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​Chapter One - Everything That Comes Through
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The overnight shift at Milepost 44 ran on its own clock. Not the one above the pass-through window, though that one kept reasonable time. The real clock was the rhythm of the place—the 11 p.m. freight wave out of Columbus, the dead stretch from 1 to 2 a.m. when the lot sat mostly empty and the overhead lights hummed to themselves, the slow rebuild that started around 3 as the early pre-dawn runs pushed north. Rena Sobeck had been keeping that clock for eleven years. She no longer needed to check either one.

It was a Wednesday in late September, 3:06 a.m. by the register, and the diner was at its functional minimum: four booths occupied, two truckers at the counter, Angie working the far tables while Rena held the counter and the coffee service and the particular kind of peripheral awareness that was less like watching and more like listening with her whole body. The grill was quiet. Len had gone out back for a smoke at 2:45 and come back smelling like the cold was already settling in for the year.

Rena knew the parking lot the way she knew everything that passed through here: not by looking directly at it but by the shape of its reflection in the window glass, the way the light pooled and where it didn't, which corners stayed dark no matter what she'd tried with the fixture angles. She'd been meaning to get an electrician out about the southeast corner for three years. She hadn't gotten around to it. She noted this fact again, the way she noted things she intended to address, and set it aside.

The car had been there since before midnight.

She'd clocked it on her first lot walk at 11:40—a dark blue Chevy Cavalier, older, parked tight against the service fence at the far back edge of the lot. The service entrance sat perpendicular to the main lot, tucked behind the diner's rear addition, not visible from the road and only barely visible from the counter window if you knew to look at the right angle. People parked there sometimes: drivers who wanted quiet, couples who wanted privacy, the occasional person who needed an hour in a car that wasn't moving. Rena didn't usually interfere. She watched, and she noted, and she let things be unless they stopped making sense.

By 3 a.m. the car had been there four hours. No lights. No movement.

She finished the refill circuit, set the carafe down, and told Angie she'd be outside a minute.

"Cold," Angie said, without looking up from the table she was clearing.

"I've been cold before."

She took her jacket off the hook by the kitchen door and went out the back.

The air was the particular cold of a late-September Ohio night: not winter yet, but winter practicing. Her breath came out in a thin stream and disappeared into the dark above the service area. The fluorescent fixture over the back door threw a hard cone of light onto the concrete apron, and beyond it the lot receded into sections of lesser dark, the overhead poles doing what they could.

She walked the lot the way she always walked it: not hurrying, not announcing herself, covering the perimeter first and then crossing to the back. She'd learned the habit from nothing more than repetition. Eleven years of walking a rectangle in the dark and you got efficient about it.

She saw his feet first.

He was on the ground on the far side of the Cavalier, in the strip of shadow between the car and the service fence, and for one full second her brain offered her an ordinary explanation: someone asleep, someone sick, someone who'd needed to lie down. She had seen all of those. She had handled all of those.

Then she got close enough to see his face, and the ordinary explanations went somewhere she couldn't follow them.

Danny Pruitt.

She stood very still. The cold pressed against the back of her neck and the sides of her face and she let it, because her body needed something to push against while the rest of her worked through what she was seeing. She had known this boy since he was seven years old. Since he used to come in after little league with his mother and order chocolate milk with the gravity of someone signing a document. Since he was ten and could recite the whole pie menu from memory and did so, unprompted, every time she saw him, because it made her laugh and he knew it. Since he was sixteen and got the summer job at the county maintenance yard and came in after shifts with grease on his collar, and twenty and started ordering coffee instead of Coke, and twenty-four and brought a girl in twice who Rena had liked very much, and twenty-six, which was what he was now. Which was what he would remain.

He was on his side, one arm extended, like he'd been reaching for something when he stopped. His jacket was open. He wasn't dressed for the cold.

She stood there for a moment that was probably less than a minute and felt like something longer. Then she went back inside and called 911. She told them what she had and where she was and answered their questions in the short, factual way of a person who has thought of nothing except what the other person needs to know. She kept her voice level. She'd had some practice at that.

