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**Chapter 1: Arrivals and Upheaval**

The sunlight struggled to penetrate the dusty windows of Penn Quarry's rented cabin on the outskirts of Deadwood. It was early spring, but inside the dimly lit room, seasons seemed irrelevant. Empty coffee mugs formed a disordered constellation across the cluttered desk, surrounding Penn's aging laptop like faithful satellites. The blue glow of the screen illuminated his tired face as his fingers hovered over the keyboard.

A perfect screenshot—a solitary cowboy gazing out at an empty prairie, shoulders slightly slumped against the weight of solitude. Penn squinted at the image, then began to type the caption.

"My Wi-Fi connection is more stable than my emotional state."

He sat back, studying his creation with a wry smile. Another "Lonesome Cowboy Meme" ready for his online audience. He clicked post, knowing his followers would find the bitter humor reassuring, a digital handshake across the void that said: I'm alone too. You're not alone in being alone.

A notification pinged. Someone had already liked the post. Then another. And another. Penn watched the numbers climb with a familiar mix of satisfaction and emptiness. Online, his voice reached thousands. In real life, his words rarely traveled beyond these cabin walls.

He scrolled through the comments on his latest viral hit—a cowboy squinting at a distant figure on the horizon, captioned "Is that hope on the horizon or just another disappointment with a good hat?" The responses were predictable yet comforting:

"Literally me every time I start dating someone new 😂"

"Lonesome Cowboy gets me through my day!"

"How do you always know exactly what I'm feeling?"

Penn's lips twitched into something resembling a smile. These faceless strangers understood his digital creation better than anyone had ever understood him in person. Their collective loneliness formed a strange kind of community—connected, yet isolated. Each comment was a tiny reflection of his own experience, amplified and scattered across the digital landscape like light through a cracked prism.

A sudden whinny pierced the silence.

Penn's body reacted before his mind could catch up. His hand flew to his chest, fingers splaying against his sternum as if to physically contain his heart. His breathing hitched, caught in his throat like a fishhook.

The sound came again—a horse from a neighboring property. Nothing unusual. Nothing threatening. Just a perfectly normal animal making a perfectly normal sound.

Yet Penn's pulse thundered in his ears. Sweat beaded at his hairline as memories ambushed him, vivid and unwelcome.

He was twelve again, small for his age and desperate to fit in. The town fair. The petting zoo. The pony ride that was supposed to be safe, supervised. The snickers of the other children as he approached the small brown pony, trying to hide his trembling hands.

"It's just a little pony," the attendant had said with barely concealed impatience. "He ain't gonna hurt you."

But something had spooked the animal—a balloon popping, or maybe the jeers of the watching children. The pony had reared, eyes wild. Penn remembered the sickening lurch as he lost his balance, the helpless tumble backward, the snap of bone as his arm broke beneath him. The pain had been immediate and blinding, but worse was the chorus of laughter from his peers, a soundtrack that had followed him through school corridors for months afterward.

"Stupid hay-burners," Penn muttered, shaking his head to dispel the memory. He pressed his palm against the desk, anchoring himself to the present moment, waiting for his racing heart to slow.

The whinny faded, but the unease lingered like a bad aftertaste. Penn glanced at the bulletin board above his desk, his gaze catching on a local newspaper clipping: "Community on Edge as Thefts Increase." The headline had been there for weeks, a constant reminder of vulnerability.

Penn ran a hand through his disheveled hair. The rising crime rates in the county had been a background hum of anxiety since winter. Property thefts, mostly—tools from unsecured sheds, packages from porches, gas siphoned from vehicles left unattended. Nothing violent, but the implications hung in the air like a storm front approaching.

Some of his neighbors had started keeping guns. Penn had overheard them at the general store, their voices low but resolute as they discussed calibers and concealed carry permits.

The thought made his stomach clench. A gun wouldn't make him safer; it would just make the world louder, more dangerous. He could almost feel the weight of it, cold and foreign in his hands, a responsibility he had no desire to bear. Violence begetting violence, a chain reaction he wanted no part of.

