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Prologue
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In a world where memories fade and shadows linger, stories of love, loss, and longing unfold in the space between reality and dreams. These tales delve into the depths of human emotion, revealing the fragile threads that bind us—hope and despair, salvation and surrender.

Within these pages, you will encounter characters haunted by their pasts, searching for meaning in the chaos around them. Their journeys are raw and unfiltered, capturing the beauty and brutality of life’s most profound moments.

Prepare to step into a world where everything is connected by whispers of what once was, and where every ending holds the promise of a new beginning.

Welcome to the stories that dwell in the ashes of yesterday, waiting to ignite the fires of tomorrow.
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Art never takes precedence.

First, there are the bloody nights, the endless walks through the desert, the toothy grins, the fevers.

First, there is the cowboy.

I’ve gazed into the overgrown gardens so wild they could swallow a deity whole. I’ve gotten lost in the labyrinths of my dreams, one unavoidable reality after another, playing hide and seek with my gentle heart.

I was left to wonder with trembling hands and a churning stomach—where did the adventures in the woods go? Where did the devastating genius with the million-dollar smile disappear to? The one with the bright eyes still hopeful that there was more than this run-off to? They would return, right?

I first met him in the dead of night—that should’ve been my warning sign.

I watched water droplets slide off my skin. They rolled so smoothly, down my arms and legs, into the drain of the tub below. Maybe it was the hot steam that made my head spin, the soothing glide of shampoo down my back, or something else I could never quite articulate aloud, but it left me uneasy. The silence—barely audible, barely contained. A trembling rosy lip that never allowed words to pass, silently holding back pleas between the gates of my teeth. My clammy, flawless, useless fingers.

I stepped out, turning off the shower knob. I looked at myself in the mirror. There’s a stranger in my eyes again—I swear to the LORD above, I do not recognize this person. She is beautiful.

But it’s difficult to find love when you’re halfway in the grave.

I had to let this go.

So I left.

After three hours of putting one foot in front of the other, everything blurred. From that point on, it was one alien world after another. The burning sensation inside me was uncertain of where to go; I didn’t know where to place it or how to extinguish it. It only grew brighter as I walked the endless road. Here, this wasn’t a path leading toward my distant futures. Here, the sun wouldn’t rise. Minutes turned into hours, then more hours, then hours again.

I sat on a cold bench, beneath flickering fluorescent lights that shone against the deep navy blue sky, a color like a vast ocean. A cosmic debt, it seemed. I had been waiting for a train to pass by, but I found myself beyond the reaches of my imagination, in a ghost town of wheat fields and desert air. Strange words kept repeating in my mind, over and over. I kept my eyes on the horizon, begging the sun to awaken from its slumber. The deserted train station felt strange. Only bare branches, dry ravines carved long ago by patient rivers, stale hot dog stands at Home Depot’s, and buzzing neon signs of ancient bowling alleys. No cars rushing past. Then my eyes flickered to the man standing nearby. My unraveling had begun.

My joints creaked as I moved further to the edge of my seat. The heavy mist began to cling to my lashes.

The man wore a cowboy hat, his outfit decorated with fringes hanging from the cuffs of his black jacket, crosses embroidered on the hem. I smiled. A crisp button-up shirt peeked through. Leather stretched across his jeans, outlining the sides and draped over his loafers.

He lifted his head, breathing in the wind. The weight of guilt and sorrow within me gave way to melancholy, then to a quiet sweetness. I felt the withered flowers bloom into vibrant greens of life.

Raising one ankle, the ball of his foot moving slowly in a deliberate procession, an uneasy pact with the ground. The earth beneath shifted with an oppressive silence, aware of my passing. I kept my gaze fixed on the man.

He reached into his pocket, revealing an elegant lighter. His fingers toyed with it as his other hand placed a cigarette between his lips. Shadows twisted and bent in ways that defied logic, reality seeming to thin like a fragile membrane. The horizon seemed to stretch with every blink.

I stood in front of him. His eyes lingered on my face for a moment before passing me a cigarette. He lit it for me. I took the cigarette from my lips to my fingers, smiling at him. I’m sure my eyes sparkled in that moment, still full of life and endless curiosity. I’m sure I was a beautiful child of the LORD.

A storm was nearing. I could smell it beyond the haze of the man’s cologne and smoke. The hum of the air brushed against my skin, and the taste of electricity mingled with my molars and beneath my nicotine-coated tongue. I swallowed hard.

The man kept gazing at the sky I wish I could see. I wished he would look at me instead.

He never did.

Above me, only a terrifying multitude of stars spelled out the cold apathy of the universe.

Later that night, we sat beneath the broken eaves of a chapel. He drank cheap whiskey from a tin cup as I recounted sermons and my life as a preacher’s daughter. He spoke of how a man appears when he knows his time is near. I asked how. He told me he was a gunslinger.
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