She went back outside to wait.

The sky above Route 44 was the pale blind black of a night with no moon, and the diner behind her was the only lit structure in any direction she could see, its signs and windows burning orange-white against the dark. She stood at the edge of the light and looked at the car and the fence and the shadow where Danny was, and she did not yet say to herself the full sentence that was forming. She would say it later, in her car, at 5 a.m., alone.

For now she just stood in the cold and waited, and kept the lot lit around her, which was the only thing she could still do.

She noticed, in the automatic way she noticed everything, that his car was parked at the service entrance. Not in the main lot. Not near the front door. Back here, against the fence, in the one corner where the main overhead lights didn't fully reach.

She noticed that the gate latch on the service fence was not fully closed. The fence ran along the back property line and connected to the alley behind the strip of businesses on County Road 12. The latch hung loose, the way it looked when someone had come through and not secured it behind them.

She stood with these two facts the way she stood with most facts: quietly, giving them room, not forcing them into a shape before they were ready.

The sirens started a long way off and came closer.
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The Garfield County Sheriff's Department arrived in the form of two deputies and a cruiser. Then a second cruiser. Then, twenty minutes later, a tan sedan from which emerged a man in a barn jacket and an expression of early-morning resignation that Rena recognized as Deputy Sheriff Mitch Eland's default presentation at any hour.

She knew Eland. Everyone in Garfield County who'd been here long enough knew Eland—not because he was remarkable, but because he was consistent: competent at the parts of the job that had clear procedures, incurious about the parts that didn't, the kind of man who kept the county's various situations from escalating without ever asking what had caused them in the first place. She'd called him three times in eleven years. A fight between two drivers in 2016. A woman who'd sat in her car for six hours and needed someone to talk to her. A broken-down semi blocking the route entrance in 2019, which hadn't been Eland's jurisdiction but he'd shown up anyway, which she'd noted in his favor.

She stood behind the counter window and watched.

The watch was practical: there was nothing for her in the parking lot now. The scene was theirs, and standing in it wouldn't make it more or less of what it was. But she could see the perimeter from the counter, and she could see the service entrance, and she could see the fence, and she could see what they were doing and what they were not doing, and she needed to know both.

Angie had moved to the end of the counter nearest the window without being asked. She'd been quiet since Rena came back inside and made the call. She was twenty-nine and had worked this shift for two years and understood that there were times when Rena did not want company and this was one of them. This was the thing about Angie that Rena respected even when the rest of it was complicated: the girl knew where not to stand.

The processing was fast.

Rena watched Eland walk the car, walk the fence line on the main-lot side, crouch down once beside Danny, and stand back up. She watched him speak into his radio. She watched the two younger deputies move through the lot in a loose pattern that covered the main area and the service apron but not—and here Rena went very still at the counter—not the back fence line. Not the gate.

Nobody went near the gate.

Nobody photographed the gate.

She watched the lot for another fifteen minutes. The deputies moved the cones. A county coroner's van arrived, which meant the call had already been made about what this was. Eland spoke to a man in a dark jacket near the Cavalier. She couldn't hear the exchange through the glass. She didn't need to.

She took out her phone.

She had not been in the habit of photographing things in the parking lot. She'd photographed license plates a handful of times over the years, when a situation warranted it, and once she'd photographed the result of a hit-and-run on a trailer in the main lot because the driver had asked her to and she didn't see any reason not to. She was not someone who took pictures in a crisis as a rule.

She went out the back.

One of the younger deputies saw her coming and started to angle toward her, and she said, "I'm the manager. I own the property. I need to check the fence." Her voice had the flat authority of someone stating a schedule, not asking permission, and the deputy stopped his angling and let her pass. She gave him the same kind of brief nod she gave the regulars when they came in before she was ready for them: I see you, give me a moment.

She went to the service fence. She photographed the gate latch: the loose pin, the gap where it hadn't fully seated. She photographed the ground near the base of the fence—scuffed gravel, a partial impression that might be a boot heel and might be nothing. She photographed the fence post where it met the alley side, which put her technically in the frame of the alley, which was public right-of-way and thus not a problem. She worked quickly and without drama, the way she unloaded the supply truck or handled a difficult customer: efficiently, with the minimum of ceremony.

