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Josie

I hope I don’t have to use the pepper spray that I keep hidden in my parka pocket. I’ve never used it on anybody before, but who knows what tonight might bring?

I don’t know how I feel about the shadowy silhouette of a man in the distance. The stranger who knows a lot of secrets, or so he said when he first messaged me two days ago. He said he’d tell me everything. About my family’s past. About the crime that rocked this town twenty-five years ago. More importantly, about my father—something that no one talks about, definitely not my grandma. Neither did my mom when she was alive, though I was too young to remember much anyway.

“Those secrets killed her,” my grandma said harshly one time when she got angry with me for questioning her.

Grandma never gets angry. Not anymore.

This man is supposed to tell me all the secrets about this sad, gray town that’s my temporary home. Again. As if I never left.

And now he is here, walking on the other side of the deserted road by the fairgrounds, which are closed for the season.

I can’t see through the darkness. It’s cold and miserable, and there are hardly any streetlights on this side of town. The rain started twenty minutes ago. It’s a downpour now, turning the man’s shadow into a distorted blur.

But it has to be him. It looks like he’s on the phone.

I curl my freezing toes inside my boots and raise my shoulders to my ears, shivering as I squint through the rain at the dark figure in the distance, marching toward me. The tree I’m standing under doesn’t protect me from the downpour. Its spring leafage is too scarce. I should’ve brought an umbrella. My parka is soaking wet. Despite my hood, my hair is plastered to my face, the rain dripping down my nose. My soaked jeans cling to my thighs, which are prickly from cold.

In the text message, the man told me to park in the lot by the fairgrounds fence and walk toward Fair Road and the speed-limit sign closest to the lot.

“Not to draw suspicion,” he explained.

I didn’t ask why. This town’s past is suspicious, and he promised to tell the truth about what really went down twenty-five years ago. Hence this dark and deserted location.

I should’ve told someone I was coming here, but the pepper spray in my parka pocket is reassuring. I’m twenty-four, but despite living in the city for the last six years, I grew up here, and I know how to defend myself from creeps. Small country towns are full of predators—bears, raccoons, men with questionable morals. This man didn’t want to be around people. Could he be a predator? Doesn’t make sense. Digging into this town and my grandma’s past is too time-consuming for someone to try to lure in a girl like me. But you can never be too careful.

The closer he gets—only a shadow on the other side of the road—the more nervous I get, excitement twisting in my stomach, mixing with slight panic.

I wipe my wet nose with the back of my hand, shifting impatiently from foot to foot.

No way we are walking, like he said we would. We are getting in the car and driving somewhere dry, where we can sit, in the light, preferably with other people around. He said, “No other people,” but screw that. I don’t know him. This seemed like an okay idea an hour ago, but the closer he gets, the more nervous I become.

There he is, crossing the road, confidently and in no hurry, like the downpour is no biggie. Looks like he’s still on the phone, and he raises one arm and waves to me. I start to wave back, but a sudden loud sound distracts me.

I didn’t notice the car until I hear its roar. Someone guns the engine, and in a matter of seconds, it is suddenly so close that it startles me.

No headlights, no warning. Just—

BAM!

The sound is dull. There’s a texture to it as the dark, beastly shadow of the car connects with the shadow of the man. He flies in the air, rolls over the car as it speeds away, and tumbles onto the ground.

I inhale sharply and hold my breath, my mouth open.

My heart stops.

Time stills.

It’s suddenly quiet again, except for the pouring rain hissing and slurping against the pavement.

The darkness is sinister. Horror washes over me like thick goo, paralyzing and deafening.

The man, reduced to a dark heap, lies in the middle of the road, so still that dread coils inside me.

No. Nonononono. No.

There are hardly any cars on this road this time of the year and definitely not on a night like this.

“Hey,” I call out, taking a step forward, but the heap on the road doesn’t move. Something is terribly wrong.

“Hey,” I say quieter, afraid of the silence, and halt at the curb.

The man is splayed on the pavement face up, the sharp, unnatural angles of his limbs making him look like a spider.

My chest shakes in a reflex to throw up from sudden panic.

I need to call 911.

I close my eyes, sniffle, and gather myself together, my entire body shaking.

I need to call 911. Now, I repeat in my mind.

I need to call 911. Because a man was just hit by a car. And he might need help. Or he might be … dead.

But then a memory from several months ago flashes in my mind. Pittsburgh. What happened. The scandal. “Josie Boots—a despicable individual who deserves all the hate she gets.”

