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			2019

			There was a dead armadillo covered in yellow paint in the middle of the state highway. It was about seven feet away from an armadillo-sized gap in the otherwise continuous yellow traffic lines. The armadillo was decaying steadily minus its thick, leathery back. 

			From the bridge leading south over the Missouri River into Armin to the civilization of the interstate a couple dozen miles north, State Highway 333 was dotted with dead armadillos. The soft parts of them inside decayed much quicker than their thick, leathery backs. After a while, their corpses looked like deflated footballs and time burned that armadillo blood black on the road.

			The armadillos had come up to Missouri from the south in recent years because that was the weather of the world now.

		

	
		
			1

			THE ROOM EVERYONE SEES

			1984

			Barrett called it a building. Not a home, not a house. A building.

			His cousin was a fireman. Through him, he enlisted the help of seven other firemen to begin construction on this building. In the county, being a fireman was a volunteer gig, something you got paid miniscule wages for, if any. It was more like a fraternity. It was basically an Elks Lodge type of deal, minus the pool and all the ceremony. 

			Barrett told them of his vision of a square house full of square rooms, with no hallways, with the kitchen opening up into the living room which led into the bedroom which led into the combined bathroom/laundry room. He told them of simple, white walls, with no shelves or artwork, cleanly designed and without pomp or circumstance. As he told them his imagined blueprint, they all nodded, gathered around beers, and the oldest of the firemen drew out a rough draft on a sheet of graph paper.

			Barrett measured the facial expressions of the firemen and could not decipher if they were impressed or not. The firemen seemed legion, singular. They all seemed to laugh at the same time and always innately knew if they should or shouldn’t make eye contact. 

			The firemen didn’t have any fires to worry about. They built houses.

			Barrett enjoyed the time he spent with them. He considered volunteering for the fire department after this was over. Anything to break the monotony. All he did was go to work as one of the on-site mechanics at the Chrysler dealership in Osage, in that little town by the new interstate. He was still single despite trying. At the age of twenty-five, in the country, that felt worrisome. Most of the women that were single out here at twenty-five were divorcées. 

			They built the house slowly over the course of four months. Barrett was sleeping in a crumbling farmhouse on his dead uncle’s property about five miles south. Barrett had been lucky enough to buy a couple acres on a little set of hills above the floodplains flanking the Missouri river. It was good, open territory. He bought a bright red mailbox and made himself a nice gravel road. 

			Half the house sported linoleum and the other sported carpet. The walls went up quickly and then they got it winter-proofed. The wiring and plumbing went in without incident. Barrett kept drawing things out, finding things to complain about, making last-minute requests. He needed another outlet. The kitchen should have a ceiling fan. What about a bay window in the living room? The firemen thought him reasonable overall and always obliged, but as they celebrated at the end of a day of work, Barrett would cross his arms and stare at the home, lost to himself.

			The firemen were not psychologists. They were firemen. That meant that they built houses.

			So this is it, then? This is what I got myself into. I can live my life out here alone and have some dignity about it, for once, Barrett thought. 

			When there was nothing left to sand, sweep, or wire, Barrett moved in furniture. A small, iron kitchen table with two chairs. Optimism. It was like something you would find in the mess hall of a battleship. Square, invulnerable, and shiny. What pots and pans he had sat in a brown box for weeks. He took most of his meals by microwave.

			In the living room he bought a futon and a recliner. One to sleep on, one to watch television on. He went large for the recliner, getting a premium La-Z-Boy. It had wide arms and reclined perfectly horizontally and was wrapped in dark green leather. It was the most expensive item in the house. He bought no little trinkets to decorate his home with.

			In his bedroom, he had a twin-sized bed and a bookshelf for all his paperbacks. Barrett digested Louis L’Amour books. He went on binges where he could read two a day, but could also go weeks without reading at all, either wandering around the fringes of his property or soaking in television during his off hours.

			In the first night he slept in the new home, he wrapped his fingers around the corner of his small bed and thought a little but not too much because he had to work in the morning, which he thought a blessing.

			Loneliness suits some people, I guess. More than others, at least. I just think love and companionship and stuff, that’s for other people. It just is and there ain’t no use beating myself up over it, he thought to himself.

			Within the year, he was married.

			2019

			Amelia had spent two thousand dollars during the last year putting various decorations and doodads into the windows of empty, closed storefronts for her “Armin Main Street Beautification Project,” something she had been attempting to pitch to the various city bureaucrats since the first businesses began to close in 2008. She would gather wicker, arrange plastic flowers, paint small advertisements for the businesses that were still open on small, polished oak signs, and arrange all of them pleasantly on white linen. 

			She didn’t have permission to do this. Most of the lots that the failed businesses were on were owned by out-of-town banks or property-grabbing LLCs that came in to scoop up cheap riverfront property in order to resell for a profit whenever the economy skewed north again. The city politicians she knew she called, and they just shrugged. Didn’t have the authority. Best they could do was make a phone call on her behalf. It was all pointless. The individuals or business entities that actually owned the buildings didn’t want any kind of liability for things going wrong on their property. Insurance-wise, it made everything real complicated. The safest option, financially, was the blanket no to all requests. 

			It was safer to ask for forgiveness than it was permission. The actual owners were hundreds of miles away. She used what social capital she could to get her way. Frankly, Amelia had to bully the locksmith into opening up the first abandoned store.

			“This isn’t in any way legal, ma’am,” he told her. 

			“C’mon, Curtis. You known me for years. You think I’m asking you to do a bank heist?”

			“If it ain’t your property, I ain’t popping the lock.”

			“Nobody will even notice. You know my friend, Mary Ann? She teaches at the school. Before Rose went and closed up shop and moved up to, what was it, DeSoto, I think? You know, up where her son teaches at the college? English, I think? Anyways, she, Mary Ann, used to come see Rose after her classes got out. Have you ever met her?”

			“Who? Mary Ann?”

			“Yeah.”

			“No,” Curtis said.

			“Real pretty number. About your age, I think? Single, too. Moved back here after she got that divorce a couple years ago. Now she was up in Columbia, with the high school. Her husband was supposed to be doing something with the business school, you know, but he did her wrong. You know how it is. Anyway, you should meet her. Ya’ll would look cute together,” Amelia said.

			“I know what you’re doing, Amelia,” Curtis said.

			“Oh, shut up. You know how us old ladies are. Can’t stop talking. Anyway, Mary Ann is at school now, but she said she thinks she left her old engagement ring in the little cubby hole in the back wall by where she used to keep the register. Now her husband, or ex-husband, he said something bitter and asked for it back, and she wants to record herself throwing it into the river. Well, I suggested it, to be honest, but I think it’s there. Curtis. Please.”

			“I don’t know, Amelia. I want to.”

			“It’s a powerful metaphor to be the guy who brings her old ring back. Shit, you’ll probably have a white shining outline around you as you walk through that door. We should bring it back together. That’d be cute.”

			Eventually, they took a short drive down to the back door and popped the lock open.

			“All right, go on back home, Curt. I’ll call you later. Don’t want you getting mixed up in all this.”

