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        To all our grandparents.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNINGS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Heads up: this story contains a lot of bug stuff, snake stuff, face trauma, religious trauma, antisemitism, claustrophobia, general existential angst, and a little suicidal ideation. It also might get some yacht rock stuck in your head, but no need to thank me for that.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

          THE BIG BANG; LET THERE BE YACHT ROCK; BROKEN HEARTS; MOTHERFUCKING SNOBALLS

        

      

    

    
      All is either darkness or chaos.

      The deep space obscurity of midnight or the careless incoherence of lights and colors speeding past, expanding, tumbling, destined only to wink out in the rearview. Barely any form, let alone any meaning.

      Until—

      Splat!

      A bug the size of an adult human thumb collides with his windshield, presenting its insides in a wet bouquet across the glass.

      “Sweet Jesus!” Abe exclaims.

      “What?” His older brother’s worried voice, coming from the phone plugged into the dashboard. “What happened?”

      “Nothing. Just a huge fucking dragonfly or something. Christ. Thing was big enough to have a social security number.”

      “Well, it’s summer,” his brother says, always helpful.

      “Yeah. Thanks.”

      Abe engages the wipers. The remnants of the bug smear across the windshield in stubborn, arcing streaks. He tries adding a little windshield fluid. The bug refuses to be forgotten.

      For the briefest of moments, Abe feels a touch of something like dread at the base of his spine, though he has no idea why.

      “Look,” he tells his brother, “can I get back to concentrating on what I’m doing? Or do you need to tell me another thirty times how I should’ve started driving sooner?”

      “Hey, you’re the one who decided to still be on the road at,” a pause while his brother looks at a clock somewhere, “one forty-five a.m. I tried to get you to leave earlier.”

      “I’m also the one who explained I have a gig in a few days and we had to cram a rehearsal in since I’m being dragged to somebody’s hospital bedside for the foreseeable future.”

      “It wasn’t Bobbe’s idea to have a stroke before your big gig, Abe.”

      “It’s not a ‘big gig,’ okay, it’s just a ‘gig.’ But thanks for the condescension.”

      “Fine.”

      “And if anyone would purposefully time a stroke to fuck with my life, it’s Bobbe.”

      His brother declines to respond. He’s exhausted too; Abe can hear it.

      “I’m hanging up now,” Abe says at last. “The road is starting to look like the end of 2001, so I gotta focus.”

      “Please be safe. We don’t need you to die too.”

      “Bobbe would be furious about being upstaged. If she does die, which I still don’t think is possible.”

      “The doctors said⁠—”

      “I know.”

      “And mom really wants you here before that⁠—”

      “I know. Can I please hang up now?”

      “Lemme know when you’re like an hour away. You sure you’re okay to drive? You have me worried now.”

      “Yes. Unless I purposefully drive myself off a cliff.”

      “Abe.”

      “I’m fine!”

      “Fine. Just, one last thing⁠—”

      “What? Jesus!”

      “That. Can you cool it with the Jesuses and the Christs? You know how much she hates that. I don’t know if she can hear anything right now, but. . .”

      Abe chuckles. “Hey. Maybe it’ll make her mad enough to snap out of her coma.”

      “Ha. Maybe. She’ll wake up to yell at you for being a bad Jew.”

      “She’ll hop out of bed to write me out of the will, like she did to Uncle Mike for being rude to her at that dinner once.”

      “And his kids too. Don’t forget she wrote his kids out. Just ’cause he asked her to stop being racist to the waiter.”

      “Hey, what if she wakes up and the stroke has made her an actually pleasant person?”

      “That’d be a miracle.”

      “I just might start believing in God then.”

      The brothers fall into brief, guilt-tinged giggles, thinking of their own emotional infarctions with their not-so-beloved grandmother: Bobbe Meydl, their mother’s mother, the only grandparent they’ve ever known.

      Then they remember they’re grownups, not little kids sharing a bedroom. They repeat their goodbyes and disconnect, leaving Abe alone in silence.

      It was a long enough call that the playlist Abe had been blasting doesn’t automatically come back on, so for the moment, all he has is the sound of his wheels barreling over the mostly empty highway to underscore his thoughts.

      So many thoughts.

      He considers turning on the radio, or maybe listening to a podcast. He doesn’t do that, though—because it’s August, deep in the cursed year of 2016, and all anyone can talk about now is the upcoming election. The blonde, bloviating businessman versus the blonde, cackling e-mail lady. Abe takes a little comfort that E-mail Lady’s all but guaranteed to win, but still. What a shitshow. As if this year hasn’t been traumatic enough. Bowie dead. Prince dead. George Martin dead. Alan Rickman dead. Chyna dead. Abe fuckin’ Vigoda dead.

      And, of course, Abe’s own troubles. His tsuris, as Bobbe would call them, no doubt in her sneering, mocking way.

      “Splat,” he whispers, almost like an invocation. It’s hard not to stare at the base reduction left on the glass.

