
Where Are You Headed? I’m Going West !
  It was a bad month for Utah, and a bad hour for the diner. It was just the three: Jones, 
the kid, and the waitress. Jones sat three seats down from the start of the counter. He’d seen 
white kids with blonde dreads before, just never in a Flying J truck stop with a twenty-five cent 
coffee and sitting next to him. The kid had gone one further and sat next to Jones with his pack 
plopped on the fifth seat. It barely made an impression in the red-and-gold-glittered, far from 
plushy, pleather stool. Jones noticed the kid was already holding his pack by arm before he sat 
down, and he could have easily used it for a wall between them if any uneasiness had hit the kid 
on the approach. The napkins were stationed in front of the pack’s seat, and the kid reached over 
to grab a napkin and set it before him before he even ordered the coffee. Perhaps he hoped he 
wouldn’t have to say anything at all, but the waitress would just know.  

 Jones had been through Utah in this bad autumn month before and so had the waitress, 
and Jones knew this lady was smart enough not to have assumptions. She was pudgy in a good 
youthful way. She couldn’t have been older than twenty. Her hips had sway but they were 
boneless. She had not yet learned the power of a woman’s ass, but she seemed eager to learn. 
Her mother once worked here—Jones remembered how the diner was when she did, just the 
same, a little noisier and fuller perhaps—with her death one year and three months ago, the 
waitress had become meeker, but more desiring and desperate at the same time. Her checkered 
farm-girl shirt worn in a farm-girl fashion, buttoned just at the bra line so her teal bra was 
visible when she leaned forward, told Jones that much, and perhaps the kid had picked up on it 
too. She brought the kid a tray of pickles and a smile (he hadn’t asked for or expected either) 
with his coffee. 

 “Would you like some pickles,” the kid asked Jones? 

 “No.” Jones held a forked up bit of steak over the plate, wondering if he should offer 
some. The kid looked hungry, but Jones just said he was fine and wolfed his bite. 

 With a tongue speckled with brown crap, Jones asked, “Well, where are you headed? 
Can’t be far if it’s just on pickles and coffee.” 

 The kid laughed, either out of embarrassment or because the pickles were a pleasant 
surprise, but it was an abrupt laugh and he went right back to staring at his coffee. Black coffee 
at this hour at least meant he wasn’t going to bed anytime soon 

 “Now come on kid, I know you couldn’t have gotten this far without knowing how to talk. 
You offered me some pickles now, but uh, what’s your name.” 

 “Alex.” 

 “Uhhuh. Well Alex, where are you headed?” 

 “That’s a good question. I guess I’m just moving for now. If I’m headed North, it’ll be Salt 
Lake, and I’ll be going to Los Angeles if it’s South.” 

 “How long have you been in Utah, Alex?” 

 “Just today, I got a ride with a wheat farmer from Colorado visiting some family around 
here.” 



 “In a red pick-up truck?” Jones pushed his eyeballs up to the waitress standing across 
the counter from him. She turned around to empty the pot and brew a fresh one for nobody at 
all. The kid hadn’t noticed Jones’s glare, but he had watched the waitress’s turn around. 

 “Yes. Do you know Mr. Townsend?” 

  Jones coughed into his fist. “Why no, but I did see you driving in, or I saw the truck with 
your pack in the back. You see a lot of things in my line of work and a few of these things stick. 
Your pack stuck, Alex.” 

 Alex grabbed his pack and looked it over. It was stitched in perfect little squares, 
everything blue except the sides, which were silver and flapped inward because they were given 
a little extra material in case you really needed to cram a lot in there. 

 “Oh yeah. What was it about my pack?” 

 “I don’t know. What’s in it?” 

 “Just some clothes, and uh,” Alex let out a short nervous laugh caught up in a heavy 
breath, and revealed, “I also have some grapefruit.”  

 “Ah, so it isn’t just pickles.” 

 “No, but you didn’t see anything come out of my pack while I was in that truck and that’s 
why you remember it?” 

 “No, it was nothing like that. Maybe it has something to do with us being at this diner 
right now. Do you believe in fate, Alex?” 

 “I’m not sure. I don’t think I’ve ever observed it.” 

 “Well I’m gonna tell you something Alex. You’ve only been in Utah a day, and I think you 
should spend some more time. I’m headed up through Salt Lake City, and I’ll gladly give you a 
ride if you’ll have me.” 

 “That would be great, but uh I don’t have any money to...” 

 “Don’t worry about it. To truckers, simple conversation is a commodity. Say, you just 
give me one of those pickles you were offering and we’re cool.” 

 “Here, have the rest. I have to go to the bathroom. Will you watch my bag?” 

 “Sure but for what, Alex. There is no one else here.” 

 “Oh yeah, I guess I’m not used to that.” 

