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Saguaro Highway

Christine McIntee


The pickup’s headlights illuminate the passing cacti, and my eyes burn as gravity tugs hard on my eyelids. I think the man with sandy blonde hair at the diner I stopped at ten miles back spiked my drink. I had ordered a lemonade and went to the bathroom to wash up. When I came back, I noticed the man at the bar kept glancing over at me. I figured an unfamiliar face was a rare sight around these parts, so I ignored him. Plus, only alcoholic drinks get spiked, right? 
I savored the artificial yellow sugar bomb, then went on my merry way. The man never said a word. Now, here I am, feeling like my head got smacked by a gang of sledgehammer-wielding construction workers. But I am still conscious enough to notice the last exit flying by me in a blur. There’s no one out here to save me now. Not that there was before.
There’s nothing to look at but cacti as I drive. The moon is a sliver, and the desert is pitch black beyond the asphalt. I study the cacti; they’re saguaros, tall and thin. They line the highway, standing like silent sentinels. A new one comes into sight about every ten seconds. Most of them have the typical one to five arms, but some must be very old, with a mass of ten to twenty arms towering far above the road. Some have dark, hollowed-out holes that must be birds’ nests. They look like eyes. I shiver and tug at my shirt sleeves so they cover a bit more of my hands.
A massive cactus looms closer on the left side of the highway. Something about it looks different. Wow, that’s a big one. I squint, and the headlights illuminate something hanging down from one of its arms. They’re boots. The boots are attached to jeans, which are attached to something else higher up out of my field of vision, cut short by the pickup’s roof. Maybe it’s a safe-driving warning, like those “please don’t drink and drive” signs with the name of someone who died in a car accident. Leave it to the hicks out here to put up such a macabre display.
A few moments pass, and the next cactus I see has the sandy-haired man from the bar impaled on its barbs. His arms are outstretched in a crucifixion pose. His jaw is slack, face petrified with agony. I scream and slam on the brakes reflexively. The tires squeal, and my body lurches forward as I come to an abrupt stop. What the hell? I stare at the man, breathing hard. The cactus rumbles and lowers three of its longest limbs to the ground so that it resembles a giant monster on all fours. It leans over the highway, blocking it entirely. The headlights are shining directly into the impaled man’s face now. He grins at me like I’m a tall, ice-cold glass of lemonade on a hot summer day.
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Neutral

Ashley Mangtani


Dawn posted her keys through the letterbox at ten and drove north with the boot packed to the parcel shelf. Two cases, the clothes airer and the front room rug, rolled up and taped at both ends. She had done this twice and turned round at Woodford both times. 
The last exit before Epping runs onto High Beach Road. It narrows twice. At Avey Lane the tarmac gives way to gravel and the beeches close overhead, each trunk flat where a forester took the crown off a century ago. She came down to the junction with Pynest Green Lane and pulled up where her brother used to park, facing the rise
The Kings Oak warns drinkers about the hill before it serves them. An ancient beech stands at the top. A mob hanged a carter from it over the girl in the millpond, then the three women who swore it was him. The parish book has the date, the hangman’s fee, and a clean gap where the names go. The rope has wanted company since.  
Engine off at the bottom, neutral, handbrake down, and the four of them do the rest.  
Dawn turned the key back. The dash went out. Warm air came off the vents, then quit. The night arrived through the door into her elbow. Mast, wet clay and standing water in the ditch. Petrol on her fingers from the pump at Chigwell. Under her tongue, the cold silver taste of blood came up.  
The car began to move. 
Gravel turned under the tyres, a stone at a time, a sound like knuckles cracking. The slope rose past the bonnet and filled the glass. Both hands on the wheel, nothing under her feet, and the trunks going by at walking speed. Breath greyed the windscreen from the bottom up; her sleeve carved a hole, and the grey healed over. 
At the top, the beech leaned over the lane. The lowest limb hung at the height of a driver’s head, and the bark along it had gone white in patches at eighteen-inch intervals. In the wing mirror, four cars black against the gravel, a length apart, climbing at her speed. She had passed nobody coming in. The third car was her brother’s Astra.  
She started the engine, swung round in the Holy Innocents gateway, and brought the car back down. Second gear the whole way out through the lanes to the sign for the last exit. The slip road turned her and set her at the foot of the slope, facing the rise, engine off, neutral, her hand nowhere near the brake. 
That was the first time.  
The rearview gives her the taped end of the rug and nothing else. The needle has not dropped. The odometer sits where it sat in Woodford.  
Her voice gave out on the two hundredth night. Screaming is for people with somewhere to arrive.  
Up to the beech, back to the junction. 
The rug stays taped at both ends.






  
  3
[image: ]
Chapter 1


The first time I saw the rust-edged, olive-green, emotionally-distant-father-standard 70s Chevy truck, it was parked at a Love’s outside Green River, Utah. 
The driver, cloaked in cigarette smoke that rolled out his open window, had his head back against the glass behind his seat. He was playing some ancient ‘sad at a bar’ country music through the car’s crackly radio and just drinking in the moment.
I slipped into my car beside his and closed the door softly so as not to break him out of his reverie. As I turned the key in the ignition, I glanced over at the Chevy driver, and my breath caught in my throat.
I could see nothing but his haggard silhouette and two pinpricks of Love’s parking lot lighting, revealing that the man was sitting upright and staring directly at me. He sat perfectly still, his eyes flicking up and down my body. I peeled out of the parking spot so fast, I almost blew straight into the side of a camper that had been parked at one of the pumps since before I’d pulled in.


      ***The second time I saw the old Chevy, it was an hour later, just south of Moab on Highway 91. It was five cars back on a thin stretch of the highway, and over the next thirty minutes, I watched as each car between us slowly but surely exited, and he closed the gap. I found myself watching my mirror more than the road.
My steering wheel was damp with sweat.
He was keeping a reasonable distance, but just looking into his headlights made me feel like an actor looking up at their spotlight. I had to find a way to get him out from behind me, or I’d be pulling into my driveway in Blanding white as a sheet.
We’d passed the previous exit almost twenty minutes ago, and I knew the one coming up was the last before another half-hour slog to Monticello. I eased off the gas and let the Chevy catch up to me as we approached the exit. I waited until we were both alongside the exit lane, then cranked the wheel and rumbled over a patch of gravel at the edge of the road to hop onto the exit ramp. I hit a hard turn at the bottom and accelerated down the unlit, dusty back road beyond it, heart thundering.
I swallowed and risked a look in the mirror, then relaxed. No headlights; just a thin cloud of dust. I breathed in slowly and turned up my audiobook to settle my nerves.
Eventually, this road would connect back to Highway 91, though it would add at least an hour to my drive. It seemed like a worthy trade. A spot of movement in my rearview mirror caught my eye just before the headlights-off Chevy slammed into my bumper and sent me careening off the road.

The last time I saw the rust-edged, olive-green Chevy, I was being dragged toward it.
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