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The northern stretch of the drive home was depressingly flat. Just endless beige fields and low grey skies, like the world had been drained of color. My hands stayed loose on the wheel. It was too easy to drift into a blank kind of daydream, watching broken stalks blur past the glass. The harvest was over. Everything was dead or dying.

I was not looking forward to this.

Debra answered the door with a pitying smile - one I’d seen a lot since everything fell apart. First my job. Then my lease. Then the relationship I was too tired to fight for. It all crumbled so fast, I barely registered the sequence.

“I really appreciate this,” I said, awkward over a mug of tea. Debra was my mom’s cousin, mid-sixties and always in motion. I was lucky she had a basement I could crawl into. I told myself it was temporary, but the pit in my stomach said otherwise.

“It’s no problem at all, April,” she said, reaching over to squeeze my forearm. A soft, steady pressure. I hadn’t been touched like that in months. I could’ve cried right there in her tidy little kitchen.

She didn’t press. Just let me take my mug and my silence downstairs.

The basement smelled like old cardboard and pine cleaner. There was a low ceiling and a guest bed with a sunken mattress. I curled up under the quilt and pulled my knees to my chest, trying to see something - anything – at the end of this tunnel.

Nothing came.

By the next afternoon, I was crawling out of my skin. The WiFi barely worked. Debra was always out - errands, meetings, appointments. I paced the basement like a caged animal, restless and heat-sick. The air was wrong: thick, too warm for October. I couldn’t sit still.

I checked the temperature - it was pushing ninety. Too hot for a long walk, but I needed to get out. Just move. Just breathe. I scribbled a note and grabbed my water bottle. I was heading for the preserve. The woods. The only place around here that ever felt real.

I stopped at the gas station just off the interstate, same as always. Two attendants behind the glass, both grinning wide enough to show more gum than teeth. The overhead lights buzzed faintly. Something about the whole place always felt sticky.

I grabbed a fountain drink and stepped up to the counter. As I reached for the receipt, one of the women - her fingers more claw than hand - caught my wrist in a sudden grip.

“Merry solstice,” she rasped, voice like gravel on concrete.

Then both of them started laughing, mirthful but sinister at the same time. It rolled into wet coughing fits as I backed away with an awkward smile and got the hell out.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
AN T I ER

Ravyn T. Blackwood






