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"The kindest thing a town can do for its broken people is make them someone else's problem. The cruelest thing is calling it mercy."

— Miriam Gage, The Architecture of Forgetting

For everyone who waited at a window for someone who wasn't coming back.

Act I

The Inventory
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Mile Marker 14

The call comes at eleven-fourteen on a Tuesday, which is the kind of detail I'll remember later, when remembering becomes important. Harrow County dispatch, the night woman whose name I've never learned, her voice flat as a gauge needle at zero: abandoned vehicle, Route 11, south of mile marker fourteen. Engine off. No occupant. I write the location on the back of a parts receipt because I'm out of the little yellow pads my mother used to buy in bulk, and I haven't replaced them, and it's been eight years.

I drive the wrecker south. Route 11 past dark is a different road than Route 11 at noon. During the day it's just asphalt and hay trucks and the occasional tourist who missed the interstate turnoff. At night, the trees crowd the shoulders like spectators at something they don't want to admit they're watching. My headlights carve a tunnel and the tunnel moves with me and nothing else does.

The car is exactly where dispatch said it would be. A 2009 Nissan Sentra, silver, parked on the gravel shoulder with its nose pointed toward the county line. Driver's door open. Dome light still on, which means the battery hasn't been dead long. I pull the wrecker past it, set the flashers, and step down into air that smells like pine sap and cooling metal.

I do what I always do. I read the car.

The tires tell me it's been driven on paved roads exclusively — no mud in the treads, no gravel scars on the sidewalls. The driver's seat is pushed forward, set for someone around five foot four, maybe five five. The rearview mirror is angled low. The steering wheel is tilted up. All of it says: small person, careful driver, someone who adjusted everything to fit them precisely. Someone who planned to drive this car again.

On the passenger seat, a plastic grocery bag from the Kroger on Pine Street. I look inside without touching: a gallon of two-percent milk, a loaf of wheat bread, a box of apple juice — the kind with the little foil straw glued to the side. Kid's juice. I check the registration in the glove box. The car belongs to a woman named Tessa Flood, age forty-one, address on Birchwood Lane in Harrow. No children listed on the insurance card.

Kid's juice. No kid.

I stand in the open driver's door and look at the ignition. The key is in it. Not turned, just inserted, like someone left it for the next person. Or like someone was pulled away before they could turn it off. The dome light paints everything in that sick yellow that makes a car's interior look like a crime scene even when it isn't one.

I hook the Sentra to the wrecker. It takes four minutes. I work the chains by feel, the way my hands have known these motions since I was fourteen and my mother let me start helping with tows. Chain around the axle, tension on the winch, check the angle, lock. The Sentra rises onto the flatbed like something being lifted out of water.

That's when I see it.

In the rearview mirror of the wrecker — the big rectangular one bolted to the passenger side — there's a shape at the tree line. Not a tree. Trees don't move laterally. This shape shifts, one step to the left, and stops. It's approximately the height of a person and approximately the width of a person and it is standing approximately thirty feet from where the Sentra was parked, in the gap between a loblolly pine and a sweetgum, and it is watching me.

I don't get out. I don't call dispatch. I tell myself it's a deer, because deer stand at tree lines and watch headlights, and because the alternative to a deer is a person standing in the woods at eleven-thirty on a Tuesday night on the empty stretch of Route 11 where nothing is supposed to happen.

I put the wrecker in drive. The shape doesn't move. I pull onto the road and the shape disappears from the mirror as the angle changes, and I drive north toward the yard with Tessa Flood's Sentra on the flatbed and Tessa Flood's groceries on the passenger seat and a feeling I can't locate in any mechanical system I know.

At the yard, I park the Sentra in the back row. The row I call the orphanage — seventeen vehicles, all towed from Route 11 over the past three years, all abandoned within two miles of the county line, none of them claimed. I unhook the chains and lower the car and stand in the gravel under the sodium light and listen to the engine tick as it cools, which is a sound that means the machine is settling, and which tonight sounds like counting.

I go inside the shipping container I live in. I wash my hands with the orange pumice soap that never gets all the grease out. I sit on the edge of my cot and pull off my boots.

I do not think about the shape at the tree line.

I do not think about the milk that will spoil by morning.

I do not think about the juice box with no child to drink it.

