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Chapter 1 – The Wreckage in His Heart
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The air still smelled like cooked plastic and broken promises.

Frank Peniston sat in the charred shell of the Madge crash site, perched on a collapsed section of guardrail like a man awaiting sentencing from the ocean. The cratered asphalt glittered with ground glass, sunlight catching on it as if trying to make tragedy photogenic. In his hands he cradled a bent Chevy logo—the Malibu’s chrome bowtie—turning it over like a war medal from a conflict no one else believed happened.

Weeks, maybe days, had passed since the explosion. Time here didn’t run forward so much as congeal, thick and sticky.

Ronald appeared behind him, clearing his throat in the way of a man announcing bad news about the buffet.

“Hey, buddy. How’s, uh... sitting?”

“Productive,” Frank muttered, still staring at the bowtie.

Ronald gave a small nod. “Cool-cool. So, I got you something. Well... technically outsourced it.”

Three men in black suits and sombreros emerged from the hilltop like mariachi prophets. They arranged themselves neatly and launched into an earnest rendition of Limp Bizkit’s “Rollin’,” the trumpets straining against the absurdity.

“Mariachi Bizkit,” Ronald said proudly. “They do all the hits. ‘Nookie’ in 3/4 will break your heart.”

The guitarrón rumbled like distant trouble. The violin apologized for nothing. Frank didn’t move.

“Please stop,” he said flatly.

The music ended in a flourish. The lead trumpeter offered him a laminated set list, which Frank ignored. Ronald’s smile wavered. “Too soon. Got it.” The band retreated in awkward moonwalk steps.

By dusk, the sky had bruised purple. That’s when Candyne arrived—heels crunching on gravel, dress the color of a dare—carrying a cake shaped like Madge. Sparklers jutted from the frosting headlights, throwing off little bursts of light across her face.

“It’s a tribute,” she said, setting it down on a relatively uncharred patch of asphalt. The detail work was unnerving: licorice beltline, peppermint mirrors, sugar tires with tread marks. “Figured it might... help.”
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