      He pulls up the playlist he’d been listening to earlier. Stabs ‘Play’ with a vengeance.

      The next song begins. The Doobie Brothers. “What a Fool Believes.”

      During the day, Abe, who is the bassist/vocalist for a death-metal-math-rock duo called Darwin’s Foëtus, hates—despises—loathes—shit like the Doobie Brothers. But alone in his car? Barreling down the open throat of midnight on a barely peopled highway in the middle of the country for a trip he desperately does not want to be taking? There’s only one proper response any mortal being can have to the smooth vocal stylings of Mr. Michael McDonald.

      “FUCK YESSSSS!” Abe punches the steering wheel in celebration and starts scream-singing along. As with all Michael McDonald songs, he only really knows the vowel sounds, but that doesn’t matter.

      What matters is he’s looking past the bug guts to the dark road beyond.
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        * * *

      

      He’d lied to his brother. There’d been no last-minute rehearsal. The main reason Abe hadn’t left the house until the last possible moment was because he frankly just didn’t want to. So he’d puttered around his apartment, finding things to take his attention. A sock drawer that needed to be culled of socks with holes in them. A refrigerator that needed emptying. A beloved Ibanez BTB745 that needed new strings. He would’ve kept finding important tasks like that forever if his brother hadn’t called to ask how the trip was going.

      In fact, Abe’s bandmate Ty had begged Abe to rehearse, but Abe ducked Ty’s phone calls and texts, as he’d been doing for the past couple weeks. The only time they’d spoken since setting the gig up had been when Abe let him know he had to go out of town yesterday.

      That had freaked Ty out. He started whining, pleading—just a quick rehearsal, please, just to make sure we’re on top of our shit.

      Abe assured him he’d be back in time for the show, and then left him on read. Was, in fact, enjoying making Ty twist in the wind a little.

      Ty is always annoying before a show, even under normal circumstances. He likes to pretend like each and every performance is that scene in the movie where the record exec sneaks into the back of the club and is so blown away by the talent onstage that a major label contract is offered on the spot. Abe doesn’t think record execs are even a thing anymore.

      But Abe knows why Ty is so concerned about this particular gig.

      He’d say it’s because of their previous gig at Club Congress. That disaster. He’d say it’s because they need to prove themselves—to the venue and to each other, that their band is worth saving.

      But Abe knows what’s really on Ty’s mind.

      The Doobie Brothers are fading out now. He stops his scream-singing, says her name to his empty car with a mourner’s sigh.

      “Jenna.”

      Two soft syllables that slice like razor wire.

      Oh, Jenna.

      Beautiful, quixotic, intelligent-eyed Jenna.

      Smart, funny, passionate Jenna. Awesome fashion-sensed Jenna. Who always cheers loudly for their songs even when no one else is in the crowd, and who’s never afraid to call you on your bullshit when your lyrics are clichéd or problematic.

      Darwin’s Foëtus’s next gig is going to be Jenna and Ty’s first “official” gig as a couple. That’s what Ty really cares about. Impressing his new girlfriend. Making her proud. Making her want to be scooped up in his arms afterwards, so they can sneak away somewhere to celebrate and probably⁠—

      “Fuck,” Abe exhales, horrified to feel an actual tear leaking out of his eye. He wipes it away, embarrassed and furious. Christ, he has it bad for this girl.

      Don’t call me a ‘girl,’ he imagines Jenna saying. I’m thirty-one years old. Also, watch it with the C-word, remember?

      The next song on his yacht rock playlist begins. “Summer Breeze,” Seals and Croft. Abe turns the music up to try to drown out his thoughts.

      Two a.m. on the dot now; precisely the number of cars that are sharing the highway with him.

      Out of the deep-sea darkness, a billboard floats past. Wavy, kitschy letters proclaiming:

      
        
        Trumbull Farms: Snake And Spider House

        Visit . . . If You Dare

        NEXT EXIT

      

      

      Flanking the lettering are a few photos of—surprise, surprise—snakes and spiders. Truth in advertising. Always nice to see.

      That’d be a cool spot to visit during the day. Maybe on the drive back. Kill a little more time before showing up and relieving Ty’s anxieties. Plus, it’d be nice to visit some of nature's more pleasant creatures after being around his grandmother.

      Thinking of creepy crawlies, his gaze is drawn to the guts on the windshield again.

      Oh, Jenna. I’m the bug. You’re the windshield.

      He wants to roll his eyes at the sentiment, but he refrains. The movement might cause more tears to spill out.

      What about Bobbe? What’s she in this metaphor?

      “The darkness,” he mutters, and gives a wet chuckle.

      Even stupid, piece of shit Ty knows how Abe feels about his grandmother. One rehearsal, Ty had been reminiscing about his own perfect and cherished Nana, who baked cookies and sent birthday cards with a ten-dollar bill tucked inside, even into adulthood.

      Abe had scoffed. “That’s wild. My grandmother’s one of the worst people I’ve ever met.”