I think about the seat position. Five foot four. Someone small. Someone who set the mirrors just right. Someone who was going somewhere specific, with specific groceries for a specific evening, and who stopped at mile marker fourteen on Route 11 and opened the door and left the key in the ignition and walked into the trees or was walked into the trees or simply ceased to be a person in a car and became an absence on a road that nobody watches.

The county line is a mile and a half south of where I found the Sentra. Past that line, it's a different jurisdiction, different sheriff, different set of people who don't care. The cars always end up on the Harrow side. Just barely. As if someone knows exactly where the boundary is and exactly how close you can get without crossing into someone else's problem.

I turn off the light. I lie on my cot. Through the corrugated wall of the container, I can hear the orphanage row settling — metal contracting in the cool air, a sound like eighteen cars sighing.

Eighteen now. Tessa Flood makes eighteen.

In the morning I will call dispatch and file the tow report and add the Sentra to my inventory and not think about any of this. That's what I'll do. That's what I always do. I catalog the cars the way my mother cataloged her disappointments — methodically, without fuss, with the understanding that knowing what you've lost doesn't mean you'll get it back.

But tonight, in the dark, I keep seeing the rearview mirror. The shape at the tree line. The one step to the left.

I tell myself it was a deer.

Deer don't take steps.
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Pull-A-Part

My name is Rook Ellery and I live in a shipping container behind a salvage yard on the wrong end of Route 11, and if you think that sounds like the setup to a country song about bad decisions, you're not wrong, except nobody wrote me a chorus and there's no steel guitar, just the pneumatic hiss of the impact wrench at six in the morning and the smell of transmission fluid that never fully leaves my hair.

The yard is called Ellery's Pull-A-Part, which was my father's idea of marketing. The sign out front is hand-painted plywood, the letters fading into the grain, and I keep meaning to repaint it the way I keep meaning to do a lot of things that have nothing to do with engines. The concept is simple: you come to the yard, you find the car that has the part you need, you pull it yourself, you pay me at the counter. I supply the tools, the inventory, and the complete absence of small talk. Most of my customers appreciate this. The ones who don't learn to.

I've run this yard alone for eight years, since my mother died and left me the property along with her collection of overdue utility bills and a chest freezer full of unlabeled venison from a deer she hit with the tow truck in 2014. Before that, she ran it alone for thirteen years, since my father disappeared and left her with the business, a twelve-year-old daughter, and a 1998 Dodge Ram with two hundred fourteen thousand miles on it that she parked in the back of the yard and covered with a blue tarp and never drove again.

The Ram is still there. Under the same tarp, which is no longer blue but rather the color of something that used to be blue and gave up. I walk past it every morning on the way to the office, which is a generous term for the plywood shack where I keep the register and the parts catalog and a coffee maker that produces a substance adjacent to coffee. I walk past the Ram and I don't look at it. This is a practice I've refined over twenty-one years into something that resembles instinct. My eyes track right, past the tarp, toward the orphanage row, and I count the cars the way some people count their breathing: a rhythm that keeps something steady that might otherwise go wrong.

Seventeen. That was the count until last night. Now it's eighteen, with Tessa Flood's silver Sentra sitting at the end of the row like a period at the end of a sentence I haven't finished reading.

The orphanage row is my name for the back section of the yard where I park the vehicles nobody claims. They're all towed from Route 11, all found between mile markers twelve and sixteen, all abandoned on the Harrow side of the county line. Some are simple enough to explain — a car breaks down, the owner can't afford the tow fee, they walk away and don't come back. Some have expired registrations, which means someone drove an unregistered car to the least-patrolled stretch of road in the county and left it there deliberately, which takes a specific kind of intention I try not to think about too carefully.

But some — three, specifically, before last night — are harder to file under normal. Three cars with current registrations, functional engines, and personal belongings still inside. A suitcase in one trunk, fully packed. A purse in another. A winter coat draped over a back seat in August. People don't leave coats in August. People don't leave suitcases packed for a trip they apparently took on foot.

I'm cataloging the Sentra when my phone rings. The number is local, which narrows it to about four thousand people, and the voice is male, youngish, with the slightly too-eager cadence of someone who talks to strangers for a living.

