A Wi ter Shade of Pale
by St ephen Jones

It was cool there under the bridge, with the cars and trucks
careening by on the interstate like |eaves in a fast noving stream
He had woke up just intime to see the sun setting red across the
desert. Leaning up off the jacket he was using as a pillow, he sat
there and soaked it in until there was no nore left. As the |ast
warm ng rays were slowy being forgotten by the horizon, he turned
hi s back and began anot her night.

He carried an old green arny bag that held all his bel ongi ngs.
H s clothes were worn but not quite ragged, and his |ongish hair had
that wi ndbl own | ook that all drifter's hair eventually gets. He could
tell it was going to be a cool night here in the desert, but he |iked
it that way now. Had gotten used to it. His first year on the road he
had hitched primarily in the day, and devel oped a strong disliking to
wal king in the hot sun. "Anyway," he had once said to a truckstop
wai tress over free coffee during her break, "the rides at night are
usually a lot |onger. Them people get on that blacktop to roll al
ni ght y'know, they're not just hopping fromtown to town, and if you
can hook up with a trucker, then you got it made, so long as you
don't mnd listening to himtalk all night ..."

Anot her car flies by without stopping, the thirty-seventh since
t he ni ght began, and as he turns back around, he notices sonmething in
t he sky. Looking up, they' re everywhere; Shooting stars, and for a
nonent he al nost renenbers anot her m d-August night like this, with
the nmeteor shower, and...But he forces his mnd to focus itself
el sewhere, away fromthe sky and the inages associated with it
t oni ght .

He forces his mnd to focus on that novenent in the road up

ahead. A dog, sniffing the bones of some roadkill that the buzzards
have picked clean during the day. He whistles, and it raises its
ears, looking at himcuriosly the way dogs do, like it's trying to

remenber its role in this situation. He whistles again and it shyly
approaches, belly to the ground and pawi ng i n subm ssion. Soon it



becones confortable with him and they wal k down the road together
for an hour or so, the dog thouroughly inspecting everything as they
go.

As the noon began its slow ascent, the man's mnd | atches onto a
few words fromlong ago, a girl's rough voice telling himnot to ness
with these dogs on the road, you never know what they got. Liking the
sound of the voice and the feelings associated with it, he tries for
the hundreth tine to recall her face in his mnd, but still his
menory only gives himthe picture of a girl in white, laughing in the
norning light. He lets the picture remain a while before he once
agai n searches for sonething to occupy his eyes.

The dog is well ahead of himnow, he can see it in the high
beans of the car still far behind to the west. It seens to have found
sonmething just left of the white stripe that is keeping its
attention. As he wal ks by he says sonmething to the dog about a "good
time" and wal ks on, alnost whistling for it to follow, not even
t hi nki ng that the dog mi ght not have the sense to get out of the way.

Fifty yards up the road he hears the tires screech, the slap of
a | ow bunper, then the dog yelling, yelling, hurting. He keeps on
wal ki ng, carefully averting his eyes as the car passes him The
yelling eventually fades fromhis hearing, but it echoes on in his
mnd. For the next few minutes his mnd will once again go through
all the argunents, the rationalizations. But it's unnecessary in the
end. He feels he's left all of that far behind.

An hour passes, and it takes a conscious effort for himto keep
his eyes on the road.

As he goes under another bridge, he hears a car passing above
him and halts for a second until its gone over. He hears the bottle
crash on the interstate and his eyes locate it instinctively, before
the peices have even settled. He shudders, knowing full well what a
70 nmph bottle can do to a person. The before and the after.

As he steps off the slanting concrete of the bridge, his boot
heel comes apart and, caught in soneone's headlights for a fraction
of a second, he collapses in the ditch |like a scarecrow. As he gets
back on his feet and tries to dust the dirt fromhis faded deni m
jacket, a set of worn out brake shoes noban to the night and pretty



soon there's a pair of tail lights waiting for himabout a hundred
yards up the road.

He shakes his head. Sonme things he will never understand.

As he picks up his bag, he thinks how nmuch he hates this, the
scene where he has to run up to the car like it's his first ride
ever. So deneaning. But he's played the gane | ong enough by now t hat
he knows better than to do otherwi se, so he runs up to the deep blue
Buick Electra and clinbs in, throwing his bag in the back seat.

Fromthe driver's seat a beer soaked voice offers "W can stick
that in the trunk, if you'd |ike?"