I can’t get in trouble again. I moved here to get my life together. And because I need to take care of Grandma. I owe her that for raising me. For giving me a better option than my mom ever did. To make sure Grandma lives the rest of her months, or however long the doctors give her, in peace. I can’t disappoint her again, not after what happened to Mom.

There are too many reasons for why I take a step back, then another, and another, letting my legs carry me away from the scene.

I can’t be here.

It’s a split-second, I’m-going-to-leave-so-no-one-will-know-I-was-here-and-things-will-be-fine decision. The kind often made on reflex when you end up in crappy situations that might involve law enforcement.

I spin around and run back toward the parking lot. The wind yanks my hoodie off my head. Rain slaps me in the face, gets into my eyes, nose, and mouth as I pant, sprinting toward my car.

Once inside, I turn on the engine but not the headlights. Not yet. Not until I’m far away from the scene of the accident. That was an accident, right?

I gun the engine and race through the night, far, far away from the body on the road.
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I pull up at Grandma’s house, kill the engine, and sit in silence, listening to the rain hammering against the windshield. I’m not sure which is louder, the rain or my heartbeat.

It’s dark, the streetlights barely visible in the downpour.

The man got hit. It was an accident. It was dark. And the car didn’t have its headlights on … Wait, why?

I’m trying to convince myself that I didn’t just flee a crime scene, but I did. I left the man there. What if he’s dying? What if he needs help?

The scene flashes in front of my eyes again, the car connecting with his body, sending it flying, the thump of it landing on the road.

My heart starts hammering in my chest.

I can’t just do nothing, no matter the consequences or having to deal with the police. This isn’t right. This isn’t about not upsetting my grandma, who shouldn’t be stressed out in her condition. This is about what’s right and wrong.

I turn on the car and drive back to the fairgrounds.

I will drive Fair Road again and check the man. If the police are there and ask me what I’m doing, I can say I went for a late-night drive. I didn’t hit the man. There’s absolutely nothing to connect me to that guy.

My thoughts dissipate as I turn onto Fair Road and slow down. The windshield wipers maniacally wipe the rain away. I turn the high beams on to see better, but when I approach the spot where the body was, it’s not there.

I keep driving. Did I miss it?

Oh god, is it possible that he came to and crawled away? How long has it been since the accident? Twenty minutes? Half an hour? Forty minutes?

I glance at the car clock—yes, forty minutes. If the person was badly injured, he couldn’t have gotten too far. Unless he managed to drive off.

I drive back to the same spot.

Nothing. There’s no one around.

That’s when terror starts creeping up my spine. What if he’s watching me?

I turn off the high beams and struggle not to gun the engine. I don’t want any more accidents tonight.

I drive away slowly, my mind reeling.

When I get back to Grandma’s, I light my way with my cell phone as I come in through the side door into the enclosed patio, then into the kitchen. I don’t turn the lights on. I sit down in the chair at the kitchen table and stay still for some time.

Water drips off my hair and parka and onto the floor. It’s warm inside the house. Grandma needs warmth. She’s old and fragile, considering her condition and all. But I’m shivering as I sit for the longest time, zoned out.

I need to process what happened.

My mind replays the accident for the dozenth time. The recollection flashes in front of me like an unsolicited horror slide: The approaching shadow of the man. The car coming out of nowhere. The evil roar of the engine as someone gunned it.

That’s what the sound was. That’s why it startled me—it wasn’t the sudden sound of the car approaching, but someone actually gunning the engine right before—

BAM!

The visual is gone, but the sound remains. It replays in my head, making a wave of nausea clog my throat. It’s a dull sound. Hitting a deer and a human sounds the same, though it’s an atrocious comparison. I hit a deer once.

But this sound replaying in my brain is much worse. Because I wasn’t the one in the car. I watched it happen. That sound had texture. The slurping of the rain. The dull blow of the impact. And something else, like bones breaking, a person’s flesh being smashed, the insides being mangled. The skull cracking against the pavement …

I feel another bout of nausea coming. I dart into the tiny patio bathroom and retch.

Pull yourself together, I command myself, flush the toilet, walk out, strip off my wet coat and boots, then clean up the wet floor in the kitchen, all of it on autopilot.

I tiptoe through the dark house to my bedroom, not wanting to wake up Grandma. My bedroom is next to hers. I don’t turn on the light even after I shut my door behind me. I strip in the darkness, peeling the rain-soaked clothes off my body, then crawl in bed, under the blanket, and try to forget what happened.