"Ms. Ellery? This is Dane Vásquez, with the Register. I'm working on a feature about the abandoned vehicles on Route 11, and someone at the county clerk's office said you'd be the person to talk to."

"I'm the person who tows them," I say. "Talking is extra."

He laughs. It's a good laugh — unforced, a little surprised, like he wasn't expecting to be amused. I file this under irrelevant data.

"Fair enough. Would you be open to letting me come out to the yard? Photograph some of the cars, get your perspective? The county's been getting complaints about the vehicles cluttering the shoulder and I thought there might be a more interesting story in there."

"More interesting than litter?"

"That's what I'm hoping to find out."

I consider this. I don't like visitors at the yard. Visitors ask questions about the container — why do you live in it, isn't it cold, don't you get lonely — as though my housing choices are public infrastructure requiring their feedback. But Dane Vásquez from the Register might serve a purpose. The county has been threatening to fine me for storing the orphanage vehicles, despite the fact that the county is the entity that dispatches me to tow them. A newspaper article documenting the scope of the problem might redirect the bureaucratic attention from my yard to the road where the cars keep appearing.

"Tomorrow morning," I say. "Before ten. After ten I'm pulling a transmission out of an Accord and I won't want to stop."

"I'll be there at eight."

"Seven-thirty is better. I'll already be working by eight."

He agrees. I hang up and slide the phone into my back pocket and return to Tessa Flood's Sentra, which I've been documenting the way I document all the orphanage vehicles: VIN, registration data, exterior condition, interior contents. I photograph everything with a disposable camera I buy in packs of three from the drugstore because digital photos can be altered and disposable film cannot, and because some habits I inherited from my mother are useful and this is one of them.

The Sentra's interior tells a story, the way all car interiors tell stories if you know how to read them. The seat position: pushed forward for a short driver, but with the lumbar support flattened, which means she drove long distances regularly. The steering wheel: worn smooth at ten and two, a driver who held the wheel properly, who was taught or who taught herself. The floor mats: clean, recently vacuumed. The cup holder: a ring from a medium-size coffee, dried to a tan stain, Kroger deli cup based on the diameter. The grocery bag, still on the passenger seat, the milk now warm enough that I can smell it through the plastic.

I do not touch the bag. I photograph it through the window and make a note: contents visible — milk, bread, juice box (child's). I add a question mark after the parenthetical, because the insurance card lists no dependents and the car seat has no child safety hooks installed.

The question mark is the most honest punctuation. It means: I noticed. I don't know what it means. I'm writing it down.

I finish the inventory at ten and open the yard. Two customers today — a man looking for a starter motor for a 2005 Tacoma, and a woman who needs a side mirror for an Altima and spends twenty minutes telling me about the deer she hit. I sell the starter for forty dollars and the mirror for twenty-five and I eat a sandwich at the counter and watch the orphanage row through the window of the plywood shack.

Eighteen cars. All of them from Route 11. All of them waiting for owners who aren't coming.

At four-thirty, when the light starts going amber and the yard gets that end-of-day look — shadows long, metal cooling, everything settling into its resting position — I walk the fence line to check the locks. This is my closing ritual. Padlock on the front gate, padlock on the side gate, check the two security cameras that cover the entrances. The cameras are old, bought used from a pawn shop in Staunton, and they record in grainy black-and-white to a VHS tape that I swap out every week. They don't cover the back of the yard. I've never needed them to. Nobody comes to the back of the yard.

On the way to the container, I pass the Dodge Ram. The tarp has a new tear along the passenger side where the wind caught it last week. Through the tear I can see the truck's fender — rust-brown, oxidized past any paint color I could name, but underneath that, if I cared to look, if I cared to remember, a green that my mother once described as the color of money you'll never have.

I don't look. I walk past. I go inside the container and lock the door and heat a can of soup on the hot plate and sit on my cot and eat and listen to the yard settle around me — the creak of metal, the tick of engines that haven't run in years but still sound like they're trying to tell me something.

In the back row, the eighteenth car sits with its dome light finally dead, its battery finally drained, its groceries slowly going bad in the passenger seat.

Somewhere in Harrow, Tessa Flood is either safe or not. Either home or not. Either the kind of person who abandons a car full of groceries on a dark road for a reason that makes sense, or the kind of person to whom something happened that doesn't.

I wash my bowl. I set my alarm for five-thirty. I lie on the cot.