      “Your grandmother?” As if grandmothers were some trusted brand. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously.” Abe started fiddling around on his bass. Minor key riffs and runs. “For just a taste: she tells me I’m a failure every time I see her. Those are her exact words. ‘Abraham, are you still wasting your life?’ That’s how she says hello.”

      “Damn.” Ty followed along on guitar.

      “And let’s see. . . She chased my mom with a hammer once for dating a Black guy in the ’70s. My mom ran away and lived in a park for a few weeks after that.”

      “Fuck!”

      “Oh, and she’s the worst whenever she meets any other immigrants. She’ll start quizzing them on where they’re from, and then start telling them how she had it worse as a child. That they should be glad they’re not her—which I’m sure they are. I’ve seen her spit at people. I’ve seen her flip them off, to their face. She’s rude. She’s mean. And the only reason she’s not constantly being beaten with sticks is because she’s this tiny old lady.”

      “She sucks.”

      “She really sucks.”

      “Why is she like that?”

      Abe shrugged. “The war? She grew up in this tiny village in Poland that got sandwiched between the Nazis and the Commies and⁠—”

      “Oh, man, did she get sent to a camp?” Ty whispered it, the way he did whenever he spoke of something serious. Like he expected to get in trouble. Beautiful, dumb Ty.

      “Nah,” Abe replied. “Some extended family did, but she got to stay with some family friends. I guess things didn’t actually get bad for her until right after the war. I dunno. Trauma’s trauma, but I think some people are still just born assholes.”

      Suddenly—splat—he finds himself wondering: what would Jenna be like as a grandmother?

      Their whole impossible future flashes by in an instant. They have kids, grow old, watch their kids have kids. Jenna becomes one of those cool grandmas with tattoos and a record collection. She curses and makes naughty jokes and sips whiskey (but never too much). She has long, silver-blue hair—or maybe a wicked bob—and every time she looks at Abe she smiles a warm smile that says, look how far we’ve come. That says she’s never once regretted her decision to fall in love with a man who, sure, doesn’t look like your everyday romantic hero, but who has a heart of gold and fingers of⁠—

      “ABE!” He shouts at himself. “STOP IT!” He whips his head back and forth.

      This is all way too depressing. Not even summer breezes blowing through jasmine can keep the midnight blues away. He’s also getting hungry. And thirsty. More than that, he wants sugar. Lots and lots of sugar.

      He should get gas, too—and maybe wipe off the bug guts from his windshield before the idea of driving off a cliff really does become tantalizing.

      Just as he has that thought, a radiant green and white sign with the image of a gas pump emerges from the darkness.

      “And the Lord said let there be a gas station, and it was so. See? Miracles do happen.”

      Mouth watering at the thought of Icees and beef jerky and, holy shit, some Hostess motherfucking SnoBalls, Abe glides smoothly onto the exit ramp.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

          PARIAHS; BIGGEST PARTS; UNPLEASANT FRIENDS

        

      

    

    
      The parking lot isn’t empty. Two other cars sit next to each other near the entrance to the gas station’s convenience store. There’s also a powder blue VW Westfalia that’s as far away from those two cars as it can get while still being parked up at the front. It looks like some pariah animal at the local watering hole, not welcome to hang with the other gazelles or hippos.

      Abe pulls into his own spot, then sits for a moment.

      The song on his playlist has changed to “Biggest Part of Me,” by Ambrosia.

      Another legitimately good song Daytime Abe would never admit to liking, full of complex changes and interesting harmonies. It actually might make for a delightful (and safely ironic) cover. He can imagine singing it onstage, looking out into the crowd, making direct, unequivocal eye contact with Jenna. She’d probably laugh. Not a mocking laugh but a delighted one. A laugh that would settle into a warm, appreciative smile. It’d probably make her happy. It might make her blush.

      It might even make her think.

      He angrily turns off the engine, killing the song.

      Snacks first, then gas and windshield cleaning. Let that bug have a few moments longer to be memorialized in this cruel, stupid universe.

      He’s reaching to unplug his phone from the dash when a text comes in. His brother, who apparently doesn’t sleep. The message reads:

      All still good? Updated ETA?

      “Ugh! Leave me alone! Fuck everybody!” Abe snarls, flipping off the screen.

      He quickly gets out, leaving his phone in the car.
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        * * *

      

      As he sulkily trudges his way to the front door of the convenience store, he passes by the blue van. He’s already started to anthropomorphize it—poor loner van, probably too awesome for the other cars to appreciate. I feel you, Lonely Westfalia.

      A band he once knew called the Benson Ashe used to tour around in a green Westfalia, and that had always seemed like a fun time, so Abe gives this one an appraising look.

      All its windows are curtained from the inside. Totally private. Probably means they do a lot of drugs in there. Rock on, Lonely Westfalia; live your truth.

      Then he notices the license plate. A vanity plate. It takes him a moment to understand what it means, but as soon as he does a shudder ripples through him. Suddenly, not being able to see inside the van seems like a very bad thing.
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