"A gun wouldn't make me safer," he murmured to the empty room, "it would just make the world louder."

Penn closed his laptop with a decisive click, plunging the cabin into relative darkness. The sudden silence amplified his anxieties, giving them space to expand and multiply. He stood up, stretching limbs that were stiff from hours of hunching over the keyboard.

The cabin felt both too small and too empty. Four walls, a roof, basic furniture—shelter, but not quite a home. Penn paced across the worn floorboards, feeling the familiar restlessness that often followed his creative sessions. It was as if voicing the loneliness through his memes temporarily exorcised it, only for it to return stronger, more insistent, demanding acknowledgment.

Through the window, Penn could see the dense trees surrounding his property. The forest was beautiful but indifferent, offering both shelter and isolation. Beyond those trees lay Deadwood proper, with its historic buildings, tourists, and locals who still regarded Penn as a newcomer despite his two years in the area.

He needed supplies—coffee, at the very least, and something more substantial than the stale crackers in his pantry. The thought of venturing into town, of navigating small talk and curious glances, made him hesitate. The digital world was so much simpler, so much more controllable. Real people were unpredictable, messy, potentially judgmental.

Yet the alternatives—hunger, caffeine withdrawal—were equally unappealing.

With a sigh of resignation, Penn turned back to his laptop, opening it once more. The screen illuminated, revealing his works-in-progress folder. Maybe one more meme before he forced himself to be social. A distraction. A shield.

He found a promising image: two cowboys standing close together, sharing a canteen, their faces half-shadowed by wide-brimmed hats. There was an intimacy to the moment, a quiet understanding between them that transcended the rugged backdrop.

Penn studied it, letting the caption form in his mind before his fingers translated it to text:

"Just two hombres... socially distancing from their feelings."

He looked at the finished product with a mixture of pride and melancholy. It was good—it would resonate with his audience, especially in the queer circles where his work had found a particularly devoted following. Another digital offering, another momentary connection across the void.

Penn sighed, a sound somewhere between resignation and satisfaction. This was his life, his chosen form of communication with a world that felt perpetually at arm's length. Creating these memes was simultaneously his armor and his way of waving a white flag, saying both "keep away" and "please see me" in the same digital breath.

The laptop's glow illuminated his face in the growing dusk, a solitary blue light in the gathering darkness of the forest. Outside, the world continued its chaotic spin. Inside, Penn Quarry crafted loneliness into something like art, frame by digital frame.

✧ ✧ ✧

The stagecoach—or rather, the slightly battered local bus connection that serviced the Black Hills area—lurched to a stop on Deadwood's historic Main Street. Ren Sato was the last to disembark, carefully stepping down onto the dusty pavement. His hands instinctively tightened around the strap of the shoulder bag crossing his chest, a gesture both protective and reassuring.

The journey had been long. First, the flight from Tokyo to Denver, then a series of smaller connections that brought him, finally, to this place that existed somewhere between history and modern tourism. Deadwood. A name that had lived in his imagination since childhood, fed by his grandfather's stories and American westerns subtitled in Japanese.

Ren adjusted his posture, straightening his shoulders despite the fatigue of travel. His clothing was practical but neat—dark jeans without a single crease, a button-up shirt in subdued blue, a light jacket to ward off the early spring chill. Nothing flashy, but the precision of his appearance set him apart from the casual tourists wandering the street.

He took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the unfamiliar air. It smelled of dust and pine, of exhaust fumes and something indefinably Western. His eyes tracked slowly along the street, taking in the storefronts—a mixture of historical preservation and commercial attraction. Old Western architecture housing modern casinos. Gift shops selling gold-rush memorabilia alongside authentic artifacts. It was a lot to absorb.

A middle-aged man in a cowboy hat that had seen better days nodded as he passed. "Welcome to Deadwood, partner." The greeting was casual, the kind offered to any visitor, but Ren responded with a polite bow of his head, ingrained manners transcending cultural contexts.