I can’t. The accident replays in my head like a snuff show.

I haven’t been to the fairgrounds in years, but I’m pretty sure there are no cameras around there. Not in this town. Nor are there any traffic cameras along that road or at any intersection I crossed on the way home. After all, I didn’t hit the man. My car doesn’t have any suspicious scratches. It wasn’t my fault. He was on the phone when—

BAM!

The sound explodes in my mind again.

I shut my eyes tightly, but the vision comes back—the black shadow of the car sweeping in, like a beast, slamming into a figure and disappearing into the night.

The man was on the phone, wasn’t he? My number was in his phone. He texted me about the meeting. Texted the exact location, which is where he got hit—

Panic whirls inside me like a tornado, ripping me from the inside. If they find the body, they will find his phone. When they investigate his phone records, they will see my number, track it back to me, find out that we were supposed to meet tonight. So …

Think, think, think.

I will lay low. If the cops come knocking, and they will, I will tell them I never went to the meeting. That’s it. I’m a bad liar. But there’s nothing I can do. Too late. I will play it by ear. My story is that I was never there.

I was never there.

I was never there.

I repeat it a hundred times, hoping for it to lull me to sleep, like counting to a thousand.

When the sky breaks with the dawn light outside my window, I’m still awake, repeating, “I was never there,” hoping that the new day doesn’t become hell. I’ve had enough bad things happen to me for a lifetime. Although I feel like this one might turn out to be the worst.
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I check the time on my phone—6:30 a.m. Grandma will probably sleep for at least another couple of hours. She used to be an early bird, busy every waking hour, living on less than six hours of sleep a day.

Before her diagnosis, that is.

Now she often sleeps in, naps during the day, and goes to bed at eight. However, she often gets up at night, somehow managing to know when I come and go. Old people are a mystery.

Sleepless, tired, a nervous wreck, I shove the blanket off me and get out of bed. My wet clothes are on the floor, and I throw them in the laundry basket. The sour smell of rain seems to have saturated this entire house.

I put on a fresh pair of jeans and a pullover. Since I moved here from the city, my style has hit an all-time low. But this town doesn’t have standards. Not really. Which suits me just fine. Carelessness and indifference are alarmingly easy to get used to, and I’m doing a stellar job. After the scandal in Pittsburgh, I don’t want to draw attention.

I walk to the kitchen and turn on the light.

Nothing much has changed at Grandma’s house since I moved out eight years ago. The house is a comforting mix of old and new. Built-in kitchen cupboards that date to the 1940s but new appliances. Old cast-iron cookware that Grandma adores though it weighs a hundred pounds but a new coffee machine. Vintage four-poster beds in both bedrooms but five-hundred-thread-count cotton sheets. Old hardwood floors but Clarks slippers and Sorel boots by the door. Grandma is subscribed to Time “to keep up with the current affairs” and rewatches Schitt’s Creek, but the words “your generation” and “back in my day” are used more often than good morning or good night.

And of course, there’s still that ridiculous wooden sign hanging above the fridge: Home is where breakfast is.

It’s dawn but still raining. It’s going to be another gloomy semi-dark day in Burnville. Even the flowery curtains over the kitchen window look sad. So do the storks on the wallpaper trim. In the summer, Central Pennsylvania is beautiful, but at this time of year, from fall to early spring, everything is a different shade of gray and gloomy, including people’s attitudes.

The only cheerful things in the house are my red-and-green plush socks that Grandma gave me for Christmas. She actually gave them to me in February when I moved here to take care of her. Gave them to me right before she updated me on her diagnosis, or the worst part of it—her cancer had taken an aggressive turn, yet she still declined chemo treatment. “And that’s that. Case closed. And I won’t discuss this.”

That’s Grandma. My grandfather passed from cancer too. This is a vicious circle.

She didn’t want me to move back. “Nothing for you to do in this town.” It didn’t even dawn on me when she asked me to come for a visit what it was about. Until she said she needed to give me “instructions” about how to handle the estate after she’s gone.

“There’s no way around it. It’s time,” she said.

That’s when I realized that she didn’t have much time left.

I cried.

She only patted me on the shoulder. “It’s life.”

“It’s unfair, is what it is,” I sobbed, looking with teary eyes at the only family I had left.

“You’ll be all right, sweetheart.”

