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						Over the Long Haul
					
				

			

			
				
					
						• • •
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Martha Soukup
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Sometimes I think I’ve been in this truck forever, but of course that’s
					
				

				
					
						not so. I just have to look at my license card if I want the proof:
					
				

			

			
				
					
						“Shawana Mooney,” it says, and right next to that the day I got the card,
					
				

				
					
						two years ago. Two weeks after little Cilehe was born, which makes it easy
					
				

				
					
						to remember her birthday.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						That name “Shawana” makes me think sometimes my daddy was a guy
					
				

				
					
						named Shawn Parker. My mama sure cried when he got shot dead when I
					
				

				
					
						was eight, but she wouldn’t say he was my daddy. She just said he was no
					
				

				
					
						good and ran drugs and then she cried some more. Mooney, of course,
					
				

				
					
						that’s my mama’s name and her mama’s, and it was my great-grandma’s
					
				

				
					
						too. Also my great-grandpa’s. They were married.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Then the card’s got my picture, which looks terrible with my eyes all
					
				

				
					
						stary the way the camera caught them, but I kind of like the way I had my
					
				

				
					
						hair done then, with all those little braids my grandma put in.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						I must look awful now. I look at myself in the big side mirror when I fix
					
				

				
					
						up my makeup, but I don’t really look hard at the whole effect, if you know
					
				

				
					
						what I mean. When Tomi gets a little bigger— he’s barely four
					
				

				
					
						now—maybe I can teach him to fix my hair.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Or maybe we’ll get out of this truck.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						I think about that a lot, especially when Cilehe gets cranky and yells.
					
				

				
					
						Which isn’t fair to her of course because what two-year-old wants to grow
					
				

				
					
						up in the cab of a truck, six feet wide and six feet deep? Sure, she’s got
					
				

				
					
						“Sesame Street” like I did—and a lot of other much more boring TV, like it
					
				

				
					
						or not—but I could go outside besides, even if my grandma was always
					
				

				
					
						warning me about gangs. Cilehe’s the kind of baby who needs to move
					
				

				
					
						around and tire herself out, which is pretty hard here.
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						I know exactly how she feels.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						But it’s none of her doing. I tell myself that. I got her by my own
					
				

				
					
						self—well, I had help, but it isn’t her fault her daddy isn’t in a truck too.
					
				

				
					
						They put the welfare parents who actually are raising the kids in the
					
				

				
					
						trucks. Now, do you know any guy who’s going to take them? Nope. Both
					
				

				
					
						their daddies were long gone before that happened.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						One truck stop looks a lot like another. I was kind of dozing behind the
					
				

				
					
						wheel when it took a big pull right and the truck went on to an exit. I tried
					
				

				
					
						to guess where we were—I thought maybe Nebraska. Sure was flat as hell
					
				

				
					
						out there.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Cilehe started kicking up a fit. She always acts like the last couple
					
				

				
					
						minutes before we stop is a couple of hours, and screaming will make the
					
				

				
					
						truck go faster. The only thing that could make the truck go faster is if I
					
				

				
					
						hit MANUAL OVERRIDE and drove it myself, and I’d better have a damn
					
				

				
					
						good reason for that or it’s big trouble. She was screaming for the potty.
					
				

				
					
						She just started with that, and she doesn’t like the portapotty in the cab.
					
				

				
					
						Me neither. I don’t care what they say, the thing smells.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Got her in before she messed up her panties, Tomi following quiet as a
					
				

				
					
						mouse. He’s not quite big enough to send into the boys’ room alone yet.
					
				

				
					
						Then she didn’t want to wash her hands, and when I made her, she got her
					
				

				
					
						hands and face and hair and T-shirt and the floor all wet, and glared up at
					
				

				
					
						me like I did it. She stomped out of the bathroom with her sneakers going
					
				

				
					
						squish, squish, squish.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						I looked in to see if I knew any of the drivers. Kimberlea and Avis were
					
				

				
					
						both there, still going along the same route I was. I met Avis for the first
					
				

				
					
						time in Minneapolis on this run. Kimberlea I met soon after I started. The
					
				

				
					
						women on the road tell me you can go forever between seeing someone
					
				

				
					
						twice, so that was lucky. As long as we kept going along the same route,
					
				

				
					
						taking our full breaks—who wouldn’t take her full break?—so they’d be the
					
				

				
					
						same length, we’d keep meeting up. Kimberlea is older than my mama,
					
				