"Nah, it'll ride," he says for the hundreth tine.

In a practiced gl ance he absorbs the interior; vinyl seats with
mat hching t-shirts stretched across the back, dash cracked fromthe
heat, a tie thrown on the rearview mrror, crushed Coors cans
underfoot, old style speedo, small ice chest between him and the
driver. "So now, where can | take ya'?" ((Qdd, he thought, all he had
ever heard before was; "Were ya' going?")

Wt hout | ooking over, he answers slowy, "Ahh,...just down the
road a piece..," like a hundred tinmes before. It never gets worn out.

"Alrighty, | can sure help ya' there. That's where |'m goi ng
too," the ride said, laughing at hinself as he slowy picks up speed.
"Oh, by the way, |'m Randy, and you're..."

He breaks away fromhis reflection in the dark glass | ong enough
to | ook over, smle, and after a pause that al nost gets out of hand,
say, "Randy."

"Real ly? Well 1'Il be dammed. Here | am in the m ddle of
nowhere, and who do | pick up but soneone with ny nane-"

"-who says its your nane?" he counters, still |ooking at the
"Qther' Randy, who is now looking a little unconfortable.

"Well, I..uh | didn't-" he stanmmers.

"Nah, don't worry about it. My real nane's Dusty," he lies
convi nci ngly.

"Well that's a good thing, | don't know how we could of got any
tal king done, with ne saying 'Hey Randy,' then you not knowing if |
was talking to you or ne, then ne getting confused and thinking I
really amtal king to nmyself, then pretty soon-"



"I get what you nean, buddy," 'Dusty' interjects, now | aughing
hollowy along with his ride, who he was studying with the sane eye
t hat had absorbed the car's interior. Wiat he saw was a nman about his
age, twenty-eight or so, clean cut, wearing denimclothes that had
that | ook about them|ike they were only worn on the week-ends.
Somet hi ng about the way he wore his cap too, kind of |ike he had
unconsciously bent it to |look |ike soneone el se, Dusty picked up on.
It's the way little brothers wear their hats.

He | ooks away.

"You wanna take your jacket off? | can roll up the w ndow if
it's too cold..." Randy asks, finally settling on an inconstant
75mph.

"No thanks, |'ve gotten kinda attached to it, y'know. "

"No probl eenp. Every man to hinself, that's what | say. Ya
thirsty? I got sonme good ol' Rocky Mountain Kool-Aid iced down
here..."

"You bet," Dusty says, laughing to hinself that this was sure
| ooking like one ride to wite hone about, if he could only renenber
where to mail the letter.

Twenty miles and two beers later, Dusty had figured out that
Randy was one of those people who gets sonewhere by follow ng the
si gnposts on the side of the road. Unlike a trucker, he didn't see
the big picture. There was no map on his head for himto | ook at, no
little red dot saying YOU ARE HERE, no highlighted route for himto
follow For himthe road was all just instances, spaces between signs
giving directions. "Not that that's necessarily bad,"” Dusty idly
t hought, "so |long as he keeps the car on the road."

As Randy deposited yet another can in the ditch for sonmeone to
find, he began in on the idle chatter Dusty was well accustoned to.
He didn't so nuch listen to the words as he did to the rhythm
pl acing his 'uh-huhs' and 'yeahs' in the spaces where the
conversation paused. This went on |ong enough for Dusty to finish his
third beer.

Fromthe driver's seat, Randy droned on with a story Dusty
hadn't bothered to listen to the first of, slurring a little now from
the al cohol; "Yep, | went to the ocean before. Thought it could give
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nme what | needed. And you know what happened? You want to know what |
f ound?”

"What ?"
"A big ol' seagull, all tangled up in sone old fishing |line,
dead as a doornail | tell ya'. The jig was hooked in his eye, but it

| ooked to ne like he died fromno food. Can you inmagi ne that?
Thrashi ng around on the edge of the water, trying to get free from
sonmet hi ng you can't understand, dying |ike that, alone? Man, this
whol e place is going to hell, but what can | do? Nothing, | tell ya'.
Not hi ng. Hey, you still with me Dusty?"

"Yeah. "

"What do you think? You ever been to the coast?"

He | ooked away and tried to sound earnest when he said "No-,"
but his mind was al ready cascadi hg backwards, involuntarily calling
up nenories he didn't want.