Reaching into his pocket, Ren extracted a folded map. He'd printed it before leaving Japan, marking the location of the rodeo grounds on the outskirts of town. As he oriented himself, trying to match the paper representation to the reality before him, a passerby slowed.

"Looking for something specific?" The man had the easy confidence of a local. "Wild Bill's is just down that way if you're hunting for a drink. Best whiskey selection in the Hills."

"No, thank you," Ren replied, his English careful and deliberate. "I am looking for the rodeo grounds." He pointed to the marked location on his map.

"Ah, for the Gay Rodeo Finals?" The man raised an eyebrow, but his expression remained friendly. "Straight shot down Main, then left at the fork. Can't miss the banners they've been putting up."

Ren nodded gratefully. "Thank you for your assistance."

As the man continued on his way, Ren folded the map with precise movements, tucking it back into his pocket. His fingers brushed against the smooth leather of his wallet, and he allowed himself a small, private smile. Inside that wallet was the receipt for his entry fee—an amount that had represented significant sacrifice, but one he'd made willingly. Years of practice, of blending his grandfather's cowboy stories with his own love of origami, had led to this moment.

He remembered the day his grandfather had first shown him an old, faded photograph of himself as a young man, riding in a small rodeo in California. "America," he had said, his voice thick with nostalgia, "is a place where you can reinvent yourself, Ren-chan." Grandfather had gone as an exchange student and returned with a lifetime of stories. Now Ren was following that path, albeit in his own unique way.

Adjusting the strap of his bag once more, Ren began walking in the direction indicated. The bag contained his most precious possession: his custom-made, indigo-dyed origami-lasso lariat. It had taken him three years to perfect the specialized rope, working with a traditional cord maker in Kyoto to achieve just the right balance of flexibility and structural integrity. The lariat was both a tool and a work of art, the physical manifestation of his unusual vision.

As he walked, Ren mentally rehearsed his routine for the exhibition. He had practiced it thousands of times in the small park near his apartment in Takayama, drawing curious glances from children and elders alike. The sequence was now part of him, muscle memory more than conscious thought: the crane, the lotus blossom, the dragon, and finally, the phoenix rising—his signature piece.

The World Gay Rodeo Finals represented more than just an opportunity to perform. It was validation of his art form, a chance to show that the traditional skills of rodeo could be transformed into something new, something beautiful. The prize money would be welcome, certainly—it would allow him to establish a small school, perhaps even fund more travel to showcase his art—but it was the recognition he truly sought.

Ren was not naive about his reception. His art form was unusual, existing in a space between traditional rodeo skills and pure artistic expression. Some would appreciate it; others would scoff. But he had faced skepticism before, in Japan, where his fascination with Western culture and rodeo skills had sometimes marked him as eccentric. He was prepared for judgment, but hopeful for understanding.

The street gradually became less commercial as he walked, the tourist-oriented businesses giving way to more practical establishments. The crowd thinned as well. Ren quickened his pace slightly, eager to reach his destination.

After fifteen minutes of walking, he saw the first banner strung across a side street: "WELCOME TO THE WORLD GAY RODEO FINALS." The sight sent a small thrill through him. This was real. He was here.

Following the banner, Ren turned onto a wider road that led out of town proper. In the distance, he could see the rodeo grounds—a large, open area surrounded by temporary fencing. Workers were erecting more banners and setting up equipment. The buzz of early activity was audible even from a distance.

As he approached, Ren observed other contestants arriving. A woman in full Western regalia led a gleaming palomino horse from a trailer. Two men practiced with regular lassos, their movements fluid and precise. A group of drag performers, clearly planning for the opening ceremony, discussed costume options with animated gestures.

This was the community he had traveled so far to join, diverse in background yet united by passion. Ren felt a sense of belonging wash over him, tempered by the natural pressure to stand out, to make his mark among these talented individuals.

Finding a quiet spot near a fence, Ren set his bag down carefully. He unzipped it and removed his specialized lariat with reverent hands. The indigo-dyed rope was beautiful in its simplicity, deep blue like the ocean at night. He ran his fingers along its length, checking for any damage from the journey. It was perfect.