 “Hurry up now! I’m ready to go.” Jones tore off a chunk of a pickle with his molars and 
left the one and a half pickles for the waitress to clean. 

 In the can, Alex’s piss started easy and kept strong. A little too strong, he splashed the 
seat a bit. It went for longer than he had figured he had to go. He didn’t bother to wipe his mess 
before he left, or wash his hands.  

 Jones was already gone when he returned to the counter, and so was his bag. He hurried 
outside, afraid he had been duped by the trucker. There, to Alex’s relief, was his new friend, 
waving him over. 



 The two shook hands in greeting. “Alex, how rude of me. The name’s Jones. Now, how 
about that ride?” 

 “Nice to formally meet you, Jones. Sure thing. Thank you.” 

  Jones’s truck was painted a shiny red much deeper and darker than the diner stools. 
Matte yellow lightning bolts on each side of the cab tore across the doors. The grill and top 
exhaust pipes were custom bought chrome. A chrome Rolls Royce ornament stood erect from 
the grill. 

 “Fancy, huh?” 

 “Wow, this is quite the truck.” 

 “You like it?” 

 “Yeah...how much did she cost?” 

 “Lucy here is my baby. She can have anything she wants.” 

 “Lucy huh, that’s a good name.” 

 “Thank you, I named her after my mother.” Jones’s words were solemn, and he stared 
intensely into his passenger side lightning bolt before breaking off. “—Well we don’t have all 
night; get on in. It’ll be three hours before we hit Salt Lake City!”  

 How enthusiastically he said Salt Lake City. Alex tried to imagine all of the good times 
Jones must have had there and what good times lay before him. 

 Alex hopped up into the cab. Old fast-food wrappers littered the floor. Tobacco guts 
stuck to the leather stitching of his seat. ABC gum decorated with pennies and dimes clumped in 
the cup-holders. There was some kind of funk Alex couldn’t discern with his tongue; maybe stale 
puke layered beneath the green pine air freshener hanging beneath the rearview mirror. But he 
didn’t mind any of it. He was so excited about this new leg of his journey. He passed off the mess 
as a consequence of the many long hours on the road he was sure Jones endured. 

 It felt good to finally have a destination. Every time before this, when a driver he was 
hitching with asked him where he was going, as was the customary conversation starter, he 
would just say, “West.” On the road, a destination was the only resume you needed to hitch a 
ride, and “West” wasn’t a really good answer. Had this been a job interview, “West” would land 
you fry-cook. Alex found it made people uncomfortable to give a ride to someone whose goals 
weren’t completely clear. 

 Jones and Alex drove for about a half hour just enjoying each other's silent company, 
listening to some country on the radio. Alex knew that Jones had asked for some conversation, 
and he wanted to give that to him, but with this new adventure he was starting, Jones felt more 
like a guide than just a ride, and Alex wanted him to start the talking. 

 Somewhere past Beaver, Utah, about forty-five minutes in, Jones did just that. 

 “Alex, you said something about not knowing what an empty room was like, or 
something, back at the diner; where are you from?” 

 “Yeah, I don’t really know what I meant by that. I’m from the East coast though,” Alex 
stated while calmly nodding his head. “Connecticut. Where are you from?” 



 “Connecticut, too, actually...” 

 “Really?” 

 “Yeah, well I moved, when I was three.” 

 “Where to?” 

 “We moved around a lot in those days. I guess the same is true today.” 

 “Well, now it’s just you.” 

 “No. Lucy is here, too. And you, you’re here and a part of this family right now, as well. 
Can’t forget you, Alex.” 

 Jones pinched the volume dial, lowering the punch and drains of Hank Williams’ I’m So 
Lonesome I Could Cry. 

 “So was your Mom the reason you moved around so much, when you were little?” 

 “No, that was my father’s doing. He was a trucker like I am now, and we had to move 
every time he changed companies, although, it didn’t seem to make a difference.” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “I mean he wasn’t around much. To me, it always seemed like my mom had us move just 
so we could chase him down, make sure he didn’t start something he couldn’t finish.” 

 “Start something he couldn’t finish; What do you mean by that?” Alex turned toward the 
window and scrunched a smile. There was simple conversation, and then there was 
interrogation. Jones didn’t notice. 

 “Just a thought I’ve had for a long time. I always had my doubts about him, I never 
wanted to find out but I suspected him of cheating on my mom. She thought worse though. I 
don’t think the idea of cheating bothered her that much, but she was stone scared of some other 
family out there waiting for him as we did. My mother couldn’t handle that kind of thing so she 
dragged us all over the country to keep tabs on him. I don’t know what she was thinking. Believe 
me, there isn’t a soul living or dead that can keep tabs on a trucker, I mean look at me, look at 
what I do; I would know.” 