Then she went back inside.

Eland came in twenty minutes later, nodded at her, accepted the coffee she set in front of him without being asked, and gave her the shape of it in the vocabulary of a man who'd said this kind of thing before: nothing suspicious at the scene, they'd know more once the lab ran its work, did she know if the young man had any history, these things happened, it was very sorry all around.

She listened. She said the appropriate things. She did not argue.

After Eland left, she stood at the counter for a long moment with her back to the room. Angie had taken over the coffee service without being asked. The two truckers at the counter had paid and left sometime in the last half hour, which was probably for the best.

Loretta Pruitt arrived at 4:50 a.m.

Rena heard the car before she saw it, and then saw it, and then watched Loretta get out of the driver's side in the particular way of someone who has been awake for hours before a phone call told them why. She was fifty-two and wore her age in the specific way of a woman who has had more taken from her than she ever asked to carry—not old, not frail, just consolidated down to something essential. She walked toward the lot where the coroner's van was still parked, and one of the deputies stepped forward, and Rena watched the exchange through the glass without being able to hear it.

She did not go out. This was not hers to be in the middle of. This was Loretta's and it would cost Loretta everything it was going to cost, and Rena standing in it would not soften that.

She watched Loretta stand at the edge of the taped perimeter for a minute and a half—Rena counted without meaning to. Then Loretta turned and walked toward the diner door, and the bell above it chimed, and Loretta came inside and stood in the entrance for a moment as if remembering where she was.

Rena set a cup of coffee on the counter. Not the one Eland had used. A clean one.

Loretta sat down on the stool nearest the door. She did not take off her coat. She looked at the coffee for a moment the way you look at something that's been done for you that you didn't ask for, something that costs the person nothing and means something anyway.

Then she said, very quietly, in the tone of someone who has been saying things out loud for the first time all morning: "He didn't use."

She said it the way you say something you need to hear yourself say, not because you need the other person to confirm it but because keeping it inside has become unbearable.

Rena stood behind the counter. She didn't say anything. There was nothing to say that would have been equal to those three words.

Loretta sat with the coffee for a few minutes, not drinking it. Then she stood, set some money on the counter without counting it, and walked back out the door.

Rena watched the lot empty. The second cruiser left. The coroner's van left. Eland's tan sedan left. The Cavalier was the last thing, taken on a flatbed just before 6 a.m., and when it was gone, the service entrance was just a fence and a gate with a loose latch and a section of scuffed gravel, ordinary in every way that mattered to anyone official and in no way at all ordinary to Rena.

The day shift started arriving at 6:15.

Rena took off her apron. She refilled the sugar caddies. She wiped down the counter from left to right the way she always did. She checked the lot one more time from the window.

Then she went home and sat in her car in her own driveway for a few minutes before going inside, because some things you do not take into the house with you if you can help it.
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Three days after Danny died, Rena was at the diner by six in the morning doing the kind of paperwork she could have done at home. She had a kitchen table that worked fine for paperwork. She'd been doing it at the diner anyway, had been doing it every morning since Wednesday, because the diner had a window that looked out on the back lot and the kitchen table at home did not look out on anything she needed to see.

The day shift didn't start until seven. The overnight girl, Petra, was finishing her last hour with no customers and the particular tired patience of someone counting minutes. Rena sat in the corner booth with the supply invoices and the scheduling spreadsheet and the coffee she'd poured herself and kept not drinking, and she watched the back lot through the window in the intervals between one column of figures and the next.

Loretta came in at 6:20.

She came in the way she'd come in on the night Danny died—with the bell and the draft of cold air and the coat that she didn't take off, as if removing it would be a kind of settling-in she wasn't prepared for. She looked at Rena and Rena looked at her, and neither of them said anything for a moment that could have been awkward and wasn't, because they were both people who understood that certain silences were not empty.

Rena got up and poured a second cup of coffee and
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