			Amelia went into more and more of these closed businesses. Over the course of six months, she had renovated the storefronts of seven businesses. All buildings on the riverfront had six foot by six foot display cases on both sides of the front door that were meant to display various goods or trinkets. A holdover from the fifties. She covered the windows in white linen so that you couldn’t see the dilapidated interiors. She decorated the display cases with wicker chairs, novelty signs about wine, stuffed animals, and antique televisions. She would take spools of yarn, pile them by color into a pyramid, and place two decorative sweaters down next to them. She would place a large teddy bear onto a wooden rocking horse and put plastic cowboy hats on both of them. Amelia did this in broad daylight.

			She used to date the Sheriff in high school. The only repercussions were social. She got called old, nosy, a busybody, and it was said that she needed a husband. Never within earshot, of course.

			Small, old-fashioned towns do not accept change well. A building becoming more and more dilapidated year after year never evokes the focus that a proposed department store might. 

			People reflect on the ivy and the big oaks over cobblestone streets and do not consider that the sons and daughters that they send to college won’t return. They don’t figure that the rich donors who move out here from St. Louis will ever stop supporting the town’s local traditional brass band or that they’ll get bored of going to the wineries and overlooking the cliffs full of grapes leading down to the river. Once they realize that the locals are fiercely protective of the culture of their town and won’t even let them get a seat on the hospital board, that care for the well-being of the town ends. They’ll buy up some property and treat it just like anywhere else. They’ll open up a property speculating limited liability corporation during the height of an economic downturn and buy up 1.3 million dollars’ worth of property in Duden County.

			Visitors might come to the riverfront drive in Armin and, thanks to Amelia, not even be able to tell that business after business was falling over and sliding into the Missouri River.

			Amelia had lived an idle life. She had left her husband a few years back—a towering, passive man—after their daughter had passed, and she moved back to her hometown to be closer to her sister, and things were slow. The days seemed to be without a wavelength. An even-keeled thing, calm. Time seemed like a placid body of water. She didn’t feel much, had no real sexual pleasure. Like bored people tend to do, she developed habits. Coffee well into the day, stopping at lunch. Lots of wheat bread, cream cheese. She walked to the library to get on the internet and send emails to old, faraway friends. She would show up at her sister Marie’s home and bullshit around with her. She had fun, killed time, did things appropriately. 

			But it was always when she was alone that she felt the stillness and dead complacency not within her but within the air around her, and while she knew she didn’t want to meet any other men (the idea embarrassed her too much to even begin to accept it), she could not figure out how to approach it. 

			She would daydream about catastrophic events happening. Meteors, floods. Invasions. Sexual assaults, home invasions, robberies. She did not approach them with fear in her head. They were tests, almost. She thought about them a lot. What she would do, how she would behave. She tried to not let herself give herself any easy answers. 

			She would be okay dying in an earthquake or a fire, but not in an assault. She would be able to easily get over a flood as long as she was able to keep her stuff dry (she had a large collection of crafts and books and other miscellaneous objects). She would rather have her stuff completely destroyed than damaged. 

			As she began thinking about these things, she noticed other things. A large tree branch over her home that, if struck by lightning, would collapse onto the roof above her kitchen table. While it did not have the mass to crush the entirety of the roof in, she wondered if it could spear her, in a way. She didn’t share these thoughts. They were hers, and she would chuckle to herself about the glibness of it all.

			She had had a long, uneasy life, and knew that she deserved the luxury of fantasizing about a violent death.

			While flattening the corners of the white linen and rubbing out all air pockets, Amelia thought about a drunk driver veering off the road, ramping up on the curb, and smashing her against the glass and wicker of the display. 

			I wonder if the old wiring back there could just spark up and burst into flames, burning almost immediately through the thin metal holding up the big system of fluorescent lights and sealing the door off and making it unopenable. I think I would be able to throw myself through the glass. I’m not what I used to be but I could do that. I mean, I know it isn’t sugar glass. If I went through it shoulder first the glass shards could cut me up. I could get an artery in my leg cut, it wouldn’t even have to be at my head or throat. I might live for a couple days even, only to have it get infected.

			I might live, still. Definitely if I was younger.

			Amelia thought about youth constantly. She had always intended to marry young, right out of high school, but it didn’t turn out that way. The idea of marriage sounded incredibly romantic to her. She essentially drifted through school, under the radar, slightly pretty, but bony and wispy. She didn’t draw much attention from boys. There was a vague, understated element about her that seemed to cast an aura to teenage boys that somehow, someway, they would be punished for trying to have sex with her. She seemed downtrodden and serious. She seemed unconcerned about men.

			After graduation, she stuck around town. In a town that small, new people didn’t arrive much. There were weekenders, but they were mainly concerned with each other. They ran through the town, got what they needed from the wineries or the bars, and rifled away on Sunday. The idea of a local didn’t mean shit to them. If anything, it was negative. A definite yokel vibe is cultivated in a folksy bubble.

			She had romantic visions of men that would arrive, but they were never emotional or grandiose or metaphorical. Someone dressed nice, someone pleasant. Someone with a mustache. The fantasies were almost analytical. Young Amelia described minute details of fake dates with fake men to herself. 

			The locals she knew meandered in and out of relationships with each other and there was a general vibe that sooner or later everyone would settle down with someone by their mid-twenties. If you didn’t get married the first time around, the high school sweethearts that married after high school would divorce and you could catch one on the second go-around.

			She felt like a spinster at twenty-five and laughed about it. In her future husband daydreams, he started looking more and more like a lump. 

			She was married in a year. And she left the town and immediately felt superior to it. It definitely hurt when she swallowed her pride to return south years later, after everything had gone so terribly wrong. She let Barrett keep the furniture because he wouldn’t have got any if she didn’t.

			Because of her mindset prior to marriage, and because of how it burned down and withered gray so steadily and predictably, Amelia didn’t feel like a fully realized individual until her divorce. That, despite her being close to fifty at this point in her life, she was destined to have that failed marriage, and that because of who she was and the type of man she had sought out, the marriage was bound to last a long period of time, and that it all had to have happened how it happened because that was her worldview at the time, and now that it is over, she didn’t have to have any hang-ups about it. 

			She felt no hostility toward Barrett, but almost something worse. No malice, but her emotions all reflected the crystallizing thought she held about him, that you had me then. You had to have had me then because you were what I wanted but I am not that anymore and you cannot have me and I know this better than I know anything else in the world.

			Now, ironing out white linen in an abandoned storefront, the adolescent daydreams returned. Barrett, tall, face casting some kind of whiny brooding, stood over her. They began having sex, and he came inside of her. And time passed, but it didn’t, and she had her daughter.

			And their daughter grew up and it was not exactly memory, but definitely memory’s kin, because everything happened as it did in reality except their daughter had not died at twenty-three and in this fantasy she did not imagine them hugging, crying, talking about anything, nothing was addressed or swallowed or dealt with, she fantasized about her and her daughter shopping for clothes at that nice mall in Chesterfield, and when one credit card was rejected, they laughed and used another.

			And she was not crying or smiling but ironing out the white sheet to wrap around the composite board display, which she would line with small pictures, advertisements, and a rocking chair.

			The reality was she was ready to be alive, and she was thinking, and was good at being alive for once, but she felt too old to try anything new, so she tried to bide her time well and have fun.