				
					
						maybe forty, and she used to do keypunching in the very last office that
					
				

				
					
						still used it, years and years after everyone else stopped, until the business
					
				

				
					
						was sold and they retired the old-time system. Her kids are twelve and
					
				

				
					
						eight, and she was even married when she had them.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Avis was having trouble with her boy. Her one-year-old twins were in
					
				

				
					
						the big playpen in the middle of the dining room, the boy screaming his
					
				

				
					
						head off. I looked at Cilehe, but she just stared at the kid with big round
					
				

				
					
						eyes, didn’t copy him. The baby wailed, while Avis drank Coke with her
					
				

				
					
						face turned away from him, her eyebrows down and her mouth real tight,
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						trying to act like the baby wasn’t there.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						“But I don’t know if I want green or blue,” she was saying to Kimberlea.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Kimberlea sighed. “Girl, what do you need with neon fingernails?” I put
					
				

				
					
						Cilehe in the pen, away from Avis’s boy, and let Tomi sit next to me.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						“Just because I’m stuck in a truck all day doesn’t mean I can’t look
					
				

				
					
						good!” Avis is a couple years younger than me, maybe seventeen.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						“That sort of thing costs money. You don’t get that much to save.”
					
				

			

			
				
					
						“So what else do I have to spend it on?”
					
				

			

			
				
					
						“You can save it,” Kimberlea said stubbornly.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						“Right, and maybe in twelve years when my babies are teenagers and
					
				

				
					
						they let me out, I’ll have a couple hundred bucks!” Avis took a long drink
					
				

				
					
						of her Coke. Kimberlea and I said hi. “So why not order the implant kit
					
				

				
					
						and have something now?”
					
				

			

			
				
					
						“Couple hundred dollars is better than nothing. And you could save
					
				

				
					
						more than that.”
					
				

			

			
				
					
						“On what the government gives us?” Avis snorted and peeled open a
					
				

				
					
						Snickers.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						“I save six dollars a week,” Kimberlea said.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						“You told us,” Avis said.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Last stop, Kimberlea’d laid out her whole plan over breakfast. She’s
					
				

				
					
						studying for her accounting license. Accounting’s just a matter of using
					
				

				
					
						spreadsheets and stuff, she said, but they still make you study for it. The
					
				

				
					
						course work costs, and then you have to get a license, which is a lot of
					
				

				
					
						money even before the bribes. She saves every penny. Doesn’t even use up
					
				

				
					
						her food vouchers; sells the leftovers back to the government for half value,
					
				

				
					
						or sometimes to other truckers for two thirds. Her plate had scraps of
					
				

				
					
						meat loaf and carrots. Not even Jell-O for dessert. She stays husky just the
					
				

				
					
						same.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						“What the fuck you want an accounting license for anyway?” Avis asked.
					
				

				
					
						“It’s just minimum wage. Your oldest is thirteen next year, so you get out
					
				

				
					
						one way or another.” Trucking’s also a labor option for mothers with just
					
				

				
					
						one preteenager, but I’ve only seen a couple women who chose it when
					
				

				
					
						they didn’t have to. They’d put her on some other workfare labor. Maybe
					
				

				
					
						sidewalk cleaning. That’s what I did, five hours a day, before Cilehe. I used
					
				

				
					
						to hate it, but it’s better than trucking.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Kimberlea took her paper napkin off her lap, folded it neatly, and laid it
					
				

				
					
						on her tray. “I don’t like being on welfare if I can work,” she said. “Not this
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						workfare joke—a real job. I always worked until they took my job away.
					
				

				
					
						That’s the way I know.”
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The boy was screaming so loud now even Avis couldn’t ignore it any
					
				

				
					
						longer. “Shit,” she said. She stuffed the rest of the Snickers into her mouth
					
				

				
					
						and went to get him.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Kimberlea and I talked for a couple minutes until her watch started
					
				

				
					
						beeping. “Back to the road,” she said. She gathered up her two kids, who
					
				

				
					
						had been reading quietly at another table—don’t know how she saves six
					
				

				
					
						bucks a week, if she buys them books—and left.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Avis came back. “Damn kid needed a new diaper,” she said. “Where’s
					
				

				
					
						old Kim Burly?”
					
				

			

			
				
					
						“Her break was up.”
					
