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Chapter One
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West Virginia 

Glen
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WHEN THE BUZZ, BUZZ, buzzin' starts, I futilely cover my ears and turn on my side. Watching the crackle from the fire pit ain't doin' a smidgen to soothe the call, not so close to the source.

It’s spring. Moth mating season, and my least favorite time of the year.

These days, the lantern ceremony is more like a rave. As someone who’s pushing forty years old, I ain't got no interest in that loud, buzzing noise the mothfolk youngins call the moth pit.

I’ll take the strings of a fiddle in front of the fire any day over that too-loud atrocity. They call it music! Music! It’s a bunch of synthetic sounds, not even real instruments.

My hand finds the knob of my radio and turns it on. The folk sounds don’t do much to drown out the raving thump thump whump whump. 

Perhaps my chance at finding a partner has come and gone, some might say, since I ain't yet found anyone I was drawn to, that one flame I’m attracted to. That’s okay. If it’s a choice between that moth rave party and my solitary life at my cabin in the woods, I’ll take my cabin any day.

A soft oink sounds near my ear, hot breath tickling my hair.

My apologies, I reckon I should alter that statement—I’ll take my cabin and my truffle pig, Rampy, any day.

I fish out a bit of feed from my pocket and let her eat from my palm.

“Good girl. You ready for truffle huntin’ tomorrow?”

She answers with a soft oink, nuzzling her black snout into my hand even though there’s nothing left.

“I’m glad you ain’t affected by them buzzings, girl.”
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IN THE MORNING, I HEAD out early with Rampy into the woods to do some truffle gathering. She’s fast on the trail, and I have to shift into my moth form to keep up. Rampy’s quick to find some good lookin' mushrooms. I gather some ramps as well, sharing them with her as we go.

Once we’re back I tend to my livestock, turning my portable radio up to drown out the call of the light. The first farmers’ market will be soon, and there's a crap ton to be done if I wanna be ready.

The market brings me a small chunk of anxiousness. I don't like speakin' to all them people. But it’s simple work, scripted transactions. Once you know the basics, most of it is repetitive, the same phrases, the same people, a routine. And routines are good for me. I like routines, I like simple.

It might not be much to some, but it’s honest work, and I enjoy the simple little life I’ve carved out for myself. I’m a simple mothman of simple pleasures. A good bottle of moonshine, a ramp here and again.

Ain’t no point in upsetting things, now, is there?
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Chapter Two 
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Stranger

Ollie
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THE SWEET, SWEET, PUNGENT smell of ramps is what first attracts me to the stall at the farmers' market.

It's been far too long since I've had a good, fresh ramp. Regular onions aren't the same. Spring onions are okay. Still no comparison.

I'm so glad to be back in good old West Virginia.

Without thinking, I lean in and inhale deeply, letting out a satisfied mewl.

"Howdy. Would you like some ramps?"

I look up at the stand owner and go doe-eyed. He’s got deep, red eyes. From further away they might appear brown. This close, though, I’m captivated by those rubies. Otherwise, he might be considered simple, with his brown hair and short beard, a sun tan peeking through his shirt collar. And plainly dressed, too, in his cap, plaid shirt, and overalls.

The scent of ramps clings to him, drawing me in along with those eyes. This man plucked these ramps from the ground with his own two hands. If his breath is anything to go by, he ate a few, too.

“Um... Well?” He says, confusion in his voice.

“I’ll take them all,” I reply.

He goes bug-eyed at the request, as if it’s the most peculiar thing anyone’s ever said to him.

“Ya like ‘em that much, huh?”

“I love them.”

He bundles the ramps into a paper bag for me. “West Virginia specialty, ramps.”

“I know.” I smile wide. His eyes lock on my lips and crimson floods his face. He almost looks like a ramp. “I just moved back here, and I’ve missed them the most.”

He smiles at that. “I love ‘em, too.” He holds out the bag.

“How much?”

“On the house, so long as ya come back for more soon.”

“Oh...” It’s my turn to blush. “Thanks. I will.”

“Okay. Good.”

“I’m Ollie, by the way. What’s your name?”

His head turns to the side, perplexed. He looks everywhere but directly at me. “It’s Glen.”

“Well then, Glen... it was nice to meet you. I’ll be seeing you around.”

“Have a good day and enjoy your ramps,” he says with a courteous smile and a wave, voice as even as a recording.

It’s almost like he’s not sure how to act. Odd. Cute. But odd.

Biting into a ramp as I walk away is heaven on Earth. I’ll definitely come back, not only to see Glen’s cute face again, but for more of these delightful delicacies.

I find a seat in a nearby park and keep munching on my ramps. 

“Now, that’s a mighty strange sight,” a voice says, startling me. I nearly drop my ramp, catching it thankfully before it hits the ground. I look at the passerby when I'm straightened up again.

It’s a rather plain looking guy, pale skinned with messy brown hair and dark eyes, dressed in plaid. A camera with a large lense hangs from his neck. Cameras are trouble. If he’s press, looking for a scoop to sell, I definitely don’t want his attention.