			Amelia began to think about plane crashes.

			1836

			Philadelphia Germans! Do you see your brothers and sisters of the city of Philadelphia losing their essence? The pride of their ethnicity? For too long have our sons and daughters abandoned the purity and pride of living a German life, and have begun to abandon their lineage, betray their ancestors, to forget the language that is their birthright, and become nothing more than the non-people that are the American mutt? Can you imagine your daughter, your son, begetting with the Irish? With the Italians? Or even a Jew?

			Be proud, Germans! We offer a different idea! A new weltanschauung for the modern German-American! 

			The new Rhineland awaits! Field leader Koeper has marked a fertile land on the banks of the Missouri River, and planning for a new township has already begun! With the strife and starvation in our homeland, this may be the only way to ensure the German way of life. I will hope that the reader of this pamphlet understands the holy cause that this undertaking truly is. While our forebearers are in turmoil, and our kin on the dangerous brink of assimilation, this may be the best chance to guarantee German purity moving forward.

			The Armin township will be named for the Germanic hero Arminius, a brave warrior and general who defeated the Romans eons ago. This town, named for the man that guaranteed that the German way of life would not be tainted by outsiders, will seek the same goal he did. 

			Cultural independence for Germans! 

			10,350 acres have been purchased and are available for those who pledge to join this township. The fertile valley has been called a veritable Eden by Friedrich Koeper, who has written at length about the German potential of the Duden River Valley. 

			Come to register at the Philadelphia Settlement Society for Proud Germans at 130 Hursch Street in Philadelphia, PA. 

			March 2019

			So when the rain came down in sheets so quickly that it obfuscated all vision in front of him, a teenager pulled his truck off of a dirt road and meandered through a short patch of gravel toward a small carport underneath a short bridge elevating yet another country road. And since the truck itself was weathered and tended to groan, he had tentatively decided to wait out the worst of the rain and make the last stretch toward the paved state highway after a brief respite in this little enclosed cover.

			He had just gotten some pussy and had about a three-hour deadline to get back home, at around 8 a.m., when his parents would wake up and notice him missing or wouldn’t.

			He had decided to head out the night before at about one in the morning, and didn’t really get any high-quality sleep, just nervous postcoital naps as the girl dug her head onto his shoulder, and he felt tense and nervous and content. Her name was Harper and she had a tendency to roll around in her sleep. He felt happy, but tense. Like the happiness was a thread that could be snapped in a split second, so that he had to enjoy it while he could.

			At five thirty he got nervous about his parents waking up and seeing the truck missing and calling him and chastising him so he told Harper this and she pouted but then she heard the automated coffee pot click on and, thinking it was one of her parents, spurred him into leaving. He slunk out the front door as the sun oozed into the living room, and he climbed into his truck, tired but smiling meekly.

			So he was very tired, very pleased with himself, and in this mindset of temporarily successful peskiness he slid his car underneath the country bridge on a gravel road and waited for the torrents of rain to let up so that he could at least see the road in front of him.

			And alternative rock music was playing lightly on the radio.

			And he put it into park.

			And he thought about the curvature of Harper’s legs and fell asleep.

			And the engine ran idly and the gasoline was broken down and the car emitted carbon dioxide and other, unimportant chemicals, and in the unventilated solace of the space beneath the bridge it built up enough that it was poisonous to the human body, and his sleeping nose wafted in the poison and put it into his bloodstream, and he died wordlessly in a quietly purring pick-up truck underneath a bridge in rural Missouri.

			•••

			Amelia rarely drove. The mid-size sedan seemed to churn on gravel roads, and she didn’t know if that was bad or not, so she would suck her teeth the whole time she clutched the steering wheel.

			“Whoever thought that gravel made a good road? I swear,” she said.

			She often talked to herself when she was anxious and alone. Amelia thought about Barrett. She imagined him in the car, responding to her question, saying something like “gravel seems fine to me.” Amelia scoffed, again, to herself.

			Amelia usually visited Barrett after coming back into town from Columbia or Washington, usually for some shopping trip, or to visit old friends. This meant she would be coming in south on highway 333 and could just swing right off the highway into his driveway. She tried coming in from the east this time, going over the bridge in McMaren, and winding through some back roads in the hills. She didn’t know the way. 

			The sedan grinded to a stop on the gravel, and she pretended to touch up her makeup in the mirror so that people would think that was why she stopped. She contemplated calling Barrett, but she didn’t want to owe him anything. She decided to take a twenty-minute detour to loop around to highway 333 and go in toward Barrett’s house from the south. 

			He didn’t know she was coming, so she wouldn’t be late. She imagined how he would come out of the trailer as she stepped out of her car, still drinking coffee at three in the afternoon, waiting for her to talk first, and she smiled.

			“Oh, Lord,” Amelia said to herself. “If I didn’t check up on that man, God knows what he would be living like.”

			Amelia put it in reverse and started heading back the long way. It was a calmer drive. No mystery involved. She turned left and headed north on the other backroad. 

			The car clambered into drive. The gravel appeared near-black when wet after the morning’s storm. Small, shallow pools of water lay uselessly strewn in the ditches framing the slightly (albeit strategically) elevated country roads. 

			The countryside did seem to evoke something. She liked how the henbit weed made all the empty farm plots burst into purple before they tilled it all up. It didn’t seem appropriate. It seemed almost profane in how neat it was. She remembered the first spring she had been living with Barrett, how she asked him later in the afternoon why all of a sudden the winter farm plots turned purple with that stubbled foliage, how he said, “Yep, they get purple.”

			That wasn’t a good enough answer. And how he got tired with her when she said that he had lived out here for his entire life and he didn’t know what the weed was called that turned everything purple. That is what he did. He never got angry with her, not even once. Just tired. She made him tired, and he would get quiet, but she would never let him rest. She got him to call it henbit a few months after she dug the answer up in some agricultural pamphlet. 

			She liked driving past the henbit. She liked the lack of traffic, so she didn’t feel bad about how she stared out the window for just a few lingering moments too long, probably driving too fast, oozing into all the other lanes of traffic or off the road.

			The gravel road crested a hill.

			Moments later she saw an odd, splotchy blend of brown and red out of the side of her eye, gyrating slowly as she scanned the muddy purple farmland, and whipped back, and her eyes got wide, and she slowed down the car as she processed the scene.

			There was what appeared to be a well-groomed golden retriever (no leash, no collar) slowly, casually eating a roadside deer corpse, with its neck driven into the ground and bent back into itself like a parabola, its eyes cast upward, past the dog into the overcast sky.

			The dog did not regard her as the car slowed. The dog was in a low trench by the side of the road slowly chewing on what appeared to be the low, fleshy part of the deer’s chest. She wanted to stop the car, but couldn’t make it her place to do so. The scene confused her. There was a casual primality to it that was confusing. She wished Barrett was here. He would immediately say to “run it off” or “ignore it” or tell her it was common or tell her that the dog would get sick. Something. 

			After a minute of driving past she circled back and found the dog still casually chewing on the road kill. The dog glanced up when she honked her horn and looked for a few moments before dipping its head back down. She honked again. The dog did not regard her.