Looking around to ensure he had sufficient space, Ren began a few practice throws. The rope unfurled in a graceful arc, his wrists guiding it with subtle, precise movements. Years of practice had made the lariat an extension of himself, responding to the slightest adjustment of his hands.

As he worked, the rope briefly formed a perfect, fleeting image of a crane in mid-air, its wings outstretched against the sky. With another twist of his wrists, the image shifted, becoming a lotus blossom, delicate petals unfurling before dissolving back into the circular motion of the lariat.

A couple of early rodeo workers paused in their tasks, watching with undisguised curiosity. Ren was aware of their attention but remained focused on his practice. This was not his full routine—merely a warm-up, a reacquaintance with his art after the long journey.

When he finished the brief practice session, carefully coiling the lariat, one of the workers approached. "That's something else," the man said, genuine admiration in his voice. "Never seen anything like it."

Ren offered a small, shy smile. "Thank you. It is origami-lasso. Paper folding with rope."

"Well, it's damn impressive," the worker replied. "You competing in the skills exhibition?"

Ren nodded. "Yes. It is why I came from Japan."

The worker whistled low. "All the way from Japan, huh? Well, good luck to you. You're gonna turn some heads with that act."

As the worker returned to his duties, Ren carefully placed the lariat back in his bag. The brief exchange had reinforced his hope that his art would find appreciation here. The worker's reaction—surprise followed by genuine interest—was exactly what he hoped to inspire in the larger audience.

Shouldering his bag, Ren walked toward the area designated for contestant check-in. The temporary structure was little more than a tent with tables, but the activity surrounding it indicated its importance. A line of participants waited to register, collect their credentials, and receive information packets.

As he took his place in line, Ren mentally reviewed his planned routine once more. Each figure was clear in his mind, each transition smooth and practiced. The phoenix would be the culmination, his offering to the audience—a symbol of transformation, of beauty emerging from unexpected places.

Deadwood, this strange American town with its mix of history and modernity, felt like the gateway to his future. Ren had arrived carrying dreams carefully folded and packed, ready to unfurl them in this new space. The origami of his life was taking a new shape, one crease at a time.

The line moved forward. Ren stepped up, ready to register, to make official his place in this gathering of diverse talents. His heart beat steadily with anticipation and hope.

✧ ✧ ✧

The queue at the rodeo registration office stretched longer than expected. Ren Sato shifted his weight from one foot to the other, the fluorescent lights of the temporary office—a hastily rented storefront just off Main Street—making everyone look washed out and tired. He'd been waiting for nearly forty minutes, watching as contestants ahead of him completed their registration, received their participant packets, and left with badges hanging from lanyards around their necks.

Something was wrong. The atmosphere in the room had shifted subtly in the last ten minutes. Whispered conversations had replaced the earlier jovial banter. Phrases like "travel restrictions" and "safety concerns" floated through the air, disembodied and ominous.

Ren noticed a rodeo official—a woman whose name tag identified her as Martha Jenkins—speaking urgently into a phone at the far corner of the room. Her face was drawn into tight lines, her free hand gesturing emphatically as she spoke in hushed tones. Occasionally, she would glance up at the assembled contestants, her expression bleak.

A knot of unease began to form in Ren's stomach. He'd heard news reports about a health crisis spreading globally, but it had seemed distant, abstract. Something happening elsewhere, not something that would touch this moment, this dream.

In front of him, two barrel racers spoke in anxious whispers.

"My cousin in Seattle says they're shutting everything down. Everything."

"They wouldn't cancel the Finals. They've been planning this for two years."

"I heard the Governor might issue an order tonight."

Ren's English was fluent enough to follow the conversation, but he wished suddenly that he had misunderstood, that the language barrier was greater than it was. The knot in his stomach tightened.

Martha Jenkins finished her call, her hand lingering on the phone as if reluctant to disconnect. She took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and walked to the center of the room.

"Attention, everyone. Please, I need your attention."

The murmurs died down. All eyes turned to her. The silence that fell was heavy with anticipation and dread.