I push the on button on the coffee maker and start the batter for pancakes—anything to kill time and not think about the upcoming day or what it might bring. I suck at making pancakes, though making batter from scratch is easy if you follow Grandma’s recipe to a tee.

I hear the creak of the floor and the squeak of the door—of course, of all days, today is when Grandma gets up earlier than usual. She must’ve gotten up the same time as I did. These days, it takes her quite a while to get dressed, but she refuses help. She’s so stubborn.

She walks into the kitchen in her ironed blue pants, a knitted sweater over a white turtleneck, and slippers. Her hair is a beautiful shade of gray, thick and long, tied into a braid at the back and almost reaching her waist.

“I’m not planning on looking like a plucked chicken after all those chemicals they pump into me,” she said when they went through treatment options. “I’m too old for that stuff.”

She’s not even eighty. But again—stubborn. She loves her hair too. She doesn’t care that I want her around longer.

“Is everything all right?” she asks without looking at me. She walks up to the counter and gently nudges me away. “Let me.” She takes the whisk from me. “You came in late last night,” she says in her monotonous voice. She doesn’t ask, she simply states the facts. “Didn’t turn on the light.”

See? It’s like she knows. Old people are like that. They look at you like they can see through you, and they ask questions so intuitively that it’s like they have surveillance on you.

“Yes. Everything is fine,” I say, pouring two cups of coffee. “Didn’t want to wake you.”

I realize that every move of mine is slow and careful today. Thievish. I feel like a criminal, though being a witness to a hit-and-run and fleeing the scene doesn’t make me one. Another thing I realize is that it’s not the crime per se that puts me on edge but the fact that it’s him. I didn’t know that man at all. He carried a faint sense of wrongness with him last night, though I can’t explain it.

I check the time again. 7:07.

They deliver the local newspaper around this time. I usually go through it at work. You’d be surprised how entertaining and insane life can be in the middle of nowhere. At least on paper. Drug busts. Town council squabbles. Neighboring town schools’ rivalry. City code violations. More criminal charges.

Today, though, I’m itching to find out if the hit-and-run from yesterday made the news. It’s a nasty itch, like a rash that doesn’t go away and only seems to spread the more you think about it. It makes me check the Victorian-style clock on the wall above the fridge every minute.

Grandma starts the stove, and the first ladleful of batter against the hot frying pan makes a loud searing noise, sending steam in the air.

The sound triggers the memory of the accident, making dread creep up my back.

“Gonna go get the newspaper,” I blurt and run through the living room, out onto the front porch. It’s still raining, but I don’t care. The blue plastic pouch with the newspaper is already on the front porch. That’s pretty much all we use the front door for—newspaper and deliveries. I fetch the newspaper, get back inside, and right there, by the door, pull it from its protective sleeve.

I check the front page—nothing.

Second page—nothing.

I open the crime section—nothing.

I scan “Hello, Stranger,” the weird but entertaining section that prints messages, thoughts, and random complaints of the locals who can email or call the newspaper office for that very reason.

Still nothing.

It doesn’t help calm my nerves. Quite the opposite. If the accident is not in the paper, that means that either no one has reported the body yet or the news didn’t make it to today’s print run.

“What time do they print this?” I ask loudly as I walk up back into the kitchen.

Grandma expertly flips the buttermilk pancakes in the pan. “Usually by two in the morning. Why?”

“Just wondering.”

“Anything exciting?”

“Same old.”

“Same old is good,” she murmurs. She knows it like no one else, after what she went through in this town.

I dump my coffee in the sink, rinse my cup, and pick up my purse.

“Leaving so early?”

“Gotta go to work,” I say.

“Now?”

It’s early for me, I agree. But I can’t sit around. Not today.

“Have some pancakes while they are warm,” Grandma offers.

“I’ll eat at the diner,” I say, putting on my boots.

“Josie.”

“Gotta go, Grams.”

She knows I don’t eat breakfast, and I’m not into pancakes, which are her favorite, and she offers them to me religiously every morning.

I don’t look up, don’t meet her eyes, because then she’ll see that I’m on edge. Petrified, to be honest. That’s because the dead body might still be out there, on the empty road along the fairgrounds.

And I just can’t stand it anymore.

I need to drive by the fairgrounds and check again.
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Everyone has neighbors they secretly want to disappear. Those who have too much trash in their trash cans so it flies onto your property on windy days. Those who have parties a tad too late. Whose cat digs into your flower beds. Who slam their car doors too loudly. And the worst ones—those who give you undeserved glares and start rumors behind your back.