			As she stepped out of the car the dog looked peaceful. His golden snout was wet with with wwthin blood. He panted and looked at her. She was afraid it would attack her, but it immediately stepped away from the dead animal and sauntered toward her in a happy trot, and she retreated quickly toward one of the backside doors and emerged with a towel to wipe the blood off.

			The dog was more concerned with sniffing, and tried to work its nose around the towel toward her, and left smudges of blood on her white khaki shorts. It had no tags, no collar, but she decided that it was lost because of the fact that it didn’t appear mangy or unkempt.

			She scanned for nearby homes and saw none. She considered what was nearby and where she could drive to ask, but was scared away by the presence of “no trespassing” signs and rusted piles of junk. 

			The dog needed little convincing to get into the car. She imagined Barrett becoming very tired with her. She considered naming the dog Henbit, in order to rub it in. An imaginary petty victory over an imaginary transgression.

			The gravel road crested another short hill to reveal, seemingly, a way out. She saw a bridge in the distance, a road running beneath it and looping back around, and a pickup truck idling underneath it blocking the path. 

			She paused a moment, waiting for the truck to move. Just a red truck, idling. It was too narrow a passageway to even open your door in. There was no way someone just started that car and left. She waited a few moments, then sighed, and pressed on the horn gently just to alert the driver of her presence. 

			Nothing happened. She honked with more force. Nothing stirred.

			Amelia put her car in park and unlocked the door, but as she reached for the handle she hesitated. The dog was sniffing a bag of modeling clay she kept in the backseat. She could feel the force of his tail hitting the back of her driver’s seat. 

			Carol posted that thing online about how there were people who would go to Wal-Mart and take pictures of a lot of people and pick the ones that they wanted to kidnap later. They’d block in their cars when they were in the parking lot and would abduct them, throw them into vans, bind and gag them and stuff. Like how in the one cannibal movie the buffalo guy always asked women for help loading stuff into the van. Does this scene seem just as innocuous? What if, the second I get out of the car, someone pops out from under the bridge or jumps down and grabs me? What then?

			But what would people want with an old woman anyway? I mean, I’m not that old, and I was very pretty once, so I can imagine. But isn’t there easier ways to do this? I mean, if I had to bet, I’d say someone drives on this gravel road under this bridge twenty to thirty times a week, tops. And even then, most of the people driving this road are probably drunk teenagers or closeted gay guys who have to hide out away from their wives or weird hermits or oh God what am I even talking about.

			Amelia opened the door, grabbed a flashlight for defense from the glovebox, and took a few tentative steps toward the truck.

			If it comes to ransom I think my family, my sisters for sure, would definitely pay a lot for me. Barrett, God bless his soul, would scrounge up whatever crumbs he has to help. He’d sell everything he owns, I think. Maybe I should go get him to figure this out. He’s only a few miles away. He’d just drive right by I bet. Good lord.

			I’d play it smart as a hostage. I think I’d handle it way better than most people. I’d never give them the satisfaction, even if they did the—oh God—the sex stuff. I’d bide my time, and I’d make sure they go down. I’d get through it better than most people, but I think, dealing with it after, I’d deal with it way worse than most people. It’d break me. But they couldn’t break me, I don’t think. Not during it. No way.

			She approached the red truck. It was only a single cabin truck, and she could see the back of the man’s head. Light, slightly curly brown hair, short. Head cocked to the side, loped slightly. 

			Oh God, a fucking drunk. Good lord.

			She tapped the flashlight on the driver’s side window as she came around to look at the man’s face. Her lips curled tight and her nosed pressed out and she looked like she wanted to give him an earful.

			“Excuse me. Excuse me,” she said loudly.

			She got a good look at the face. Eyes closed, a nice roman nose, chin scruff, and pockmarked face. Young.

			Good lord, he’s not even a man. It’s a god damn kid. 

			“Oh my God, kid, wake up, I cannot fucking wait to figure out who your mother is.”

			Amelia tapped on the window authoritatively. It was relatively early now, around nine in the morning, and the downpour from last night made the air heavy with water. She saw lots of fog sweeping off the river this morning.

			Amelia kept tapping. 

			All of a sudden, the anger that she felt morphed. The red, righteous anger flipped upside down in her stomach into a kind of intense, narrow panic.

			Wake up, kid. Wake up. WAKE UP. WHY AREN’T YOU WAKING UP. 

			In one fluid motion she ripped at the door handle and, once it gave, grasped his wrist wrathfully, and, feeling how cold it was, shrunk backward, pale, and screamed a tiny, muted scream, and, in one last moment of hope, shoved his shoulder sternly, and finding him slumped, screamed and backed against the cool, rigid concrete supporting wall of the underpass and fumbled for her cell phone.

			The lady asked her to check for a pulse, she did. None. She told Amelia to wait. Stay on the line, she said.

			She waited.

			Oh, God, I can’t go just sit in my car and wait. I can’t just leave him there who is he what happened how does this happen here where are they where are they

			I can’t just go in my car and leave him there. What if I know his mother or one of his aunts and what if they found out I just sat in my car oh my God.

			Amelia sat on a damp patch of grass on the side of the gravel road right outside the mouth of the underpass. She made sure she was in eyesight of the boy. She stared at the back of his head.

			Light brown, slightly curly hair. Nobody with hair like that should die.

			There were still birds chirping. It was late winter now, but she swore she could smell honeysuckle growing nearby. She could see the tree line in the distance through a small film of mist. 

			I can’t believe the birds are fucking chirping I cannot fucking believe it I cannot believe no one is here yet I can’t believe this. I can’t believe this! What the fuck is anyone supposed to do about the worst things. I wish all these fucking birds would just die. I really do.

			The dog had snaked its way out of the back seat and through the open front door of the car and trotted slowly toward her. The golden retriever looked like it was smiling. Amelia extended her hand toward the dog to pet him as she sat in the wet grass. The dog weaved around the outreached hand to try and start licking her face. Amelia’s cold facial expression did not change as she palmed the dog’s face and pushed him back. The dog started licking her hand. After a few moments, it got bored, and started sniffing at the back tires of the truck.

			Oh, God, I remember Edi’s funeral. Barrett shaking everyone’s hands. What the fuck was he doing that for? Oh, God.

			The dog started heading to the driver’s side door.

			“Hey!” Amelia yelled.

			The dog looked backward. It paused a moment, then took another step toward the door.

			“HEY,” she yelled louder, “Get the fuck back over here right fucking now. Not the time.”

			The dog turned around lazily and made his way back to her as she heard sirens coming down a gravel road to the south.

			What the fuck? That’s all I can say about anything. Just what the fuck. 

			Amelia stood up and crossed her arms. The dog sat next to her. 

			Oh, my God, Amelia thought, looking at the dog, I can’t keep this dog now. Oh, my God. I got to get rid of it. Who was I kidding? I’m such a bad person.

			Tears started welling up in Amelia’s eyes as she looked at the truck, then the dog, then toward the sirens, then toward the dog, and then toward the truck again. 

			Oh, God, maybe if I was stronger. I’m so sick of trying to be strong. Just let me be.