 “Did you ever find out?” 

 “Hm, about what?” 

 “Well, I don’t mean to pry, but was your father cheating.” 

 “No,” Jones very seriously stated as he put both hands on the wheel. “But I didn’t mind 
all of the moving around and suspicions. It brought me and my mother very close together. We 
are inseparable, Lucy and I, until, that is, the day we both die.” 

 Jones relaxed after this happy thought. He took his right hand back off the wheel, and 
turned to Alex to ask, “Do you have a knife?” 

 “What?” Alex suddenly felt he should have a knife. 

 “To cut open that grapefruit. If you don’t mind I’m still a little hungry. A trucker’s 
appetite is rarely satisfied, but that grapefruit of yours might just do the trick. Do you have a 
knife?” 



 “No.” 

 “How have you been eating those grapefruits then?” 

 “I’ve been picking the skin off with my nails. They’re pretty long now, see?” 

 “Mm-hm. You’re hair is pretty long too.” 

 “Yeah, it was all dreaded up like this before I left though.” 

 “Well, you wear it well. Can’t have hair to fuss over when you’re living a life on the road. 
That’s why I shave mine myself.” Jones removed his red baseball hat and tilted his head towards 
Alex. “See, bald as the day I was born. Go on, touch it. Tell me I don’t lay a fine shave.” 

 Alex took his pointer finger and smudged Jones’s crown a little. “Hah. Boy, my mom 
would have loved a dew like that on me. She used to relate my dreads to a mop. She’d bring out a 
bucket of water and a pair of scissors and say I have a choice, either I clean the floor with my 
mop or she cleans my head of that mop.” Alex rolled his head down and swayed it back and forth 
in a sweeping motion, the two laughing all the while, Jones laughing so hard he laughed himself 
upright, and accidentally gave Lucy a little extra gas, causing the girl to hock a bad lung (they 
were on a six percent incline). 

 “Woops, sorry old girl. I know how much you hate fun.” The two kept laughing at this. 
Jones wiped his brow with the back of his hat, and reached over Alex’s lap. Alex was about to 
grab the hat out of his hand, when Jones popped open the glove box, stuffed the hat away, and 
retrieved a nine inch blade with a wooden handle and iron hilt. He held it for a moment over 
Alex’s lap. He flipped it and caught the flat of the blade between his thumb and index knuckle. 

 “Now, how’s about that grapefruit?” 

 “Sure.” Alex reached into his pack and pulled out the grapefruit, but paused for a 
moment and then started to dig ferociously through his pack. 

 “I can’t find it.” 

 “The Grapefruit?” 

 “The photograph.” 

 “You didn’t mention a photograph before.” 

 “I didn’t take it out in the diner, did I?” 

 “First I’m hearing of it. I’m sure you’ll find it tomorrow with the daylight.” 

 “Yeah. Okay.” 

 “Should I pull over and help you look?” 

 “No, it’s fine. I’m sure you’re right. I hope so. It’s important to me, it is a picture of my...” 

 “It seems odd that you forgot to mention this important photograph when I asked you 
what was in your bag Alex. Perhaps it blew out your pack when you were riding in that red pick-
up.” 

 “You said you didn’t see anything blow out my bag.” 

 “Well, I didn’t, but you seemed to think so.” 



 “I don’t know, I haven’t checked in a while. I can’t believe I lost it.” 

 The conversation fell dead after that. Jones listened to the radio and the sound of Alex 
emptying his bag. After a couple of country songs, all of his clothes and grapefruits were 
scattered about the cab, mixed among Jones’s tobacco guts and burger wrappers. The only thing 
left in his bag was one grapefruit, which Alex relinquished from his hand and let plop back in. 
He fell back into his seat, not bothering to fix the rest of his mess, and turned his eyes to the 
radio playing Townes Van Zandt’s These Flying Shoes. Country was too much for him right now, 
he needed some oldies rock or hip hop to take his mind off things, but felt too small to touch the 
dial. 

 So blues became the silence, until right after exit 120, when Jones cut in, “My mother 
cheated on my father all of the time. She tried to hide it from me but she couldn’t hide anything 
from me. I’d like to think that she did it out of love. So she could still stare him straight in the 
eye and love him, but sometimes I wonder if all her suspicions were from guilt. From her own 
actions!” Jones voice shook with the cab as he lowered gears for the hill they were going down.  

 “Jones, I’m sorry.” 

 “It’s all right kid, my fault for talking about home. Folks get too serious when talking 
about home. You need to keep your mind on the road.” Jones nervously but boisterously 
laughed. “So how about that grapefruit?” 