That’s Mrs. Snickett on Fifth Street, several blocks from my grandma’s.

The rain has subsided, and as I drive by her house, the elderly woman is outside, by the road, putting out her garbage cans. She wears a plush robe, an old parka casually thrown over it, her short hair messily tucked under her beanie, and fingerless gloves. She stands still. One hand grips the rim of the trash can, and the other holds a cigarette. Her eyes are trained on my car like I’m a thief and she’s the neighborhood watch.

Grandma hates her guts. Apparently, the feeling is mutual. They used to be friends, way before my time, before the incident. That incident ruined many lives and friendships.

Even when I’m rounding the corner a hundred feet beyond her, I see Mrs. Snickett in the rearview mirror, still as a statue, head turned in my direction.

I do feel like a criminal, especially ten minutes later when I approach Fair Road. My heartbeat speeds up the closer I get to the place where the man got hit yesterday.

The freaking rain won’t stop, though today it’s drizzling, the sky the color of wet concrete, weighing down. It’s daytime but so dark that it looks like dusk.

I slow down as I pass the lot where I parked at last night. Another fifty or so feet, and there’s the speed-limit sign, except—

The road is empty.

I swerve to the curb and park, looking around. I shouldn’t. Someone might see me, wonder why I’m parked at the scene of the accident. Except there’s no trace of a crime scene. The road is deserted.

I bite my lip.

Maybe they took him to the hospital? But if the person was in fact dead, and the police had the body, there would be an investigation, right? There would be signs, caution tape, something—anything!

So, if there are none, and there’s no body, then the person is … alive.

Now I wish I’d called the police right away. Whatever trouble might’ve come of it, it would’ve been easier than the guilt of running away. That’s the problem with situations like yesterday. I wasn’t thinking right. Not many people do in those important minutes when something horrible happens, when they are overwhelmed by fear.

I ease the car forward and drive, then speed up in the direction of the diner.

There’s another reason why I want to get to the diner early today, way earlier than my usual manager’s shift at ten. At eight o’clock almost every morning, the local cops come in for breakfast. This is reality. Even if you are a troublemaker—and I’m not, I just slipped once—no matter how much you dislike the police, you often go asking for their help.

I don’t need help. But if I want the scoop on what’s happening, I need to be there.
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When I pull up to the diner on Main Street, two police cars are parked up front. No reason to stiffen at the sight of law enforcement, but most of us do. It’s an instinct, like most students do in front of their teachers and patients in front of their doctors.

I’m tense as a rod when I enter the diner through the back entrance.

“What dragged your pretty face here so early?” Givens asks, flipping hash browns at the kitchen grill and looking over his shoulder at me when I walk in.

Givens is in his forties. How he has the energy to work twelve-hour shifts as a cook here is beyond me. He says he needs the money. Don’t we all?

Since I’ve taken over my grandma’s position as a manager here, I feel entitled. Sure, I have two years of college, incomplete. Sure, I have three years’ experience bartending. I’m from the city. But surprisingly, after my infamous episode that many know about, I still got the job. I win. Unfair? Go figure. Givens works his butt off, but he makes less than me. He also loves my grandma, who used to manage this place until a few months ago, when she ended up in the hospital for the first time.

I walk through the steamy kitchen, the smell of food so thick you can cut it with a butter knife. Breakfast is the most important meal of the day, they say. In the country, in places like this diner, the day often begins before the crack of dawn.

I usually don’t have to show up until ten.

“Audit,” I tell Givens and say hi to Kramer, a high schooler who works the fryers, and Sue, in her sixties, at the serving hatch. I drop off my purse in the office and walk out through the kitchen’s swinging doors into the main dining area, where we also have a counter with barstools.

“Oh-ho-ho. How are you, kiddo?” booms the deep voice that belongs to the chief. Steve Zukowski, my grandmother’s old friend, is simply “Chief” to most people who grew up in this town. He is in his sixties and still serving.

“Good, Chief,” I say. “Anything I can get you?”

He and the other two police officers sit at the counter, coffees in front of them as well as condiments.

It’s not my job to serve customers, unless one of the staff doesn’t show up for work, which has only happened three times in the first month of me working here. We have more servers during breakfast, when the diner is often slammed. This is literally the first time in a month that I’m out here, in the dining area, before my shift. It’s barely eight. Usually, when the staff is swamped, I take over the kitchen, the inventory, the washing machine. It’s a dirty job, hence my habit of wearing pullovers and jeans, but I’m getting paid more than anybody on the staff, so I don’t mind.