"I've just gotten off the phone with the event director and the county health officials." Martha's voice trembled slightly, but she pressed on. "Due to the rapidly escalating global pandemic and new government mandates that have just been announced, the World Gay Rodeo Finals are officially canceled, effective immediately."

For a heartbeat, there was complete silence. Then the room erupted.

"What?"

"No!"

"They can't do that!"

"We just got here!"

Martha raised her hands, trying to calm the sudden chaos. "I understand this is shocking news. Believe me, no one is more devastated than the organizing committee. We've been working on this event for years. But this situation is unprecedented, and public health has to be our priority."

Ren stood frozen, the words barely registering. Canceled. The event, the opportunity, the dream—all vanished in a single sentence. He watched, detached, as a colleague of Martha's tacked printed cancellation notices onto a bulletin board near the entrance. The official paper made it real, inescapable: "CANCELED: World Gay Rodeo Finals. Due to unforeseen global health crisis. Non-refundable entry fees per force majeure clause in participation agreement."

Force majeure. Act of God. Unavoidable accident. The legal phrases were the same in any language. What they meant was: no refunds, no compensation, no recourse.

The carefully constructed hopes Ren had nurtured through months of preparation and the long journey from Japan crumbled like wet paper. He felt hollowed out, as if something essential had been scooped from his chest.

Around him, the initial shock was giving way to anger and panic. A bull rider—his name tag read Miguel Ramirez—was arguing heatedly with an official at the desk.

"I spent two thousand dollars to get here from Mexico City! You can't just say 'sorry' and expect us to turn around and go home. Where's the event director? I want to speak to someone in charge!"

The official, a young man looking increasingly overwhelmed, kept repeating the same phrases: "I understand your frustration. This decision comes from the county level. There's nothing we can do."

Others were crying. A drag performer sat on a folding chair, mascara tracking down their cheeks. A pair of team ropers stood with their arms around each other, faces blank with shock. The community that had seemed so vibrant and welcoming only hours before was fracturing under the weight of this unexpected blow.

Ren approached the desk where Martha Jenkins was now trying to field dozens of questions simultaneously. He waited for a brief lull, then spoke softly.

"Excuse me. Is there... is there any assistance for international participants? For travel back home?"

Martha looked at him, genuine regret in her eyes. "I'm so sorry, Mr...?"

"Sato. Ren Sato. From Japan."

"Mr. Sato. I truly wish I could give you better news. We're all in uncharted territory here. International borders are closing rapidly. Many flights are being canceled. The best advice I can offer is to contact your embassy immediately and see what options might be available."

Her attention was pulled away by another distraught contestant before Ren could ask more questions. He stepped back, the full implications of her words sinking in. Borders closing. Flights canceled. He was not just disappointed; he was potentially stranded, thousands of miles from home.

He walked away from the chaotic office in a daze, the official cancellation notice clutched in his hand. The bright sunlight of Main Street felt incongruous with the darkness that had descended on his plans. Tourists still wandered the historic district, seemingly oblivious to the seismic shift that had just occurred. A group of them laughed outside the Saloon No. 10, raising commemorative shot glasses in a toast to Wild Bill Hickok.

Ren moved through them like a ghost, unseeing, unfelt. He found himself at a small bench near the visitor center and sat down heavily. His mind was racing, calculating, trying to find solid ground in this new reality.

His return ticket was for three weeks from now, after what should have been his triumphant performance and, hopefully, a placing in the exhibitions. Now that ticket might be useless, if flights were being canceled. He pulled out his wallet, checking his funds. He had budgeted carefully, bringing enough for his stay plus a small cushion for emergencies. If he was extremely frugal, he might stretch it to last a few weeks.

But after that? Uncertainty loomed like a storm front.

Ren took out his phone, staring at the screen. He should call his parents, let them know what was happening. But what could he tell them? That their son, who had insisted this journey was a necessary investment in his future as an artist, was now stranded with nothing to show for it? The thought made his throat constrict.