 “Right. Sorry, I forgot.” Alex lifted a quarter-pounder with cheese wrapper with some 
dried yellow cheese still in it that was cradling one of his grapefruits. He slowly sawed the 
grapefruit until he felt the press of the knife on the paper, and hesitantly handed Jones a half. 
“Is it okay like this or should I cut it up smaller?” 

 “Na, I’ll do it.” Jones placed his half on the dashboard, took the knife off Alex, hacked 
away carelessly, until a piece could be easily pulled away from the pulverized skin. Juices 
dripped all down his dash and over the cowboy-lover spitting radio as well as Jones’s face. 

 “I don’t mind a little mess from time to time,” disclaimed Jones. Alex laughed on the 
inside as he watched the discarded wrappers and t-shirts rattle about his feet. Jones never gave 
Alex the knife back the whole time they were eating, which was fine for Alex because he didn’t 
like knives or guns, and his nails had been working fine for him so far. But at the end of the meal 
Jones took the knife and stabbed right in the center at what had served as his personal cutting 
board, piercing the knife through some left over skin and into the dash where it stood erect and 
shiny like the chrome Rolls Royce ornament on the other side of the hood; they were perfectly 
aligned. The blade had punched the rubber with a thump Alex felt in his heart. 

 “I hope you didn’t treat the real Lucy like that when she was alive.” 

 Jones face scrunched. “I don’t think that’s funny. That’s a disturbing thought, Alex. And I 
can’t believe you would say something like that.” 

 “Oh, Jones, I am so sorry, I didn’t mean to...” 

 “It’s okay, no need to get all hot and bothered. I forgive you. Do you know why I forgive 
you, Alex?” 

 “I don’t uhh...” 



 “Because I meant what I said; that we’re family. And family forgives each other. Because 
family wants to help each other.” 

 “I feel that. And I’m sorry about what I said about your mother. I didn’t mean it, I’m just 
a little upset over this photograph. That’s it! Because it’s a picture of...” 

 “Alex, I know you didn’t mean to insult my mother, that’s why I forgave you so fast. 
Besides if we’re family, she’s sort of your mother too, so you can say whatever you want about 
her.” 

 “You really love her.” 

 “If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have named the most important thing to me in the world after 
her.” Jones petted a clean part of his dash. Alex looked at the dirty part. “I tell you what, we’ll 
pull over at the next exit, and I’m gonna help you find that picture of yours.” 

 “Really? Well, you don’t have to do that.” 

 “Sure, it’s no problem. I want to help you, Brother. I wouldn’t be driving out of my way 
all the way to Salt Lake if I didn’t want to help you.” Alex’s eyes squinted for a moment and his 
head let out little backwards jerk. Jones continued, “You’re family, and I have to be a good older 
brother and help you with your problems, just as you would want to help me with mine.” Jones 
shifted in his seat, reached over and unlatched Alex’s seat buckle. Alex caught the belt before it 
could snap all the way back. Holding it there over his right breast, Alex looked at Jones, and 
Jones looked at Alex, then Jones patted the cushion close to his butt. 

  Alex wished more than anything he hadn’t gotten into the truck with Jones, let this 
maniac drive, give him that power over him, give him his grapefruit. He wished he still had the 
photograph of him and his mom on high school graduation day. He wished he had never offered 
a pickle to anyone in his life. But at least he knew how it was going to end.  

 He looked forward out on to the dark road, without so much as a headlight or guardrails 
to guide their path, only yellow and white lines, and the glisten from the chrome Rolls Royce 
ornmente and the knife. His mouth and ears were burning. His eyes were dry, very dry. He had a 
headache and he could feel a fever coming on. He felt it all. Hot pain. He slid over next to Jones 
just as he was asked. 

 “O, Lucy!” Jones exhaled. 

 The cab motored through a hill of brush into a tree line thirty feet off the road. The 
chrome grill was split right down the middle. The left side gnawed into the splintered tree trunk. 
The right was set about five feet ahead of the left and was mostly not grill at all, but exposed 
engine. The hood was crumpled up twenty feet or so before the crash site with the chrome Rolls 
Royce ornament still intact. The trailer was on its side about as close to the road as the hood, but 
it wasn’t crumpled up at all, just a little dented, and empty besides. The driver’s door had been 
twisted and turned into a reversed-duplicate image of the lightning bolt painted on it, shifting 
the lightning bolt into a straight gold line. The passenger door had remained shut thanks to the 
child-lock device installed in it.  

 Jones sat snugly in the driver seat, dried blood covered his entire front from his bald 
crown to his balls. A knife was wedged into his chest, the iron hilt of which honked the horn 
until one of the investigating officers moved Jones back. The front windshield was completely 



shattered and bits of glass and pulp had rained in all over the engine. There was turned up dirt 
ten feet in front where Alex’s body had landed. Right next to it was his pack. Out of it had rolled 
a bruised uncut grapefruit.