Before I sleep, I do the thing I promised myself I wouldn't do. I get up, walk outside in my socks, cross the gravel to the orphanage row, and open the trunk of the third car — a 2003 Honda Civic, blue, registered to a man named Dennis Pilcher who was listed in county records as "relocated" fourteen months ago. I've opened this trunk before. I know what's inside. But I open it again, the way you press a bruise to confirm it still hurts.

The suitcase is still there. Blue fabric, scuffed corners, the zipper halfway open. Inside: two pairs of jeans, four T-shirts, underwear, socks, a razor, a bottle of ibuprofen, and a paperback thriller with a cracked spine. Everything you'd pack if you were leaving and planned to arrive somewhere. Nothing you'd leave behind if the leaving was your idea.

I close the trunk. I go back to the container. I lie on the cot.

I do not think about the suitcase. I do not think about the juice box. I do not think about my father's truck under the tarp with the tear in it that I won't repair because repairing it would mean touching it and touching it would mean acknowledging it and acknowledging it would mean admitting that after twenty-one years I still haven't stripped it for parts, and the reason I haven't stripped it for parts has nothing to do with the engine being shot.

The engine is shot.

That's not the reason.
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Glove Box Confessionals

Dane Vásquez arrives at seven twenty-eight, which is two minutes early and therefore acceptable. He drives a Subaru Outback with a dented rear quarter panel and a press badge hanging from the rearview mirror that's been hanging there so long the laminate has yellowed. I know all of this before he gets out of the car, because I've been watching him pull in from the office window, and because you can learn more about a person from how they park than from anything they say in the first five minutes.

He parks straight. No correction, no three-point repositioning. One turn of the wheel, one smooth stop. Either he's a confident driver or he's been here before. I check the tire tracks — first visit. Confident driver, then. Filed.

He's taller than his phone voice suggested. Broad in the shoulders with a softness through the middle that says he used to move more than he does now. Dark eyes under heavy brows, the kind of face that looks serious at rest and transforms entirely when it smiles, which it does when he sees me standing in the office doorway with a coffee mug that says WORLD'S OKAYEST MECHANIC — a gift from nobody, purchased by me, for me, at a gas station in Waynesboro.

"Rook Ellery," he says, extending his hand.

"You can read the sign," I say, but I take the hand. His grip is firm without performing firmness. His palm is dry. No calluses. Writer's hands — soft, indoor hands, the opposite of mine. I release and step back and gesture toward the yard.

"The orphanage row is in the back. Try not to trip on anything expensive."

I walk him through the yard, past the functional inventory — the cars and trucks customers come to pick apart, organized by make and year in rows I mow between when the grass gets ambitious. Past the crush pile waiting for the scrap hauler. Past the office, the tool shed, the container, which he glances at and wisely does not comment on.

The orphanage row sits along the back fence, separated from the working yard by a strip of gravel I keep raked for no reason I could defend. Eighteen vehicles, aligned bumper-to-hood, facing south. Toward the county line. I didn't park them that way on purpose, but they ended up oriented the same direction, like birds on a wire staring at something only they can see.

"These are all from Route 11?" Dane has a small notebook and a pen between his teeth, which he removes to ask questions and replaces to write. It's an absurd habit. I find it mildly not-annoying.

"All from the same four-mile stretch. Mile markers twelve to sixteen. Towed between 2021 and last night."

"Last night?"

"The Sentra on the end. Dispatch called at eleven-fourteen."

He walks the row. He photographs each vehicle with a phone camera, which is not ideal for documentation but is apparently sufficient for newspaper work. I follow, because these are my cars — my inventory, my orphanage — and I don't let people wander the yard unaccompanied.

At each car, I give him the basics. Year, make, condition, how long it's been here. He writes it all down and asks questions that are slightly better than I expected — not just what the cars look like, but what they contain, what's missing, what doesn't fit.

"You catalog the contents?"

"Everything. VIN, registration, exterior and interior condition, personal effects if any."

"You've done this for all eighteen?"

"I've done this for every car I've ever towed. It's called a vehicle intake report. Most tow operators do it to avoid liability claims. I do it because—" I stop. Because why? Because I read cars the way other people read faces and I can't turn it off? Because the contents of a glove box tell a story that the driver never intended to tell, and stories are the only form of human communication I understand?

