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“Fuuuuck!”

The gravel roared beneath my wheels as I pulled
onto the shoulder, yelling and bouncing in my seat as the steam or
smoke or whatever flew up out from under the hood.

“Son of a bitch!” I howled, cutting the
engine and throwing my head back against the seat. After ten hours
on the road, this catastrophe was well worth a tantrum. I grabbed
the wheel to try and shake it angrily, but settled for jostling
myself around in the seat so hard that my shaggy brown hair whipped
around my face. A few more profanities, a couple of smacks to the
console, and I fell back against the seat with a huff.

I grabbed my cell phone from the passenger seat
to call Dave, scowling. Oh, he was gonna get it.

“Come on, Kyle!” he’d begged. “It’ll make it.
It’s not in that bad of shape.” His stupid old Honda had
always been a jerky, sputtery little machine, and I’d been
skeptical that it would behave for anybody but its owner of ten
years. “Please!” he whined. “Nobody else can take it up for
me, and I’m gonna need it for when I start work in like a week, and
you wanted to come to Portland anyway, and you can totally make it
in a day if you don’t wanna stop in a hotel, but I’ll pay for one
anyway if you want, and I’ll pay for gas and everything, and you’ll
be my favorite ex-boyfriend forever…”

I stabbed my finger at the phone to bring up his
name from my contacts. I’d only agreed in the end because he’d been
in such a tough spot for so long, and I wanted to be supportive.
Times were hard for creative professional twenty-somethings, after
all, and we had to stick together. Dave had been out of work for
months, and the design job he’d landed in Portland that month was
such a miracle he didn’t think twice about relocating from San
Francisco on a moment’s notice. In just a few days he’d found a
room to rent, loaded up a moving van with all the stuff he’d been
keeping in his mom’s garage, and raced up Highway 101 for a fresh
start.

Highway 101. That’s probably what I should have
stuck to. Cutting through the backwoods to get to the Interstate
had seemed like the sensible thing to do, though, until
…shit!

“Are you kidding me?” I shouted at my phone. No
service? I opened the door and jumped out of the car, stomping
around the hood and shaking the phone like it would knock the
signal back into place. It was dusk, and the massive evergreens
lining the road didn’t let through any of the light left over from
sunset.

No service. Jesus. That still happens? I
turned and glared at the smoking hood, crossing my arms. The air
was cool and damp and I had goosebumps. Apparently August evenings
were chillier in Oregon, and I was underdressed in my black skinny
jeans, worn-out black tee-shirt, and sneakers. Underdressed, tired,
hungry, caffeine-starved, and stranded by a country highway at
twilight, probably two minutes from getting slaughtered by a
Sasquatch or a hillbilly or a homophobic salmon or whatever.
“Fucking West Coast,” I muttered, and kicked the fender.

The phone-shaking didn’t help. What was I
supposed to do? Walk back to the last town, twenty miles behind me
on the coast? Flag down a semi? Sleep in the car and hope not to
hear any banjos, or whatever the Northwest version was?

As I kicked the fender again, a pair of
headlights swept over the car. A beaten pick-up was pulling over on
the shoulder behind me, and I groaned under my breath. “Please,
don’t be Leatherface,” I muttered, and readied myself for what was
to come.

It was not what I expected.

The guy climbing out of the pickup looked a
couple years younger than me, probably barely old enough to drink.
He was about six feet tall, lanky, with shaggy dark hair and bright
blue eyes. He was dressed like a good old boy, but on his long,
lean body, the faded pullover sweatshirt, worn-out jeans, and
baseball cap looked just fine to me. There was something perfectly
red-blooded about him – like he spent his days drinking beer,
fixing cars, and kicking ass, and making it look good. As he
swaggered easily toward me, his heavy leather work boots crunching
in the gravel, he cocked his chin in a manly greeting.

So there were cute rednecks. And I
thought it was wild when they proved giant squids were real…

“’Sup?” he asked as he neared me.