			•••

			The Gas Station Attendant stood behind the counter in his gas station with his hands on the sides of the cash register. The gas station was empty. The Gas Station Attendant was fairly tall and a little overweight. He wore wide, brown-framed glasses and had long brown hair, just about to his shoulders. His face was covered in stubble but was otherwise pretty round and featureless. He was wearing a yellow and red polo shirt with the company’s logo on it tucked into high and tight jeans. The way he held his hands on the register gave him the visage of a gargoyle. His posture was rigid.

			People can buy anything at a gas station in Missouri. At the Gas Station Attendant’s gas station, one could buy alcohol, cigarettes, GPS navigation systems, T-shirts, paper towels, toilet paper, coffee, chips, or books. There was a milkshake machine in the gas station in case you wanted to have a milkshake that was from the gas station. Soft or hard pretzels. There are slowly rotating cylindrical meats of various regional styles that one can eat on a freshly steamed bun. The Gas Station Attendant even knew of a gas station up near the Ozarks that you could even get a haircut at. Really, the only thing you couldn’t get at the gas station is a gun.

			The area near the hot food had two tables. The Gas Station Attendant knew a myriad of old men on a first-name basis who liked to buy a coffee and a newspaper and post up in this area, talking to each other as their morning ritual, greeting everyone that came in.

			“I hold the door here so much that you guys should pay me!” is what all of their joke was to the Gas Station Attendant. 

			When he heard the joke he would smile normally. 

			The Gas Station Attendant knows that the Gas Station is an important cultural gathering place out here in isolated communities. It has almost nothing to do with gasoline. This is why the Gas Station Attendant does not complain about his job. 

			At this moment, the gas station was uncharacteristically empty. The Gas Station Attendant had a moment to himself. He headed to the front door and propped it open with a garbage can. The gas station was just above the floodplain north of the river, right where highway 333 and Supplemental Road Q met. The ground was still low enough that if the Gas Station Attendant looked out of the front door, to the south, he could just make out the river and see the low fog. The weather was just warm enough to leave it open for a minute. The Gas Station Attendant liked the smell of the rain and of the river. 

			The Gas Station Attendant saw the sirens before he heard them. Heading on the bridge over the river he saw two police cars and an EMS vehicle heading north. His posture didn’t change, and he watched the vehicles intently to see where they turned. The Gas Station Attendant took a cigarette out of a pack in his front pocket and ripped the filter off and lit it. 

			The Gas Station Attendant watched intently as the vehicles zoomed right past Supplemental Road Q and turned left onto a gravel road a half minute later. The Gas Station Attendant grunted.

			An old man waved to the Gas Station Attendant as he stepped out of his car and approached.

			“Man, what was that about?” he asked, pointing toward the sirens.

			The Gas Station Attendant shrugged.

			“Well, guess we’ll know soon enough. You know how this town is,” he said, walking inside.

			The Gas Station Attendant put his cigarette out carefully on the sidewalk and placed it in his shirt pocket. The Gas Station Attendant walked inside.

			•••

			Harper fretted over what to wear. They couldn’t afford to buy anything, and a sixteen-year old girl rarely had funeral-ready outfits in her wardrobe. She settled on a gray sweater and khakis. It took her over an hour to get ready.

			Some funerals are sadder than others. There’s no exact formula for the contest. When a high school kid dies, it ripples. Parents in the town, even if they never met the kid or knew his parents or ever even heard his name, imagine what it would be like if it was their own kids who died and take the death to heart. Ruminate. Acquaintances of the kid were now their friend. Friends are now close friends. Close friends become brothers. Girlfriends become wives. 

			It’s usually a car. If it’s not a car, it’s usually drugs. Opiates, mostly. Very rarely heroin. People wanted to know how he died immediately.

			In the car? Was he drunk?

			They don’t know yet. Toxicology didn’t come in yet. But why would he be out at that hour?

			Harper showed up to the funeral with her mother. She begged her mother to come. There weren’t many sophomores there. Derek was a senior.

			The man started talking. The religious man. Whatever the Lutheran one was called. The religious man said his name. She choked up a little. Derek was his name. 

			When I think of him I just think of the name him like of course its him who else would him be. And now hes gone and he was just here and now im here. And im alone with all these people who loved him and I just have to sit here staring around crying because I don’t know who knows. 

			But I was there.

			In a small town a young death is expected sooner or later. The mourning ritual is understood and inevitable. Gestures will be made. The basketball team will dedicate the season to Derek. The valedictorian will mention his name during their speech and everyone will clap. Things have to be done. Facebook posts will be made in his honor over the next three years with less and less frequency. However, things will proceed more or less as usual. They, the children, will feel more adult. They will gradually understand that adulthood is not independence or emotional stability or self-discovery. Adulthood is concrete, not prone to metaphor. It is filled with duty, first to yourself, then to others. 

			Harper fiddled with her hands. The twin doors opened and people formed a line to view Derek. Harper grabbed her mother by the elbow and got in line. Harper was staring at the floor. Then there was his face, still, almost polished looking, animatronic. This Derek had no acne. It wasn’t Derek. 

			A few older girls raised their eyebrows when she hurried out the front door of the funeral home crying.

			She pulled at the locked car door of her mother’s station wagon. Her mother followed behind and unlocked it. Harper sat down. She turned to her mother.

			“Mom, I have to tell you something.”

			Her mother just looked at her.

			“Mom,” she continued.

			“I’m listening. What?”

			“…”

			“What is it?”

			“I just. I just want to go home, please. Please.”

			“What is it though?”

			“Can I just fucking go home? PLEASE.”

			They drove home with the silence vibrating all around them. 

			•••

			Barrett had heard about the death at the grocery store, at the gas station, and at the bar. It dominated conversation and any conversation not related to the boy’s death always seemed to steer itself back to it. Everyone either knew him or knew someone who knew him. It wasn’t a big town and he played football. It was only yesterday.

			The news was still with him when he went home. He tried to watch a replay of a St. Louis Cardinals baseball game on Fox Sports Midwest at three in the morning. He couldn’t shake the feeling. He struggled to not think about the boy. When he thought about the boy, he thought about his daughter. In order to shake the feelings of his daughter, he tried to think about the boy. But death is death, it is a universal black line that consumes equally, and his death was the same as her death, and it’s like she died all over again, at least a little bit. 

			There is a gnawing little thing in our guts that chews harder when it is looked at.

			Barrett knew that no matter how the rest of his life turned out it would always carry that gnawing thing for better or worse. Barrett is old. He is sixty years old. His dad died at forty-two. Heart attack. Barrett stays up all night and gives up trying to sleep at six. He makes a pot of coffee and turns on the television. His back hurts.

			By noon he worked up the courage to drive to Amelia’s house to ask if he could look through Edi’s things. Barrett paused as he says her name out loud. Edi. It had been a long time since he had said her name out loud.

			Barrett eased into his truck and took a deep breath. He felt comfortable driving and when he found himself feeling restless, he often would aimlessly drive around the countryside listening to the radio. He pulled out of his driveway onto State Highway 333 and headed south past the gas station over the bridge into Armin. He went straight past the fire station onto Main Street and took a left after the old folks’ home and followed that road down a hill into the wooded hollow where Amelia lived. 