He navigated to a news site instead, hungry for information. The headlines confirmed his worst fears:

"GLOBAL PANDEMIC ESCALATES: BORDERS CLOSING, TRAVEL RESTRICTED"

"GOVERNOR DECLARES STATE OF EMERGENCY, BANS GATHERINGS OVER 50 PEOPLE"

"AIRLINES ANNOUNCE MASSIVE FLIGHT CANCELLATIONS, PASSENGERS STRANDED WORLDWIDE"

Ren's breath came faster. The scale of the disaster was far greater than he had imagined. This wasn't just about a canceled rodeo; the entire world was shutting down. He was caught in a global catastrophe, alone in a foreign country, his purpose for being there evaporated like morning dew.

The strap of his bag pressed against his shoulder, a reminder of his most precious possession. Mechanically, he reached in and removed the indigo lariat, running his fingers over its smooth surface. The rope that was supposed to be his introduction to the American rodeo world, his unique artistic statement, was now just a memento of a dream deferred.

Or perhaps a dream destroyed. Who knew when such gatherings would be possible again? When would the world reopen? Would there even be resources for arts and performances in the aftermath, whatever that looked like?

The weight of his situation—alone, financially insecure, dreams shattered—pressed down on him. For the first time since arriving in America, Ren felt truly foreign, truly isolated. The language barrier, which had seemed a manageable challenge when balanced against the excitement of the rodeo, now loomed as another obstacle to navigation.

Around him, Deadwood continued its peculiar blend of historical celebration and modern tourism. A stagecoach filled with visitors clattered past, the driver pointing out landmarks with theatrical flourish. Casino signs flashed their promises of fortune and excitement. None of it seemed real anymore.

Ren sat on the cold bench, cradling his specialized lariat, as the sun began its descent behind the hills. The temperature dropped, a chill settling into his bones. He should find accommodation for the night, figure out his next steps. But the enormity of the situation paralyzed him.

For now, he simply existed in this moment of uncertainty, a solitary figure against the backdrop of an indifferent town, his dreams as tangled as a rope wrongly thrown.

✧ ✧ ✧
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Chapter 2: Crossing Paths
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Penn Quarry sat at his desk, staring at his laptop screen with growing disbelief. The blue glow cast harsh shadows across his face in the dimly lit cabin. Outside, a gentle spring rain pattered against the windows, but the sound that had once seemed soothing now felt like a countdown to disaster.

"No. No, no, no," he muttered, scrolling through his inbox with increasing panic.

The email from Dakota Adventures Co-op, his most reliable client, stared back at him with clinical detachment: "Due to current economic uncertainties caused by the pandemic, we regret to inform you that all freelance contracts are on indefinite hold. We value your excellent work and hope to resume our professional relationship when circumstances improve."

Penn ran a hand through his unkempt hair, his stomach knotting with anxiety. Dakota Adventures had been his anchor, the one client he could count on for steady monthly work. Their outdoor tour descriptions and catalog copy had paid a significant portion of his rent for the past year.

He clicked to the next email with trembling fingers.

Black Hills Vintage Tours: "...in these unprecedented times, we must unfortunately suspend all marketing initiatives, including your copywriting services..."

Prairie Blossom Goods: "...our small business has been forced to make difficult decisions during this health crisis, and we cannot proceed with the planned product descriptions at this time..."

With each message, Penn's financial lifeline frayed further. The pandemic, which had seemed like a distant problem when it first made the news, had suddenly reached into his isolated cabin and ripped away his livelihood. His cursor hovered over his bank account bookmark, and after a moment's hesitation, he clicked.

The number that appeared made his mouth go dry. With rent due to Mr. Henderson in less than two weeks, his meager savings wouldn't sustain him for long.

"It's temporary," Penn whispered to himself, trying to sound convincing. "Just a blip. Everything will bounce back soon."

But the news reports he'd been following told a different story. This wasn't a brief inconvenience; it was potentially months of economic devastation. Penn stared at his reflection in the dark window, seeing the worry lines etched around his eyes. At thirty-two, he'd crafted a life of careful isolation, his online persona allowing him connection without vulnerability. Now that fragile construction was crumbling.