Fi ve years past.

Dusty, who was still Randy then and just through with coll ege,
had wal ked down the coast fromhis parent's beach house about three
m | es, going nowhere particular. The house was a new acquisition for
his father, a paynent for |aw services very well rendered, and Dusty
was just kind of getting the lay of things here his first week.

He saw the cliff froma ways off, tall, white, and thought he'd
like to see what the view was |ike fromup there. Wal king al ong the
beach he counted five "CAUTI ON: DANGERUOS UNDERTOW signs. He didn't
like to sw manyway, he thought, so who cares? He circled back around
the cliff and clinbed up the gentle slope until the rocky edge of the
cliff was at his feet.

He di senchantedly thought that it was really rather anti-
climactic. Al he could see was water, everywhere water. He stood
there until the night began to descend and the chilled wind started
to blow of f the ocean. The tequila sunrise shirt he was wearing
offered little if any protection. Reaching into his pocket he found
he had his Zippo and half a joint wwth him so he | ooked around for
some driftwood, thinking he'd warmup, snoke the rest of it, then
wal k back home. His search | ed hi mback down to the beach, where he



gat hered up sone wood that he thought would suffice to warm his
chill ed bones.

The fire now built and nmuch nore confortabl e than he expected,
he laid back to enjoy the neteor shower a little nore than nost and
bl ow snoke at the heavens, soon to fall asleep. The fire eventually
di ed down, and the noon stealthily replaced the darkness with her
cold light. He slept well.

What woke himwas the car. Then the girl |aughing. Rolling over
he saw a man in a tux and a wonman in a white dress get out of an
overly decorated car about forty yards downhill. The girl was soneone
Dusty renebered well from high school, one of the girls he could
never date. And now she was here. His mind ran through all the
possibilites, all the chances he had m ssed, everything. He had never
even knew her. It was all so odd, he thought, the whol e thing.

The man was a stranger.

The two never saw him but headed straight for the beach. As
t hey passed by he heard her say "-worry, we've got tinme, the plane
doesn't leave '"til t-" and then they were gone, running down to the
beach, losing clothes with every step.

By the tinme they got to the water's edge, he was down to his
boxers and one shoe, and she just had on her bra and panties. As they
entered these di sappeared al so. They thought they were al one, and for
all intents and purposes, they were.

Then, suddenly, as if being ripped froma dream Dusty
renmenbered the signs. He got up and ran over too close to the edge,
alnost falling over, planning to yell for themto conme back, it was
dangerous out there. The water.....

But he never did.

Instead he just stood there; an uninvolved but norbidly curious
observer.

He wat ched as the undertow nercil essly grabbed the bride,
pul I ing her under wi thout a noise, |ike she never was. The groom
t hi nki ng she was pl ayi ng, dived under to find her, then resurfaced
sone ways off, beginning to notice that sonething was terribly wong.
In a nmoment Dusty saw his nmouth open in a pleading yell, but up where
he was he heard only a faint call before the undertow grabbed the man



and sucked hi munder. They had forgotten to even turn their radio
off, and it was playing sone soft alnost fam liar song, seem ngly out
of place yet al nost necessary for what just happened. Fromhis
vant age point, Dusty could see their trail of clothes |eading towards
the water's edge, could see their crunbling footprints already
falling in on thensel ves. They were gone.

He turned back to his fire then, and relit the | ast CAUTI ON sign
that hadn't managed to burn all the way down |ast night while he
sl ept dream essly. Although he drew hinself close to the fire, it
didn't warm him

Now.

"-1've never been. Saw it once fromthe highway, but it was far
of f. Looked like it wasn't even real."

"Hm It's probably for the best, it m ght have just depressed
you like it did nme," Randy followed.

"Yeah," and Dusty just alnost said "I'd hate to be Iike you,"
but decided against it at the |ast noment.

"Ya' ready for another brew?"

"Sure," Dusty replied, although he could already feel the first
three nore than he |iked.

After a longish pause in which Dusty contenplated a fourth beer
Randy picked up the already tangled thread of the conversation. "M,
I own a wholesale parts store. Well, really | manage it, but | tel
the ladies it's mne, y' know how it goes-" then suddenly noticing
sonmething "-Hey, what's with that scar on your cheek, man, that's a
real doozy, | nean, it's none of ny business | know, and not that
it's that bad or anything, | nean..."