			The road Barrett followed was one of the only freshly paved roads in the region. A new slate of houses had been built down here a couple years ago and they were nice enough to merit the road getting redone. He drove down here pretty regularly. He told himself it was because of the new road and the nice, cool feel of the low valley but it also just so happened to have a four-way stop close to Amelia’s house and gave Barrett a view of Amelia’s driveway without his truck being seen from the window. 

			Barrett lingered at the four-way when he saw Amelia’s driveway. It was empty. He sighed and turned away from her home, back into the woods.

			Need a minute to gather my thoughts, he told himself.

			An hour later, Barrett was thirty miles north sitting in a fast-food parking lot eating hamburgers wordlessly, listening to sports radio. He kept his head down, careful not to make eye contact with anyone doing the same. 

			He thought about Edi. He sighed. He put down a hamburger and put his truck into reverse.

			“Welp,” he said to no one, “Guess if I’m going to do it, I’m going to do it.”

			He pulled back onto State Highway 333 and crossed the interstate, heading south, driving with one hand and eating with the other.

			The road south into Armin was rough. In the winter, you had to be careful because the road snaked abruptly back and forth, making it an absolute nightmare in the snow. This was the spot where the flat farmlands of Northern Missouri give way to the creeping hills and overgrowth of the Ozarks. Hills burst out of the ground in nonsense patterns, the roads shear through cut limestone growths, and sudden valleys put the road into free fall. There is about one inch of buffer between the road and the forest. Deer fearfully scramble all over the asphalt. Barrett had driven these roads thousands of times, and idly slid back and forth for mile after mile, juggling the gas and the brake.

			About ten miles in, Barrett saw a man standing in the middle of the road. There were no cars nearby. He was wearing a black suit jacket with a white shirt underneath and a black tie. His hair was neat and parted. He was squatting near the road overlooking the remains of a deer that had been hit by a car. Barrett applied the brakes as his truck approached the man, who seemed unconcerned. Barrett eventually came to a complete stop. The man did not turn around to regard him. After a moment, Barrett lowered his window to speak.

			“You all right, bud?” Barrett called out.

			The man turned slowly. The man had a blank facial expression. He didn’t seem to convey any relief or pain or confusion—he just looked. Barrett waited for the man’s response. He lingered and turned his attention back toward the dead deer. Barrett could have sworn his face was twitching. 

			“Do you—do you need a hand, bud?” Barrett asked.

			“A hand?” the man repeated, monotonically.

			“Yeah. You got a car around here?” Barrett asked.

			“I need hand, bud,” the man stated, uneasily. His words mimicked Barrett’s drawl. He seemed to be evaluating each word as he said it.

			Barrett frowned as he stepped out of the car. This wasn’t uncommon. It was the right thing to do to drag the deer off the road so nobody would hit it again. He’d done it before.

			“I’m Barrett. What’s your name?”

			Barrett stuck out his hand. The man looked at it for a brief moment before shaking it.

			“Yes,” the man said, “yes.”

			“Your name?”

			“Yes, my name. I’m just a man,” the man said.

			“All right, Mr. Mann, wanna grab this leg and I’ll grab the other?” Barrett said, already moving to pull at the dead deer.

			“Mr. Mann, that’s right,” the man said.

			“What’s up, buddy? You helping or what?” Barrett said, a little frustrated.

			“Who did this?” the man said, pointing at the deer.

			“Some car. Out of towner, probably. Didn’t think to move it, just kept going. Who knows,” Barrett said. 

			He looked up from the deer to find the man close to him, staring, wide-eyed, lips taught but not smiling. Barrett was larger than him by a few inches, but the man seemed completely unafraid. Barrett dropped the leg and backed up.

			“The fuck are you doing?” Barrett yelped.

			“I know you,” the man said.

			There were just the two men and the car. Barrett’s truck idled nearby. The dead deer lay at their feet. All through the forest, the gray trees of winter had started to live. It always smelled like rain, no matter the weather.

			The man kept staring at Barrett, unmoving. 

			“You don’t know me,” Barrett said, tensely.

			“You are a witness,” the man stated.

			“What the fuck are you talking about?” Barrett said.

			“You get to see,” the man stated.

			“See what? Give me one fucking reason I don’t kick your little ass,” Barrett yelled.

			“Little ass,” the man repeated, staring back down at the deer.

			“What you doing out here? Where’s your car? Are you some kind of little freak? How’d you get here?” Barrett demanded.

			“I don’t get to decide where I go,” the man said.

			The deer had an open wound from the impact of the car that had hit it. The man lowered his hand and placed it inside of the deer’s carcass. His face was tense and kept twitching. Barrett backed up and looked around. He started walking alongside the gravel that flanked the road, trying not to lose his footing, and moving back to his truck. 

			“I didn’t expect to see you this quickly,” the man said.

			“Excuse me?”

			“I see it around you. You stink of it. You are going to see, do you understand? You are more like my Little Ass than them.”

			“Fuck you,” Barrett said, jumping into his truck. 

			The man pulled his hand out of the deer. It was covered in blood. He pulled a handkerchief out of his breast pocket and began wiping his hands. Barrett cast one last look at him before putting the truck into drive, but when he looked back up to pull away, the man was standing in front of his truck. His face was not twitching. 

			“You have to remember,” the man said, “to not take it personally.”

			Barrett put the car in reverse and abruptly swung around the man. He gunned the gas, frantically looking back into the rearview mirror. The man was standing there, facing the departing truck, not moving. Barrett turned a corner, and the man and the dead deer were out of sight. Barrett scrambled for his cell phone. He pulled up Amelia’s number. He called it and immediately hung up. He put the cell phone down and picked up one of his remaining hamburgers. 

			“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Barrett said, “I can’t, I, fuck, she’ll think I’m drunk or fucking nuts, fuck, fuck. Fucking tourists! Fuck! I’m too old for—shit!”

			Barrett rubbed his hands on his face. He breathed steadily as he drove down the road. 

			It was just a guy, it was just a guy, maybe he needed help, maybe he was crazy, concussed… And someone could easily fuck up their car if they slid into that deer… Fuck. Goddamn it. I’m acting like a pussy. Fuck. I’m being ridiculous, Barrett thought.

			He turned the car back around and began to head back to the man and the dead deer. He used the car around the corner and saw the dead deer in the distance, alone. He pulled to the narrow gravel strip flanking the road and got out of his car.

			“Hello? You out here? Do you—you need help, right? You need help, mentally or medically? I’ll help,” Barrett said.

			There was no answer. Nothing to indicate that a man had been here. Just a deer with a hole in its side. Barrett yelled a few more times but nothing changed. No man emerged from the wood seeking aid. 

			Barrett took a step forward toward the deer to drag it into the woods. A car slowly passed him as he grabbed it. He waved at the driver and drug the deer off the asphalt and rolled it down the gravel into the woods below.

			He got back in his car and drove to Amelia’s home.

			•••

			Amelia drove to the spot she found the dog at. The deer corpse was gone. People were always picking these up and butchering them. Usually, they would pretend that they shot them. Maybe make jerky out of the venison. She opened the back door of her car and the dog came trotting out.

			The police and the paramedics had told her to just let the dog go. 

			“Country dogs roam all over, but they always go back home. Besides, we got bigger things to worry about right now,” one cop said.