His "Lonesome Cowboy Memes" page had decent traffic, but it generated no income. It was his way of processing his loneliness through humor, not a business model. For a brief, desperate moment, he considered trying to monetize it, but quickly dismissed the idea. His followers came for the sardonic take on isolation, not to be sold to.

Penn closed his laptop with a frustrated sigh. The silence of the cabin pressed in on him, broken only by the persistent rain. He stood up, suddenly needing to move, to do something other than watch his life unravel through a screen.

He paced the small space, five steps one way, five steps back, feeling like a caged animal. The cabin had always been his sanctuary, but now it felt like a trap. The dense trees surrounding the property, once a comforting buffer from the world, now seemed to be closing in, hemming him in with his fears.

Penn paused at the window, looking out at the wet, darkening forest. He needed supplies—food, mainly—but the thought of going into Deadwood, of interacting with people, made his chest tighten. It wasn't just the usual social anxiety; now there was the added fear of the virus itself. The invisible threat lurking in every interaction, on every surface.

His gaze fell on the newspaper clipping tacked to his bulletin board: "Community on Edge as Thefts Increase." The headline had unsettled him when he first pinned it up weeks ago, but now it took on a more sinister significance. Desperate times made desperate people.

With a shudder, Penn turned away from the window and reopened his laptop. The screen illuminated, casting that familiar blue glow across his face again. If he couldn't control the outside world, at least he could retreat to the one space where he still had some mastery—his online realm of memes and carefully constructed humor.

He navigated to his image folder, scrolling through his collection of vintage cowboy photos. These sepia-toned ghosts from the past were his raw material, their stoic faces and antiquated poses the perfect canvas for his modern commentary on loneliness and disconnection.

Penn's fingers hovered over the keyboard, seeking the right combination of irony and pathos, the sweet spot that resonated with his followers. After several false starts, he found a picture that captured his mood: two cowboys standing unusually close, sharing a canteen in what looked like a barren landscape. Their faces were partially shadowed by their hats, but there was an intimacy to the scene that transcended the decades.

"Just two hombres..." Penn typed, then paused, weighing his words. "...socially distancing from their feelings."

He stared at the caption, a small, resigned smile tugging at his lips. It was perfect—just the right blend of current events and emotional truth. His followers would appreciate the layers, the way it acknowledged the pandemic while tapping into the deeper, more universal experience of keeping emotions at arm's length.

Penn hit "post" and leaned back in his chair, feeling a fleeting satisfaction. Creating these memes was his coping mechanism, the way he processed his own isolation by transforming it into something shareable, something that connected him to thousands of strangers who felt the same way.

But as the momentary creative high faded, reality came rushing back. His pantry was growing bare. A quick inventory that morning had revealed only a few cans of soup, some pasta, half a loaf of stale bread turning hard at the edges. Not enough to last more than a few days, a week if he rationed carefully.

The thought of asking for help, of admitting his financial struggles to anyone, made his skin crawl. Penn had carefully constructed his life to avoid dependency, to never be in a position where he had to reveal his vulnerability. Even his landlord, Mr. Henderson, only interacted with him when absolutely necessary, which was exactly how Penn preferred it.

Now, sitting in his increasingly cold cabin (he'd been sparing with firewood, conscious of his dwindling resources), Penn felt a wave of despair wash over him. It was the heavy, paralyzing kind that started in the chest and spread outward, like ink in water, until it reached every extremity.

He hadn't felt this vulnerable since his early twenties, when he'd first arrived in South Dakota, running from a failed relationship and family expectations, with nothing but a half-formed plan and a talent for words. He'd clawed his way to this precarious independence, and now it was slipping through his fingers.

Penn closed his eyes, his head falling into his hands. The reality of his situation was inescapable. The pandemic had breached the careful defenses of his solitary life, proving that no amount of physical isolation could protect him from global calamity.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
DEADWQOD'
DRIDE

PAULKELLY | | g





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