As he talked hinself further into a hole, Dusty silently w eghed
the options; he could tell the truth, lie, talk around it, or sinply
refuse to answer. Arbitrarily choosing the first option, he offerred
only two words; "Feild Ticket."

"Huh? Whassa feild ticket?"

He smled dryly and replied, "lIt's what the cops give to guys
like nme, guys that they don't think are worth taking to jail. They
sinply take us out to some deserted feild and-" he notioned to his



scar "-leave you there afterwords."”

Randy al nost dropped his beer in his |ap, he was so taken back
that Dusty could say all this with the sane nonot one unnattached
voice, like it had all happened to soneone el se. "But why don't you
tell sonebody-"

"-like they'd believe nme? Don't think so buddy. No thanks."

After that they were silent for a while, Randy nursing his beer
sol emnly, somewhere in there handing his passenger another w thout
asking. Dusty could tell his ride was getting sl eepy now.

"Hey, if you want, | could drive for a while, if you don't
m nd?"

Randy | ooked over calmy, doing some option weighing hinself.
"Sure, when we stop up here in Lamaar to get gas we can switch
pl aces, | nean, if you still want to ride and all."

The sign said twenty mles to Lamaar, Dusty noticed, and Randy
was switching through the FM trying to pick sonething up with not
much luck. For a few seconds a song cane through the static though, a
rem ni sci ng kind of southern voi ce;

————— a light fandango

turned cartwheels 'cross the fl oor
I was feeling kinda seasick

the crowd called out for nore
The room was hunm ng harder

as the ceiling flew anway
When we call ed out for another drink
the waiter brought a tray
And so we Wi-i-ji-----------

as t-- mller tol- his tal-

That ouU--------------------

"Who is that?" Dusty asked off-handedly as the station faded
away. "It's nice. | renenber it fromsonmewhere, it seens.”

"Hhm | don't rightly know. Sounds |ike sonme of that freeze-
dri ed- hi ppi e nusi c though,” Randy responded as he flipped through the
sea of static, eventually resorting back to the AM "So, you got a
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M's. Dusty back there somewhere?"

"Nah," Dusty half lied, "you?"

"Not anynore,” Randy |aughed, trying to catch Dusty's eye.

Indifferent to this, Dusty slowy began, "I did have a girl for
a while. Bobby. She called ne Bobby too. W considered ourselves the
McCees. It was kind of our own little joke-" Dusty could see Randy
wasn't famliar with Ms. Joplin, so he disregarded it and went on "-
Yeah, we were the thing for a while, She could get us a ride norning,
noon, or night, in any kind of weather. Taught me all | know about
living on the road," he added, pausing reflectively, "I don't guess |
| oved her or anything,” (he caught Randy's | ook then, a | ook that
caused his knuckles to whiten around the beer can, a | ook that asked
"How can you love a girl in the ditch, a hitcher girl; Love only
happens in cities and books, dontchya know, not out here on the
road.") "W just kind of fell into each other's enpty spots, the way
it happens. It doesn't matter anyways," he said | ooking far away out
the side wi ndow and only seeing a girl in white, "she's not around

anynmore." -For a second his mnd freezes on an image of |long hair
matted with bl ood and brown glass, tail lights receding into the
night, then it pans to the steady ocean, deep and blue, while his
m nd plays back a dog yelling in pain. He nutters "I could' ve
hel ped..." under his breath and then it's gone, all gone, and Lamaar
i's surroundi ng them

At the station Randy asks Dusty to fill it up, "please,” while

he navigates in to pay and get another case, having forgotten that
it's already past twelve. Dusty puts the nozzle in and sits back down
in the passenger seat, knowing it will take a while for this old
thirty-gallon tank to get full. After a bit he reluctantly | ooks back
at the store to see if it's all clear, then steps over and opens the
gl ove box quickly, like he's done a hundred tines before. Papers.
Papers. Insurance. Straw. Birthday card? Ketchup. GQun. He takes the
gun and rolls the cylinder, seeing that's it's |oaded. Mking sure
the safety is on, he slips it into the |left pocket of his jacket then
goes out to finish the gas. As the tank nears full, an intentionally
di sl ocated part of his mnd wants himto put the gun back, but he
doesn't, even though he's got two nore in his bag that he's lifted
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over the past year, right after his last feild ticket.