			The process was awful. She answered questions at the scene and they drove her back to the tiny little police station way up north in Howe City, thirty minutes away, because the body was found in Howe County. She didn’t even know any of the cops who lived up here. Her lip curled the whole ride as she looked out the window in the squad car as it drove north on State Highway 333.

			After, they drove her back to her car. The dog was still there. She sighed and pushed it into her backseat. Then, when she got home the Armin Police were waiting for her. She pushed the dog into her laundry room and they drove her to the Armin Police Station, which was just the annex building next to the City Hall. Everyone in the department knew her and was very apologetic. They asked all the same questions the Howe cops did, and Amelia sat there, gray faced, thinking about how rude it was none of these young men in uniform offered her anything to drink. Amelia frowned the whole day, from start to finish. After getting back home for the second time, she got the dog back into her car and left again.

			“Go home,” she said to the dog.

			The dog stared at her, tail wagging. The whole ride up it had been trying to jump into the front seat and lick Amelia’s face.

			“Go home,” she said, “Get out, okay. I can’t keep you. Not now. I’m sorry. Go.”

			The dog cocked its head to the side. It looked at her, and then got a little apprehensive about making eye contact and started peering side to side. Amelia opened her mouth to tell it to go away again, but suddenly, from the woods behind her, she heard a slow and low rumbling groan. It was strung out and seemed to have a deep vibrato to it. She immediately thought it was a bear and grabbed her front door handle. Before she even had the chance to open it, however, the dog darted off straight in the direction of the bellow. 

			“Hey! No! Don’t!”

			Amelia climbed into the car quickly as she saw the sleek golden tail wind its way into the brown, rocky woods. She locked the doors and rolled the windows down and listened in the direction it had gone. Ten seconds later, another groan, but not like the first. Amelia couldn’t describe it, but…it seemed sad. Powerful and pitiful. Like in movies when a great beast gets a thorn in its paw. 

			“It’s all in my head. I’m in my own head. Dog ran off, which is what I said I wanted, I suppose,” she said.

			In times of stress, Amelia imagined her daughter watching her. Not in a religious or spiritual way, but like a hypothetical. Amelia liked to imagine what her daughter would think of her at any given moment. In the imagination, just like reality, Amelia never actually verbalized to her what she thought, just flashed a facial expression.

			It was impossible not to think about her. Always studious, always mumbling, always with her little black leather idea book. 

			The big writer, Amelia thought. 

			Amelia calmed herself while thinking about her daughter as she stared off into the overgrown brown and gray woods and tried to locate either a dog or a weird, groaning bear.

			Edi wrote because she told herself she was a writer. Growing up, in college, she said she wrote. She was a writer. That’s what she told people. So the writing itself was a defense mechanism toward protecting that identity. She had said it enough that she had to write something, anything, in order to prove that she was, in fact, who she said she was. After writing enough, Edi, in the fake-it-until-you-make-it mindset, finally learned to make a truth out of the lie. She wrote. So, she was a writer.

			She didn’t turn out to be the writer she wanted to be, however. She loved literary fiction, finely-tuned, spindly tales like Yates and Fitzgerald, and she wanted to evoke some kind of dissection of a town or era or feeling, but her writing never went that way. She mostly wrote fantasy stories about lost people who never quite became great, but became close, became essential cogs for something very important, but were never quite rewarded for their valor. Her stories typically featured mushrooms as big as trees as a key calling card. She purposefully wrote those into every novel and story.

			She finished her first book when she was twenty-one. No one knew. She edited it, formatted it, set it up as an eBook for sale for three dollars on a website, and advertised it only to a small part of a fantasy-based web forum and made about forty dollars off of it. She cringed at every notification of a purchase. She didn’t process it. She described the book as ‘fine.’ It was called The Trees of Iron County. She had decided to disown the book by the time she wrote her next one, and didn’t want to talk about it or acknowledge it. It was about a girl plucked from obscurity from a suburban neighborhood by a hairy, cloaked man-creature and, suddenly waking up in a swamp, tracks what brought her there, and, unwillingly, becomes the force who unites a village with some sentient tree men who are, thusly, able to fight off an encroaching dark cult. At the end it is revealed that the dark, hairy figure who brought her there was some kind of Bigfoot-esque figure, unnamed, who, during the battle, she sees strangling out the leader of the cult in some wooded glen, and, after he falls, turns onto her, and she wakes up in her bed again. And that would all be good, but Edi added an epilogue that seems to say more than the whole book did. She lived her life normally, telling no one what had happened, but still had this hunger within her, the discontentment, this bland grayness that she had to carry silently for the rest of her life, and she struggled with having feelings of simultaneous hate and love for the hairy, Bigfoot-like creature.

			Edi had not let either of her parents read the book. 

			The second book was called The Riverside Ascetic. She had thought of the title before she had written the book. She wrote it almost as a direct response to what she saw as the faults in her first book; the generic nature of a young girl plucked from obscurity, her being an obvious (to her) Mary Sue character, caused a reactionary response to make her main character entirely inhuman, a slender, genderless monk from an order whose purpose was to go out and catalog all possible tragedies. They lived in a cave on the hills of a river and ate only bread and drank only water. Edi maintained the fantasy setting; she gravitated toward it naturally, and she felt she could accomplish certain themes within it. The main character goes out into the world, into various fantasy kingdoms, following the trail of one particularly evil mercenary, detailing his exploits for the audience, before the main character themself is captured by the mercenary and forced to write about their own torture and death. Soon after doing their duty and dying, a Bigfoot-esque creature (who is alluded to throughout the book) emerges from the foliage to face off with the mercenary.

			Edi had not allowed her parents to read the book. She said it would be “too depressing” for them, and she didn’t want them to worry.

			The third book was the last. She rushed to finish it because she was going to die. It was called Pig Iron, and it was about a group of mercenaries who take a contract out to go to a magical Orcish kingdom and steal a cache of diamonds for an archaeologist. By doing so, they insert themselves into a battle between native and invading gods fighting over the very fabric of the world. She had rushed to finish the book because her blood was filled with cancer.

			Neither Barrett nor Amelia had been able to bring themselves to read it.

			Amelia shook herself back to the present. She did not like to think about the books. The woods were quiet. There was no sign of life and no sounds emanating from them. She drove home with nothing on her mind.

			•••

			The Gas Station Attendant’s shift ended. He grabbed a few bags of garbage from a back room filled with mops and sawdust and headed to the dumpster out back. 

			At least a mile of flat, empty fields were in front of him. The weather had been consistently warm enough to till the fields without them being frozen but not quite ready to plant seeds yet. The Gas Station Attendant loved the look of the barren fields. They were uniform, structured, and simple. The Gas Station Attendant always hated it when some high school kid in a big truck sprayed mud everywhere by driving through it like a lunatic. It always looked so messy until the rain came to fix it. The Gas Station Attendant took a deep breath at the field as the sun started to set.

			Simple things, The Gas Station Attendant thought, that’s the only thing you can really trust reliably to take pleasure in. Without particulars, without context, without ending up dripping in metaphor. Simple things you can just look at and say “nice” at. 

