved out of line and piled up with garbage, made a halfhearted attempt to stop cars from driving out into nothing. Reggie wondered how long ago the highway department forgot this place ever existed.

      That temptation surged in him again, the desire to see how many of the blocks he could ram over the edge before the junker died.

      Or before someone stopped him.

      The ramp he’d expected, and halfway planned to follow back onto the highway, was blocked by more of the same crumbling barricades. Unless he was willing to take his chances and reverse back down into the nightmare traffic jam, turning right was the only option. The road was nothing but old concrete slabs, faded to nearly white and full of cracks. It cut straight through a vast industrial wasteland full of rusting shell buildings and empty parking lots before curving off to the right.

      No other vehicles up here, though, clogging up the freeway and the air. Even better, no people.

      Reggie didn’t have much choice, but he still felt a tiny thrill of satisfaction when he turned and kept going.

      He realized his mistake after less than five minutes of following slow curves through acres of wasted factories and dead grass.

      Without the crush of cars and people to keep him angry and distracted, his thoughts kept veering back to the same sickening topic like the car trying to drag itself to the left.

      The dealership’s chirpy receptionist over the echoing garage intercom, telling everyone within earshot that there was a call for Reggie Cox. Straightening from the boss’s late Sixties Camaro, wiping his hands to keep from smudging up the office phone.

      That voice on the other end, clear enough to hear how hard Scotty had been breathing, even though the kid was whispering.

      Trouble.

      Some kind of trouble, big enough that Scotty would be disappearing for a while. Probably a long while.

      Reggie too shocked with a phone call after years of silence to insist on knowing, understanding, before the kid hung up.

      Maybe asking if he could help.

      He slowed the junker, the one he’d made his son drive to supposedly force him to learn to work on them like the old man. Grabbed one of the warm beers. Swallowed half of it with the Percocet.

      Before that day had ended, Reggie had somehow booked a one-way flight to Texas. He didn’t remember making the call, but the charge to his credit card showed up along with the ticket in his work email the next day.

      Stupid, that. Not having a computer or smart phone meant he only used email that didn’t even pretend to be private.

      A smart phone might have shown him the number Scotty called from, too.

      He did remember cracking into more than beer once he got home. He’d found the empty bottle of Wild Turkey in the trash the next morning, staggering around the kitchen wondering what smashed his head with a baseball bat overnight. That explained the plane ticket.

      His least favorite voice piped up in his head, as usual when Reggie’d done something even though he should have known better.

      You didn’t have to get on that plane, son. You could have reported that credit card stolen, shut the whole thing off. Or just eaten the cost and not made this whole mess worse by throwing yourself into the middle of it.

      “Thanks, Mom,” he said, not surprised by the rough edge to his voice. “Always knew how to make it all worse in the end.”

      Reggie forced his attention back to the road, hitting the brakes hard enough that the heap skidded sideways. A row of modern black and yellow barricades stretched across, blocking what looked like another several miles of abandoned industrial wasteland.

      Why the hell hadn’t someone done that on both sides, or blocked the highway exit?

      A well-maintained road cut across his path, fresh black pavement and bright white lines as far as he could see in both directions. Still no houses or any other kind of buildings, but this had to be better than driving deeper into nothing at all. His tour of dead American manufacturing jobs wouldn’t get him any closer to Ohio before he had to be back at work or lose his own job.

      He considered for a second, looking at the sinking sun to find west, tapping his chewed fingernails on his leg. He’d probably hit some kind of civilization faster if he turned right again, toward the medium sized city he’d come from. Where Scotty had been living. But he’d be going south, making a longer drive for himself in the end.

      The nearly full gas tank, typical for an old car you checked the oil in before the gas, made his choice for him. North it was.

      Reggie’s mood even brightened for a minute. A cool breeze blew his hair back as the car finally topped forty miles an hour, and the Percocet was starting to kick in. If only he had a stack of old cassette tapes on the seat beside him, he could be the guy in his early twenties on a road trip.

      His whole life ahead of him, as vast and endless as the arteries and veins of asphalt across the continent.

      But Scotty was the one in his twenties, not creeping up on fifty like Reggie. And just like Reggie, he’d closed off one of those paths after another, barricades made of anger and rock-solid grudges instead of concrete putting him on the same predictable path.

      Scotty hadn’t knocked up his high school girlfriend and given up on college, then never let that girlfriend forget it. But he had run off before he even finished high school, then gotten himself caught up in something terrible down here. Something so bad he hadn’t even thrown it in Reggie’s face to point out what a failure he’d been as a father.

      Reggie jumped so hard he jerked the steering wheel when the pager buzzed against his leg. Only the sluggish power steering kept him from driving straight into the concrete drainage ditch that was his only companion through dusty farmland all around. He fumbled the thing out, hoping he could manage to activate the ancient screen.

      Digging his fingertip into one of the shredded buttons rewarded him with a phone number he didn’t recognize followed by 911. Old pager talk for call right now unless things had changed. Call right now, with no cell phone and the odds of
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