At first he didn't like lifting stuff, but he got used to it
before too | ong. Bobby taught him She told himone night; "W gotta
eat, y' know, and ny paycheck hasn't quite caught up with nme yet, |
don't know about you," raising her left eyebrow and smling a sly

smle, "lIt's not like they can't spare it, or anything. Wuat's a few
bucks to themeither way? Nothing. And we gotta eat, ain't no
escapi ng that no how no way..." So he bagan lifting stuff every ride,

unl ess his ride was a trucker. He knew full well that nost of them
kept a tirebeater or a short little shotgun by the seat for snakes or
what - not, and he wasn't getting involved in that if he could help it.
What - not was a very general category.

Dusty was sitting in the driver's seat when Randy returned
enpty- handed, | ooking sad. He nuttered somethi ng about "dunb | aws" as
he got in the passenger door. "Clerk said there's a truckstop just
t he ot her side of town. You hungry?"

"You bet." Dusty answered, thinking to hinmself that this was
definitely a once in a lifetine ride.

The di ner was enpty, except for two rigs in the parking I|ot,
running with the doors | ocked, truckers catching a quick hour in the
bunk. As they wal ked in, Dusty felt he could hear Bob Seger in the
background as he shook off the cold once nore, feeling no eyes at al
on him He thought he recognized the waitress from sonewhere, but
didn't say anything as she took their orders; two double
cheeseburgers, fries and onion rings. Before she turned to wal k away
she told them in her acquired diner drawl,"the Tunms are on the house
fellas.™

In the meanwhi |l e Randy got up and made his way to the jukebox
with a handful of quarters, asking if there was "anything particul ar"
Dusty mght like to hear.

"Um ." thinking..., "Yeah, Travelling Man...or Uneasy Rider, if
they got it." They had them both, but Randy hit sone button wong so
it played Uneasy Rider nine tines in a row, all through their neal
When they left, the cook was none too sad to see them go, even |et
themtake their plastic coffee nugs with them

As they settled into their places, the diner disappearing in the
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rearview mrror, Randy | eaned his seat way back and set his coffee on
the dash. He told Dusty to just keep follow ng the G and Canyon signs
and he couldn't go wong. They hadn't gone ten mles before Dusty had
to turn the country nusic up to drown out the snoring.

The big old car was sure snooth, Dusty thought, the kind of
snooth a guy could really get used to, up to the point that he was so
confortabl e behind the wheel that he becane dangerous.

Two hours went by.

As he | eaned up to change the station fromthe Spanish one it
was now pi cking up, he noticed Randy's wall et had edged itself out of
hi s back pocket and partially into the enpty space between them where
the cool er had been. At first he ignored it, but Bobby kept talking
to himand eventually he slipped his hand over and lifted the smnal
itemfromits place on the seat. Keeping one eye on the road, he
opened the wallet, listening for the slightest sound of awareness in
Randy. In the noney part was the change fromthe twenty Randy had
paid for their meal with. But Dusty knew that there would be twenties
hi dden el sewhere, guys |like Randy always did that. They had to be
prepared. He found themin the picture part of the wallet, five
twenties right behind the only picture Randy had; a cut-out piece of
an unmai |l ed post-card show ng the Grand Canyon. Dusty slipped one of
the twenties back in place, knowing that to the unsuspecting eye it
woul d 1 ook like they were all there.

He quietly placed the wallet back just as he had found it, and
t hen slipped the cash down into his pocket. Another three hours
slipped by. Finally giving up on finding a station in the desert, he
turned the radio off, causing the speakers to emit a |oud "KLIK"
right as they gave up. "Ad cars,"” he nmunbled, then noticed that the
noi se had woke Randy up.

Sitting up and rubbing his eyes, he asked in a cloudy voi ce,
"How | ong was | out?"

"About five hours,"” Dusty lied for no reason., adding, suddenly
tal kative, "Y know, back during the civil war they used to tie
cannonbal | s to the backs of some soldiers at night, to keep them from
sl eeping on their back and snoring."

Laughi ng sleepily, Randy retorted "Go to hell. Al of ya'. Just
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don't spill my coffee on the way down, if you don't mnd."

Reachi ng up for his coffee nug, he added "Yessiree, ain't nothin" in
the world better than a cold cup of truckstop coffee at four in the
nor ni ng. "

As he took his first slurp, Dusty, forgetting fo a nonent that
he was driving, veered over and tagged a couple of the No-Sleep-Stay-
Awake bunps on the side of the road nearest the right-hand ditch.
Randy spl ashed coffee all over his | ap.