				

			

			
				
					
						“Stuck-up bitch.” She wiggled her fingers in my face. “So do you think
					
				

				
					
						green or blue?”
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Tomi tugged my arm and pointed. I was set to ignore him, but the room
					
				

				
					
						had gone quiet. I looked up. There was a man in the dining room.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Maybe if you don’t truck, you don’t know how strange that was. When I
					
				

				
					
						was little, I guess most truckers were guys. Then they came up with the
					
				

				
					
						remote-driving system, one guy in his living room controlling a dozen
					
				

				
					
						trucks. The unions kicked a fuss about that, of course, so everyone yelled
					
				

				
					
						at each other until they came up with a couple solutions: early retirement
					
				

				
					
						with heaps of compensation for the old truckers—lot of younger guys took
					
				

				
					
						that and went into other work— and retraining the truckers that passed
					
				

				
					
						the tests to be controllers at a big fat salary. At the same time, they passed
					
				

				
					
						a law that there had to be a driver in each truck. For manual override in
					
				

				
					
						emergencies, like that was going to happen. But nobody trusts computers
					
				

				
					
						and leastways unions.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Then came the Welfare Labor Act, the workfare act. Bound to happen,
					
				

				
					
						they put us in the trucks. It’s boring. It doesn’t pay shit—the controllers
					
				

				
					
						get the real money. We all know why they put us with two kids in the
					
				

				
					
						trucks. It’s like, you get yourself one kid, they put you cleaning sidewalks
					
				

				
					
						or something and thinking on what happens if you get another one. You
					
				

				
					
						get another one anyway, and bam! into a truck. So now you’re on the road
					
				

				
					
						all the time, only get out at a truck stop and see other drivers and they’re
					
				

				
					
						all women too. A third kid is too many to live in a truck cab, so you’d get
					
				

				
					
						out, but how’re you going to get a third one? Locking you in a convent
					
				

				
					
						couldn’t work any better.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						What they say is truck cabs are perfect classrooms, educational TV the
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						kids (and their moms) can’t get away from. Getting away from bad
					
				

				
					
						influences. Breaking the cycle of poverty.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						What it’s 
						about
						 is punishing us, keeping us away from that nasty stuff
					
				

				
					
						that got us here. We all know it. These are the same people who got
					
				

				
					
						abortion made illegal, and whittled down sex ed next to nothing. (Though
					
				

				
					
						from what my mama told me once before she moved on, people hardly
					
				

				
					
						used birth control even when they had teachers telling them about it.)
					
				

				
					
						They’re punishing us, all right.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						I never saw a guy trucking. As far as I ever knew, they didn’t even 
						let
					
				

				
					
						guys choose trucking.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Avis was staring. “Jesus, it’s a man!” she whispered.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						“Real good,” I said. “You remember what they look like.”
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Maybe I hadn’t, though. Oh, he was tall and he was fine. White, like
					
				

				
					
						Cilehe’s daddy, but dark tan skin. Maybe Latin. His hair came down in a
					
				

				
					
						braid over one shoulder, thick and brown and shiny. Cheekbones cut high
					
				

				
					
						like a TV Indian’s. He had tight old jeans on. The way they hugged his hips
					
				

				
					
						close you could imagine doing yourself.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Man, it had been too long since I’d seen a guy.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						He walked over to an empty table across the room and a dozen pairs of
					
				

				
					
						eyes followed him. Nobody said a word.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						One skinny girl with a baby on her hip went over and stared down at
					
				

				
					
						him. “Truckers only in this room,” she said in a mean voice.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						That broke the silence. Everyone started up with catcalls, hisses, and
					
				

				
					
						“Who 
						cares?”
						 The girl glared back at all of us. Some of them, when they
					
				

				
					
						get put in the trucks, actually buy the crap about our Evil Ways and get
					
				

				
					
						worse than any taxpayer.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The guy just smiled up at her so nice your toes curled. “You’re right,” he
					
				

				
					
						said. His voice was like caramel candy. He pulled out his trucker’s card.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The girl’s lips went white. She grabbed the kid up in her arm, pulled
					
				

				
					
						another off her chair, and left the room.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						“This is mine,” Avis said, to me or maybe just to the universe.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						“What are you talking about?” Her eyes looked like a cat’s fixing to go
					
				

				
					
						after a mouse. Squintier than a cat’s, though, in her pasty pimply face. No
					
				

				
					
						way a man so fine-looking would go for her.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Not that 
						I
						 was after him.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						“Seventeen months,” Avis said. No need to ask seventeen months since
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