			The Gas Station Attendant chucked the garbage and turned to walk toward his car. It was parked way to the side so that it would take up none of the good spots for the customers. As he walked, The Gas Station Attendant saw a well-done-up man in a black suit, black tie, and white button-up come walking down the ramp from State Highway 333. While walking on that highway was illegal, it wasn’t unheard of. There were always a few stubborn types that thought they were invulnerable to cars. 

			But none of them were ever dressed this nice.

			“Car break down, bud?” The Gas Station Attendant shouted out.

			“Yes, car broke down,” the man said.

			The man maintained eye contact and began to approach The Gas Station Attendant. The Gas Station Attendant held his car keys but didn’t put them in his car door for fear of being rude.

			“Bad luck,” The Gas Station Attendant said, “It’s getting dark, too.”

			“Yes, it is bad luck. And it is getting dark. Do you know of an inn, or a motel, or a hotel close to here?” The man asked.

			“You don’t want a tow service for your car? We got a phone inside.”

			“No. That is not necessary.”

			“You’ll get it towed in the morning?” The Gas Station Attendant asked.

			The man leaned in toward the Gas Station Attendant and squinted his eyes a bit. He was a remarkably average-looking white man. Short brown hair, maybe slightly balding, brown eyes, medium build, about five foot nine with a clean suit. The only thing that seemed out of place was the sleek briefcase he carried with him. It was a gleaming, pockmarked leather that seemed so black it almost looked green.

			“Yes,” the man said.

			“Tired, I suppose,” The Gas Station Attendant said.

			“Yes, tired,” he said. “Do you know of an inn, or a motel, or a hotel close to here?”

			“Across the bridge. There’s a hotel way down Main Street about a mile or two. On the river. But there’s tons of bed and breakfasts and little hotels in Armin. Just go over the bridge, take a left, and then the first right and follow that road. There’s a place called the Calm Sea Guest Haus. A woman that comes in here often runs it.”

			“Thank you,” the man said.

			He turned around and walked back up the ramp to State Highway 333. He walked south. 

			The Gas Station Attendant sighed as he got into the car. He turned south as he headed home and saw the man walking. He waved as he passed. The man looked but didn’t wave back as The Gas Station Attendant turned right onto a gravel road that ran alongside the river.

			“Not good,” The Gas Station Attendant said. “Doesn’t seem good at all.”

			The Gas Station Attendant thought, I bet if I drive north on 333 I wouldn’t see a single broken-down car. Not for forty miles. I know. I know in my gut there ain’t no broken-down car up north. But, shit, I’m not gonna look. The only thing I know about whatever that is about is that it is not any of my problem. Not my problem.

			The Gas Station Attendant went home and read a book about Suleiman the Magnificent until he fell asleep on his couch.

			•••

			Once a week, Amelia drove forty-five miles for grief therapy. It was a facilitated group discussion run by a therapist, consisting of a fluctuating group of around five to ten people. Plenty of people only showed up for one week and never came again. Amelia had been a staple for about a year. About three other people could be counted on to be at every meeting. One was a woman dealing with her husband’s death from a heroin overdose. The event propelled her to get clean. One was a quiet man who almost never said anything, but who appeared to struggle with his son’s suicide on an ideological level. One was a middle-aged woman whose small dog got ran over by an eighteen-wheeler after it escaped from the house. She cried the loudest. She was not mocked.

			Amelia talked about Edi.

			There were about seven people at the meeting. Only one completely new person. Amelia recognized her, vaguely. Armin held about three thousand people, but if you were a socially active person, most people who lived there would be somewhat aware of who you were. Amelia knew this woman’s son had died from carbon monoxide poisoning about a week prior. She knew her last name was Bundren. She was the one who found the son. Amelia didn’t know if the woman knew that or if she knew who she was.

			“We have a new face today. Would you like to introduce yourself? It’s okay if you just want to listen,” the therapist said.

			The woman nodded.

			“Hi, my name is Debbie.”

			“To make you more comfortable, Debbie, I’m going to ask everyone who has already been here before to introduce themselves, and they will tell us their reason for being here, and then you can tell us yours.”

			People spoke briskly. Their tragedy was summarized, without emotion, and was easy for everyone to say. Things moved around the circle quickly. Debbie paid close attention, and it got back around to her, and the individuals present were curious but respectful, and doubted they would be surprised, and they weren’t, and they knew it was her son found under that bridge, and they knew that she knew they knew that already, and, in a way, that made it easier.

			They discussed things for an hour. Helpful tips, self-thought coaching, approaches that made her scenario easier in practical ways. Nothing dramatic. No syrupy emotionality today. People tended to distrust progress when it was dramatic. People put on shows for themselves.

			When it was time to leave, people tended to linger in their cars in the parking lot.

			Amelia headed home. By the time she was closing her front door, she saw Barrett turning off the road onto her driveway. She shut the door, unsure if Barrett had seen her yet.

			It’s always something.

			Barrett realized he made the right decision to come over only when he reached Amelia’s front door. He did not call beforehand to announce he was coming simply because he himself didn’t know if he would be able to follow through with it. He anticipated himself turning around before he got here. The type of sureness he carried surprised himself. He hadn’t been sure about anything in decades. 

			Her house was nicer than his. A fancy brass door knocker was the only color present on the front of a bleach-white linoleum house. The windows were covered with curtains. There wasn’t anything in the house visible from the outside. It was a fortress, impenetrable, sitting atop a small hill overlooking Armin, protected in the back by the woods. 

			Barrett did not understand the terror in her eyes when she peeked past the curtains and saw him. He had been awake for thirty-six hours. 

			“Barrett? What are you doing here? Is everything all right?”

			She answered the door by opening the door as little as possible and slipping out to join him on the front concrete steps. Barrett sighed. He took off his baseball hat and scratched his hip. He wondered who she had in that house before deciding that that, like many things, didn’t concern him.

			“Hey, Amelia, how you doing? How you been?”

			“I’m…I’m fine. What are you doing here?”

			“Good, I, uh. Listen. I ain’t ever been good at this, and I’d rather not be…talking to you about this. I was hoping that you kept onto some of Edi’s things.”

			“Oh.”

			“Did you hear about that boy?”

			“I…I was the one who found him.”

			“Jesus Christ. Shit. Like in the thing?”

			“…”

			“Look, I’m sorry, I ain’t been…sleeping or thinking straight. Maybe now is a bad time, it seems like a bad time. I didn’t mean to impose.”

			“Just…what is it? Tell me.”

			“Can I come inside?”

			“No. Just tell me.”

			“Why not?”

			“Barrett.”

			“Fine. Okay. Can I look through Edi’s things?”

			“For what?”

			“She was my daughter too.”

			“Just tell me what you want.”

			“You don’t have the right.”

			“You can’t come inside.”

			“The fucking book, Amelia, give me the fucking book. The last one. You know which one. The pig one.”

			He had never cursed at her before. She looked ashamed, all of a sudden. The whole time she had not let go of the front door handle. Barrett looked at her for the first time since he stepped outside. She was still pretty, still delicate, thin and bony. Her eyes were still hard. First and last love. He knew it and didn’t kid himself. Some people’s hearts just don’t shift, even when they should. It was the harshness of it that exhausted him. He felt ready to sleep.
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