"Dam. And no napkins either,"” he nuttered, careful not to say
anything to insinuate it was Dusty's fault. "But | gotta have a straw
sonewhere in here, | bet..." he nunbled while trying to open the
gl ove box with his left hand.

Dusty's face didn't change at all as he opened the gl ove box,
but his knuckl es whitened on the steering wheel. Randy was all
clattering around in there blindly, spilling papers out everywhere.

Then, al nost inperceptible to all but the guilty, his arm
stopped and his head cocked a little to one side, as if sonething was
wrong, but soon his hand enmerged victorious with the twenty-gauge
McDonal d' s straw.

"There, that oughtta fix it," he nmunbled in a way that he neant
for Dusty to hear, "nowit'll stay in there." Then, for the first
time, Randy adjusted his position to where he was | ooki ng al nost
right at the driver.

Dusty suddenly felt like it had becone a little too crowded in
the car for him but he never faltered a bit, asking nonchal antly,
"You really like it cold that way?"

"Yeah, | picked it up fromback when |I used to work security for
this big parking garage. Picked up a lot of things there."

"Yeah, |ike what?" Dusty asked, uncharacteristically curious.

"Like how to break into people's cars, " he baited, trying to
catch Dusty's eye the sane way he had earlier when trying to find
some common ground about wonen, "it's really pretty easy once you

| earn how to take your tine."

Time. Dusty felt like time was all he had as this nowhere
conversation was being tossed back carefully fromone side to the
ot her. "Ever get caught?"
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"Caught ? Huh? Onhhh," | aughi ng under his breath, "No, | nean
peopl e woul d forget their keys so I'd have to help themin their

cars. Oh man, no, 1'd never have the nerve to steal sonething. |1'd be
too nervous of getting caught and all. Wuldn't you?"
"Ch. Yeah. | don't knowif | could do it either..." Dusty said,

wondering if he had just been netted. The silence that followed the
next ten mnutes gave himtoo nmuch tine to think about it.

He was just about to tell Randy this was where he gets off when
he saw t he dog caught in the headlights. He wondered if that was how
he | ooked to Randy earlier, all scrawny and | anky and w ndbl owmn and
hopel ess. He swerved sharply to mss it, but the dog began to go the
same way. It was right in his path, and it was way too late to start
st oppi ng now. Randy grabbed the dash tightly, [ocking his el bows as
Dusty chose the ditch and fought to keep control of the blue mass of
inertia he was in conmand of.

The car sonehow kept its feet and cane to a stop enveloped in a
cl oud of dust and thrown up grass, drifting down together softly Iike
a sleety rain. Randy's coffee was all over him There was a nonent of
awkward silence, then they both heard the tires screech on the
bl acktop as the car behind themtried to dodge too, but chose the
road over the ditch, thus conprom sing the dog.

Dusty was out of the car and runni ng before the dog even began
to yell in pain, with a voice that harnoni zed all too well with the
echo in his head. He was there with it as it ran around in circles,
its ass-end stuck to the interstate. It bit his armas he drew near
it, trying to hug it like a seven year old girl will her doll. He
seenmed not to feel the teeth at all.

Fromthe ditch where he was watchi ng, Randy coul d see Dusty,
crouched in the road holding the broken dog, enshrined in the pale
| ow beanms of the various cars that had stopped to witness this. The
grass was still falling with the dust, and it gave the picture an
et hereal |ook. Randy felt he was | ooking at an ol d photograph al bum
of his grandparents when they were kids, that's the kind of quality
the night-silence and the headlights and the settling grass lent this
scene. One of the people sitting in the cars wouldn't even tell his
wi fe about this in the norning over his cranberry juice, because he
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wasn't really sure it happened, right outside his w ndshield. The
ni ght plays tricks, he knew.

Randy saw Dusty's shoul ders hunch up a couple of tines, and he
couldn't hear but figured that Dusty was hurting pretty good for sone
reason. He noticed as Dusty's left hand slipped into his jacket
pocket and caught the nonentary flash of headlights on a blued
barrel. He knew. Seconds |ater he sinoultaneously heard the shot and
saw Dusty's el bow kick back just a little bit. A few of the people
had stepped out of their cars by now, but no one was talking, as if
by agreenent.