“Uh. What’s strange about me?” Understatement. I am strange. Stranger than any stranger can know. Not that I want him to know that, which is why I need to be cool and calm about this. I have no chill, though.

“Never seen anyone chomp those stinky things down like Glen. You get those from him?”

“Yeah... You know Glen?”

The man smiles too knowingly. “Oh, yeah, I know him very well. He’s my partner’s brother.”

“Oh. What can you tell me about him?”

He sits beside me, smirking. “Anything you want, I imagine. The name’s Malcolm Stumpf, by the way. You can call me Mal.” Mal extends a hand, and I shake it. I still don’t like that camera, but Mal seems friendly enough.

“Ollie Braxton.”

Mal’s brow quirks inquisitively. “Like the county?”

Oh, I don’t like that look.

“Yeah, coincidentally,” I say, hoping I sound convincing. I’m the worst liar. It is not, in fact, a coincidence.

“Yeah, that sure is a coincidence,” he says, not sounding convinced.

Subject change time. Deflect, distract, deter. Words to live by for the strange and unusual.

“So, what can you tell me about Glen?”

His face smooths out of that state of contemplation which churned my gut.

“Glen’s a simple guy. He lives out in the woods and runs a small farm. Doesn’t like small talk all too much.”

He did seem to struggle with our interaction.

“Is he always at the farmer’s market?”

“Yeah, that’s how he earns a living. Selling truffles and a few other vegetables. His pig finds the best truffles, but damn those things’re expensive. I’ve heard people rave about them, though.” Mal grins. “And he sells ramps, for the folks of simpler tastes like yourself.”

“They’re good.”

He laughs and waves a hand in front of his crinkled nose. “Man do they stink, though. I told Logan when we started dating no kisses when he has ramp breath.”

It’s hard not to chuckle at that. Personally, I find the ramp breath intoxicating. The scent lingered long after eating them, and no other onion has quite the same appeal. I could cling to Glen and inhale the pungent smell of ramps all day, and I think it’s the closest to heaven I could ever be.

"You're not from around here, are you?" I ask.

"Nope. I'm not a natural born 'eer. What about you? You don't sound all cattywampus like Logan and Glen."

"I've been away awhile and lost my touch, I guess." It's not untrue. That, and I always kind of kept to myself.

“Ah. Well, Braxton, I think I’ve had about all I can take of ramps today.” Mal claps his knees and stands. “Good luck with Glen,” he says with a mischievous grin and a wink.

He’s entirely too perceptive and charismatic, a dangerous combination.

I ponder whether I should be concerned with Malcolm Stumpf and eat a few more ramps. In the distance somewhere, I swear a camera shutter clicks, yet when I look around, there’s no Mal or camera to be found.

Glen
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INTERACTIONS AT THE farmer’s market usually blur together, methodical and machine-like, repetition of the same few phrases.

Today, however, one stood out. A person in a flowered dress, with hair a bright sun-kissed orange, and eyes yellow-green as spring onions. She was quiet, voice like a whisper on the wind, and awkward, though maybe it’s just me.

Anything outside my normal routine is awkward to me, who's the awkward one.

Her name, she said, was Ollie, and she loved my ramps more than anyone I’ve ever seen. Maybe even more than me. Ollie loved them so much, I couldn’t help but be chuffed, and gave the whole batch to her on the house. They hardly cost anything anyhow, and half the time I end up munching them or feeding 'em to Rampy.

The smile Ollie gave me was worth its weight in gold.

When I finish up at the market, I make it my mission to go gatherin' for more ramps, so I have fresh stock in case Ollie returns tomorrow. It might be a worthless, silly venture, but joy swells in my chest at the thought of Ollie smiling again for my efforts.

The buzzing still looms over me like an omen, warning me of the impending mating cycle to which I ain't got no plans of heeding. Onion hunting gives me something to distract myself from it, though. Between the pungent smell of onions and the wispy spring breeze, it’s almost like it’s not mating season at all. Almost.

A bottle of moonshine’ll dull the low hum in my ears as I sit by the fire tonight.

Thoughts of Ollie and those yellow-green eyes follow me the whole way home, and into oblivion that night, even after my glass is shining.

[image: ]

THE NEXT DAY, MY STOMACH turns like a thousand moths as I watch the people come and go at the market. I repeat my same ol' phrases, but no more than I need to. I don’t shout out about my offerings, like some, because I ain't keen to startle anyone. I’m well accustomed to being overwhelmed, so I wouldn’t want to inflict such a thing on anyone else.

A man with hair pulled back into a bun approaches. There’s something familiar about him... those green eyes are unmistakable. Yet no makeup adorns his sun-tanned, freckle-speckled face. A relation of Ollie’s? A sibling, perhaps? Ollie’s face yesterday had been somewhat obscured by hair worn down, so I’m not certain on the finer details of her features.

“Hello,” I say.

“H-Hi... Glen,” the man says, cheeks turning the color of ramps. 

I quirk a brow. “I don't reckon we've met.” Had Ollie told him about me, perhaps?
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