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Heart’s “Music Man” lulled from the radio as Shelly drove across the highway through the desert. She hadn’t seen another car for miles. She liked being alone. 

“Try to understand,” Shelly crooned with the music. But as she looked up at a cloud hanging in the sky, studying the gentle roll of its shaded underside and trying to determine the brushstroke needed to make such a curve, she realized some things couldn’t ever be understood. God had a beautiful paintbrush. That she could understand. Her life, on the other hand, was unfathomable. At least to her. If God’s hand were in it, she certainly couldn’t see it. 

There was no way that she could try to understand. And it hurt too much to even try. The thoughts she didn’t seek the truth pressed on her mind and brought tears to her eyes. That was far enough. She slapped the radio button and the song cut off. No more of that. No more music even. 

How long until the pain had faded enough for her to listen to music again without the words of every song haunting her? More than a day, she knew. A week? A month? A year or ten? Her chest began to tighten to the point where she wondered if she should pull off the road. What good would it do? If she collapsed from an anxiety attack on the road, it might be hours before someone came along to help. She’d rather keep driving and hope that if she passed out from lack of oxygen she would flip her car and die in the crash. A much faster, cleaner way for her to die. She certainly didn’t want to struggle to survive. Let it be quick so she could sooner meet the artist who painted this beautiful sky. She wanted to sit at His feet and watch Him work. 

A coyote ran across the road several yards in front of her, dashing up the rocks on the other side and disappearing among the sagebrush. She watched it, thinking about how pretty it was and not all scraggly like most coyotes were by that age. It had a strong, lithe form which spoke of its health. She even tried to slow to watch it, wondering if she’d be able to see it stalking after prey.

She couldn’t see up over the edge of the rocks.

She turned her head back to the road.

Someone stood on the asphalt.

Shelly braked, not nearly in time. Her car slid.

She expected to hear the thump of a body hitting her car. The memory of running over a large jackrabbit flickered into her thoughts, as well as the recall of how the car bumped as it crushed the animal.

The car stopped, facing the wrong way on the road. Her fingers trembling, she reached up and shifted the car into park. 

No bodies lay on the highway. 

She pushed her door open, unbuckled, and got out. Had she knocked the person into the desert? What would she do if she found a mangled and lifeless body lying just off the road? No one had seen her hit the man. If he were dead, she could just leave him for the coyote like an offering to the spirits.

She knew she hadn’t hit anything.

Maybe he had seen her coming and dove out of the way. Maybe he’d been trying to flag someone down on this desolate highway and when he saw that she wasn’t slowing, he moved. That was the best that she could hope for.

Maybe he’d seen the coyote too and was chasing it.

Maybe, since the coyote had been in good shape, she’d just thought it was a coyote and it was really his dog. Maybe he’d let it out for a potty break. 

As she walked back down the highway, feeling the heat coming off the road, she didn’t see anyone. 

“Is anyone out there?” she called out.

No reply meant the person was dead, right?

She went as close to the edge of the road as she dared, then to the other side. The last thing she wanted to do was encounter a rattlesnake coiled under a sagebrush or rock. Or to meet up with the other coyotes of the pack.

“Hello?” she called out again, half feeling silly now. It had probably been a figment of her imagination and here she was trying to talk to it. With one last glance around, she started back to her car.

She swore the engine revved. 

A chill zipped down her spine, rocking uncontrollably through her shoulders, as she stared at her car. 

Someone was in her car.

​She hated the thought as it flashed through her mind because it was illogical and stupid. Only woo-woo people thought like that and she certainly didn't consider herself as one of those New Age people. But as silly as it sounded, she just knew that she had hit the ghost in the road and he was now sitting in her car waiting to kill her.

"Knock it off, Shelly," she muttered to herself as she began to walk down the road. She kicked in a pebble. At least it was solid. "You're just letting your mind freak you out."

Sure enough, there was no one sitting in her car. Not in the front seat and not in the backseat. She didn't know what she'd seen, but chalked it up to the coyote. After all, she knew that the Coyote in Native American mythology was the trickster. He had probably wanted to give himself a good laugh. In fact, he was probably snickering at her from behind the rocks right now.

Turning her car around, Shelly continued on driving down the road.

Before she even gone a mile, she just couldn't shake the creepy feeling that continued to work at the edges of her mind. Rather than chastising the mental reminders of how silly she was being, she flipped on the radio. The station she had been listening to had now turned to static. Why couldn't anything about today be easy? Just one thing. That's all she wanted. Just one moment in her life to go right.

She reached over and hit the seek button on her radio, tuning it until she found another rock station. The current song was ending, kind of like how Shelly felt with this last fragment of her life. She hoped that she had closed one door behind her, and that another one, a good one, was about to be opened.

She still couldn't believe she was doing this. Picking up and leaving everything behind her seemed so reckless.

And so needed.

Commercials played on the radio and Shelly growled at it, wanting music, needing music, needing the distraction. But as the second and then a third commercial came on, she realized that she was alone with her thoughts.

She wondered if all these tricks being played against her right now were a sign to turn around and go back to her comfortable life, the life she lived for the last fifteen years. God, had it really been fifteen years? How had that happened? How had so much time gotten away from her? She was no longer young and pretty, but rather just middle-aged now. Would anybody even want to love her now? Was it still possible for her to find Mr. Right or Mr. Close-Enough? Or would she have to settle for Mr. Just-Because-He's-Interested? Or maybe, she'd just find herself completely alone for the remainder of her life. Was she heading for nursing home sex? She hated wondering about these questions. Hated it. Plus, the thought of swinging with old men who stole Viagra from the other patients made her long for death sooner rather than later.

Not sure if she was more irritated at the continuing commercials or her thoughts of finding her soul mate, Shelly pressed down harder on the gas and accelerated. What the heck did it matter? There weren't any cops out here anyway. Not another living soul for miles and miles. Kind of like her life. Wasn't she taught that God’s love was all around everybody at all times? Hadn't she always been told that she was never alone even when she thought she was? That sounded like do-gooders just trying to keep the children in line.

She’d never felt more alone in her life.

The commercials stopped and dead air hissed through her speakers. Great, she though as she reached to search for a new station. Before she pressed the button, through the static, a voice said, “I love you.”

Bumps spread like wildfire over her skin, along with the accompanying tingle. Shelly pulled back, bringing her hand close to her chest. Her breath caught in her throat.

Then reason came in. The DJ had probably just hit the
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