The cop pushed Randy aside as he made his way through the smal
group. His nightstick was out and he had a steely resolve in his
eyes. Atan girl that Dusty had noticed as if she was out of place
t hought the cop | ooked |ike what she always inmagi ned a gunfighter
woul d; cold and hard. Dusty saw himcom ng and could still feel the
tingling spot in his palmwhere the gun had kicked him the warm
bl ood splattered all over his right arm He had five bullets left.

Randy coul d feel what was about to happen, but he was frozen in
place. It was all happening too fast, like a barrel rolling out of
control down a steep hill. Then, unexpectedly, fromthe corner of his
eye, he saw a trucker step out in front of the cop, tire-beater in
hand. Randy stepped in beside him along with the tan girl. Their
shadows stretched out into the ditch, and maybe further, blending in
with the night.

"We don't want any trouble here officer, know what | mean?" the
tan girl said in an alnost famliar voice, very sure of herself.
Randy and the trucker nodded their eyes in agreenent.

Dusty began to stand up behind the three, gun in hand.

The hi ghway patrol man put his hand to the butt of his service
revol ver, notioning themto get out of the way or becone part of the
pr obl em

They stood fast, and the nmoment | asted.

Toget her they heard the first solid "clunk,” followed by a
rattle but didn't see what it was, everyone so afraid to | ook away.
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By the tinme the second "clunk"™ got there, they had all | ooked down to
see the bullet roll to a stop against the officer's boot. Dusty was
tossing the shells into the m ddl e of the group, one by one.

Thr ee.

Four .

Fi ve.

Then the gun.

They turned to | ook at himbut his head was down, w ndbl own hair
covering his eyes. As the cop cuffed him Randy got one |ast glinpse
of Dusty's tear-streaked face, then he was gone. Qut of his life.

The small crowd di spersed as Dusty, who had been Randy, was
being frisked and cuffed, without a fight. Only his nost recent ride
noticed that the cop had made no contact on the radio, no license
check, had given no formal reason why he was taking Dusty away. Wen
Randy asked, he nunbl ed sonet hi ng about conceal ed weapons and firing
a gun within one hundred yards of the road, recited sonething about
hitchiking being illegal in this state.

As he was being led to the black and white car, Dusty's eyes
loitered on the tan girl for a nonent, and he al nost smled, because
somet hi ng about her had allowed himto recall Bobby's face suddenly,
instead of the girl in white's. He wanted to thank her sonehow, but
they were already going different directions.

The last thing Dusty heard as the door was being firmy cl osed
was Randy, pleading with the cop, saying it was his gun, he had asked
Dusty to shoot the dog. He wasn't a vagrant, he was his brother for
God' s sake. ..

... he was anything that would get himoff the hook.

But it was too late, the barrel had been rolling for too long to
stop it now.

As the night settled back over all, the |eaves began careening
on by as always, as if they had somewhere so inportant to go that
they could just ignore the water they were in.

Later in the day, on the way hone, Randy woul d renenber the old
green bag in back, but would never |ook inside, always keeping it
with him Just in case.
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Dusty was | ooki ng beyond his reflection in the bulletproof glass
now, out at the dawn that was beginning to break, red in the dry
desert sky. The shooting stars he had been calnmy watching during the
ride were fading away slowy, desperately trying to hold onto the
night, it seemed. He smled as he thought of this, and smled
remenbering the first tine he had seen these quiet travellers, mles
and nmiles ago. He barely even felt as the car crossed the cattl eguard
and softly stepped onto the dirt road. It was all the sane to him

As the they began to slowinto a little nameless ravine in
nobody's field, Dusty began to hear sonething fromdeep in the back
of his mnd; a song in the background, |ike sonebody had left a radio
on and the battery was getting low It was a soft rem niscing kind of
voi ce that was comi ng through, and the words filled the enpty spaces
in his heart. Sone |long forgotten part of hinself sang al ong;

She said there is no reason
and the truth is plain to see
But | wander through my playing cards
woul d not | et her be
One of sixteen Vestal Virgins
who are | eaving for the coast
And al though ny eyes were open
they mght just as well been cl osed
And so we Wi -i-i-nnnnnnnd
as the mller told his tale
Then our faces burst just ghostly
turned a whiter, shade of pale.