"Because it's procedure," I finish.

He looks at me with the expression of a man who heard the pause and filed it. Reporter's instinct. I'll need to watch that.

I show him the three flagged vehicles — the ones that don't fit the normal abandonment pattern. The 2003 Honda Civic with the packed suitcase. A 2006 Buick LeSabre with a purse still on the passenger seat — wallet inside, forty-two dollars in cash, driver's license, credit cards. And a 2004 Chevy Silverado with a winter coat on the back seat and a toolbox in the bed, organized and complete, the kind of toolbox a man who works with his hands would never leave behind.

"People leave cars," I tell him. "That's normal. Happens everywhere. But people don't leave packed suitcases, wallets with cash, and toolboxes worth three hundred dollars. Not unless they left in a way that wasn't about the car."

Dane writes. He writes for a long time. Then he crouches beside the Civic and looks in the driver's window without touching anything. "You said the owners were listed as relocated. What does that mean?"

"County designation. Social Services. It means they were processed out — given assistance to move somewhere else. New town, new start. It's supposed to be voluntary."

"Supposed to be."

"That's the word I chose, yes."

He stands and puts the pen between his teeth. Thinks. Removes the pen. "Who handles relocations for the county?"

"Social Services. Specifically a caseworker named Nora Fitch, who's been there since before I was born and who I suspect will be there after the sun explodes."

"You know her?"

"She was my mother's caseworker. After my father left. Brought us casseroles and county paperwork in equal measure." I say this the way I say everything about my father — quickly, factually, with the emotional content removed like a part stripped from a car. The frame is still there. The engine is gone.

Dane nods. He doesn't push. Another point in his favor. "Can I get the registration data for the three flagged cars? I want to run the names, see if the relocated designation matches what actually happened to these people."

"I have a contact at DMV. I'll pull the registrations and send you copies."

"You have a DMV contact?"

"I run a salvage yard. Half my business is tracking VINs and titles. You want to survive in the parts trade, you make friends at the Department of Motor Vehicles. They're the only people in the state government who actually know where things are."

He almost smiles at that. I notice the almost and discard it.

We walk back toward his car. He pauses at the edge of the orphanage row and looks south, past the fence, toward the road. Route 11 is visible from here — a gray strip through the pines, heading toward the county line.

"That road," he says. "Where does it go, past the county line?"

"Technically, it becomes Route 623 in Bridger County. Gas station, a church, some farms. Nothing for about forty miles until you hit the next real town."

"So if someone was dropped at the county line, they'd have no services, no transportation, nothing."

"They'd have road."

He writes that down. Then he thanks me, shakes my hand again, and drives away in his straight-parking Subaru.

I spend the rest of the morning pulling the transmission from the Accord, which requires focus and upper body strength and involves no human interaction whatsoever, which is exactly the kind of work I was designed for. By noon the transmission is out and clean and sitting on the bench, and I have grease to my elbows and a settled feeling in my chest that means I've done something useful and measurable.

After lunch — another sandwich, another view of the orphanage row — I pull the DMV records for the three flagged vehicles.

The Honda Civic: registered to Dennis Pilcher, age 52 at time of relocation, former employee of the Harrow grain elevator, relocated fourteen months ago.

The Buick LeSabre: registered to Margaret Kaine, age 47, no employment listed, relocated two years ago.

The Chevy Silverado: registered to Lonnie Bragg, age 39, contractor, relocated three years ago.

Three people. Three cars. Three packed sets of belongings left behind. Three "relocations" that look, from the physical evidence, less like departures and more like interruptions.

I cross-reference the names against the county's public records. Dennis Pilcher: relocation file, case resolved. Margaret Kaine: relocation file, case resolved. Lonnie Bragg: relocation file, case resolved.

Case resolved. Not closed. Resolved. The distinction nags at me in the back of my mind, the way a misaligned belt nags — not a failure, not yet, but a sound that shouldn't be there.

I call the DMV contact back and ask her to run one more check. The neighboring county, Bridger — have any of these three names come up in their system? New registrations, address changes, license renewals, anything that would confirm they arrived somewhere and started the new life they were supposedly relocated to?

She calls back at four. Dennis Pilcher: no record in Bridger County. No record in any
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