I tried not to admire his long legs in his
jeans, but they were glowing in my peripheral vision. “Friend’s
car,” I replied. “It’s not too happy.”

He smiled, a nice white grin that lit up his
cute, scruffy face. “Doesn’t look like it,” he agreed. “What’s it
doin’?”



“I don’t know, uh… made some noise and started
spitting out smoke.” I cleared my throat, bracing myself for a
critical look from the country boy. He could probably take a car
apart and put it back together blindfolded. “I don’t know anything
about cars. Unfortunately.”

He rounded the car, giving me a quick once-over
as he did so. I cringed inwardly and resisted the urge to draw
myself up a little taller. I passed for straight all the time in
the city, but I wasn’t in San Francisco now. It was bad enough I
was wearing a hipster uniform, and there just wasn’t much I could
do to make myself look less city-boy, more macho. Fuck, small towns
freaked me out. I always felt like they could smell the gay on me.
Maybe I was just paranoid.

The redneck didn’t seem to care much, so far. “I
don’t know much either,” he warned as he opened the hood, and gave
me a crooked, self-deprecating smile. “This is just for show.”

Damn. I went to his side and squinted
down at the car guts.

“Yep,” he said after poking around for a few
minutes. “Looks like you’ve blown a gasket.”

“Okay,” I said, looking blankly down at the
tangle of wires and boxes I could barely see in the growing dark.
As hard as I tried, I couldn’t help sneaking a glance his slim, fit
figure instead. He had his arms stretched up with his hands hung
lightly on the edge of the raised hood, and his sweatshirt was
riding up to show a tight black tee shirt and a sliver of taut, tan
skin above the edge of his blue jeans. Oof. I stared hard at
the machinery again. “So…”

“You need a mechanic.”

“Shit,” I muttered. “Are you sure it doesn’t
just need a break?”

He laughed and turned to me. “Sorry,” he said.
“Don’t think so. I’m Joe, by the way.”

Of course he was. It was a good country name. I
shook his hand. “Kyle,” I said.

“Where you from?”

“Boston, but I live in San Francisco now. Taking
the car up to Portland for a friend.”

“Good job,” he grinned.

I gave him a dry look. “Thanks.” Not too shabby.
A cute redneck with at least a passable sense of humor was probably
the best development I could hope for at the moment. Quit
it! I admonished myself. This wasn’t San Francisco, and I
wasn’t interested in getting my skinny ass kicked for making eyes
at the wrong good old boy in the backwoods.

He nodded for me to step back and closed the
hood. “Well,” he said, dusting off his hands. “Let’s get you a tow
truck.”

“Is Southport the closest town?” I asked,
nodding back toward the coastal town where I’d turned off onto this
highway.

“No, Nester’s just five minutes down the road.
That’s where I’m headed – I’ll give you a lift and we’ll get you
hooked up.”

I blew out a breath, resigned to my lack of
options. “That’d be awesome.”

“No problem.” He shrugged. “We’ll call my friend
Rob to take care of your car. He’s good. Sure we can get it looked
at first thing in the morning.”

“So there’s a hotel, or…”

“Sure.”

My hero. “Okay,” I said. “I’d really appreciate
it.” The breeze picked up for a second, and I shivered in spite of
myself.

“Come on,” he said, cocking his chin and heading
back for his truck.

Climbing inside, I noted with wry admiration the
ancient interior with its earthy upholstery and musty smell. When
Joe turned the key in the ignition, a rowdy country song came
blasting from the speakers before he turned it down. Shit, I
thought with some amusement. I’m in the woods now.

“So,” he said. “What do you do in San
Francisco?”

“I’m a writer,” I said.

“No shit?” he exclaimed. “That’s awesome.”

Well, that was a nice reaction. “Can be,” I said
humbly, and sneaked another once-over, looking longingly at the
shape of his thighs in his worn-out jeans, the tanned skin of his
forearms where his sleeves had been pushed up, and his plump,
friendly lips. God, I needed to unwind after my long day on the
road. A beer and a long make-out…
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