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      The hollowed eyed man thrust the missing person flyer across the counter. Franklin Hardcastle picked it up; a young woman with her arm stretched out taking a selfie blew a kiss towards the camera.

      "Have you seen her? She's missing."

      The man’s bloodshot eyes held great sadness; sallow cheeks told Franklin the man hadn't slept in days and he bit his lower lip every minute or so.

      Franklin studied the poster. At the bottom, it implored people to call the police or her brother Jake Vine. Franklin assumed that was who stood before him now. After a few moments, while Jake waited, shifting from foot to foot, Franklin said, "Yes, I saw her last week, as a matter of fact."

      "You're sure it was her?"

      Franklin nodded. "Of course."

      Jake leaned forward as if he was about to jump over the counter and grab Franklin in desperation. "What happened? How was she? Did you see anything?"

      "She came in, looked around awhile, then left without purchasing anything. I'm afraid that's what most people do. I really can't compete with the chain stores."

      Jake's energy left him and he sunk into himself. Turning away, Jake shuffled through Hardcastle Furnishings, down rows of sofas and dining tables, past walls lined with dressers. He  looked at the furniture, not really seeing it. Jake occasionally inspected the handmade pieces of pottery that covered almost every table, shelf, and chest of drawers.. Soft jazz played quietly from the overhead speakers.

      Jake looked at Franklin. "Did she seem pissed off or frightened or …" he shrugged, "just something out of the ordinary?"

      "No," Franklin said. "And no one came to talk to her or pick her up, before you ask. She looked around, and then left. I don't know if she took a taxi or continued down the block." He flicked his gaze to the windowless front wall lining the street.

      Jake let out a deep breath. "Thanks anyway, man. Her name is Mattie Vine, by the way. Just in case you hear something."

      He picked up a small buffalo.

      Franklin said, "All of these pieces are my originals."

      "This is great work," Jake said. He put the buffalo down and picked up a nearby horse. He ran his thumb over it. "This one feels a bit different."

      "I use my own mix of materials," Franklin said. "I don’t always get the consistency right." He chuckled. "Still learning."

      "This is great work."

      Franklin smiled at the compliment. "Thank you."

      Jake ran his hand across the horse, which was painted in the golden colors of a Palomino. Most of the pottery portrayed mountain scenes: hunting with stick-figure buffalos and Indians, pine trees and horses. This was Wyoming, after all.

      Franklin asked, "Did you call the police?" As soon as the words left his mouth Franklin knew it was the wrong thing to say.

      Anger exploded out of the man like a shell from a tank."The police? The Centurion City Police? What do you think?" His voice cracked as he yelled, "Of course I called the fucking police. Do you know how long a person has to be gone for them to look into it? A day. A whole fucking day and she could have had God knows what happened to her. So, yeah, I called the fucking police!" He threw the horse on the floor. It shattered. He grabbed handfuls of hair and held his head as he cried.

      Saddness swept Franklin as he looked at the ruined clay horse he had just finished yesterday. In a gentle voice he said, "You're in a furniture store. Sit down anywhere you like and relax. Just…calm down." He hoped that was the right thing to say.

      Jake fell into a large well-padded loveseat. He hung his head down and tried stifling his cries.

      Franklin reached into the mini fridge underneath the counter and pulled out a pack of peanut butter cups and a root beer. He walked over to the distressed man and held them out. Franklin said, "I can't drink real beer on the job and I'm a peanut butter nut. No pun intended."

      Jake chuckled and took the refreshments. After finishing a cup and swigging some root beer, he looked calmer and more put together. "I…" Jake began, "I'm sorry for that. I did talk to the police. They're looking into it and I've been putting up these posters. Fat lot of good either one of us has done."

      "No word, huh?"

      Jake shook his head. "Nope."

      He finished his candy and soda in silence. After Franklin took the empty containers to the trash can behind the counter, the man picked up several pieces of the horse he had broken. "I'll pay for this."

      Franklin sat beside the man in the loveseat. "I can make another," he said. "But it won't be the same as that one."

      Jake gestured at various items around the store. "You really made all of these yourself?"

      Franklin smiled as he answered. "Yep."

      "Why not just buy them from a supplier?"

      Franklin took the broken pieces from Jake and stared at them. "My father," he answered without looking up. "My father believed in originality. Everything we had was either handmade or repaired by him or friends. Nothing I ever had, even Christmas presents, were store bought. 'Always be original,' he would say. 'Make something no one else can.'" He studied the chairs and bed sets around him. "I could never make enough furniture to keep up with demand. But stuff like this," he jangled the broken pieces in the palm of his hand, "it's one of kind. It's a Franklin original."

      Franklin stood and threw the pieces in the trash can.

      "Hey, I'm sorry," Jake said. He got to his feet and held up Mattie's poster. "You mind if I leave this here? Maybe I'll get lucky."

      "Not at all," Franklin said. He motioned Jake over and they taped the poster to the counter so every customer could see it.

      Jake thanked Franklin and exited the store.
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      Franklin did remember Mattie, although he hadn't known her name then. The memory wasn't pleasant. She had been in the store for the last forty-five minutes of his work day; in less than five minutes he could close up shop, go upstairs, eat dinner, and catch up on his favorite TV shows. But she seemed in no rush to leave. She had stormed in and ignored his greeting and offer of assistance. Her large sunglasses perched on her head like a giant pair of insect eyes. Her ugly fuzzy bright blue handbag looked large enough to hide a small child in. Franklin had no interest in her as dating material—he was single and knew he would remain so for the rest of his life—but he admired the straightness of her shins and the curves of her shoulder blades.

      "Hey you," she shouted from the far corner of the store.

      Franklin made his way to the bedding section. He wore a name tag with large, easy-to-read block letters. He grimaced to himself. Was it such a bother for a customer to learn his name?

      "Did you find something that caught your eye?" he asked.

      She thrust her hand to the line of beds against the wall. "Are these all the mattresses you have?"

      "I have more," Franklin answered, "but I don't have enough room to display them all."

      "I'm looking for a California King."

      "I don't have any on
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