The main reason is that I don’t want to show my face out here, in the main dining area. In my mind, I’m doing what I have to do—taking over Grandma’s job and taking care of her. In the mind of the locals, I’m “the one who came back.” Coming back to a small town like this before your thirties, after living in a big city, is usually a sign of failure. As per some of the rumors I heard, I came back “with my tail between my legs.”

That’s partially true. Some know what happened to me several months ago. I let them talk, meanwhile cleaning their dirty dishes and ordering twenty pounds of bacon weekly and hearing every rumor about their personal lives from the kitchen staff.

“I’m good,” the chief answers. “How is your grand-mother?”

He and Grandma go way back. I saw him in our house often when I was growing up. When I returned to Burnville two months ago, he came to check on me, gave me a rundown of what’s up. To welcome me back, he said, though it was probably to get the details about Grandma’s condition, because she keeps telling everyone, “I’m fine. Getting old is not exactly a prize.”

“She’s good,” I say to the chief. “She’s stubborn, you know? I hope the cancer realizes it messed with the wrong person and takes a step back.”

His chest shakes in laughter, and the two officers next to him smile in understanding. My grandma has always had the reputation of a powerful woman. There were several of them, the women who ran this town. They owned bars. Back in the day, in a place like Burnville, that carried weight.

Since the incident twenty-five years ago, her reputation shifted in a dark direction. That’s what they call it, the incident back then. Since the trial, the town’s opinions are split—those who shunned my grandmother and those who weren’t sure what went down the night of the murder. The Hartzels won’t even set foot in this diner. Understandable, I guess, considering one of them was the actual victim.

“She is a fighter,” I tell the chief.

“She is. That she is,” the chief says, his expression softening.

“Can I get a refill?” a voice calls from the other end of the counter.

I spin around.

I didn’t see her come in. The girl looks like she’s out of place, maybe took the wrong exit on Interstate 80 and ended up in this place by accident.

She is in her twenties. Dark eyes. Sharp features. Pretty. Not a local, no way, not with those thick long braids, dyed bright neon blue, cascading down to her waist. Stark makeup, eyeliner and dark-green eyeshadow, unusual at this time in the morning. A black leather jacket zipped up to her neck. She’s too cool for this town, despite how prejudiced this might sound, but I, of all people, know that country life can make one careless about one’s appearance. She must be just passing through.

I grab the coffeepot from the coffee machine and refill her cup, giving her a quick up-and-down.

As I’m walking away, she stops me. “Can I get more creamer? And more sugar? Not Splenda or whatever this fake stuff is.” The girl waves her forefinger above the sugar caddy with Splenda in it.

“Sure.” I grab a full one and set it next to her. “Anything else? Baileys?” I joke dryly.

The girl smirks. “I wish. God knows I need some. Is BYOB a thing here?”

A rule-breaker, huh?

I’m about to ask her if she wants the menu when the hatching window buzzer rings, and I have to help Sue put the plates with food on her tray, all the while wondering about the girl with the blue hair.

She is an outsider. It’s obvious by the outfit, the attitude, the way she holds herself. A faint scent of incense radiates from her. Bracelets and bangles on her wrists. Rings on her fingers.

She has a story, this one. I bet there’s a reason she is in this town. Most people back in Pittsburgh who know me say that coming back is a downgrade. And no one downgrades these days unless they are losers or in trouble.

I’m here in Burnville, Pennsylvania. And that’s—

“Rough morning, huh?” the chief asks.

He said it. And how would he know?

“No,” I lie.

“Never seen you here so early.”

“I decided to keep an eye on all the suspicious people coming in for breakfast,” I say, narrowing my eyes at him, which gets a low laugh out of him and the other policemen. “Anything exciting going on, Chief? Any despicable crimes?” I ask, cringing at my own words but trying to sound nonchalant.

“All is good,” he says. “All quiet.”

Just like Grandma said. Which means that no body was found.

No body.

No body.

But how?

The logical conclusion is that the man who arranged a meeting with me is still alive. I don’t know how, but he’s out there, and considering he got hit by a car and I witnessed it and didn’t call the police, I might be in trouble.

A chill goes through me. What if he’s out for blood now?

Sue pushes past me with a tray of plates, the thick smell of breakfast saturating the air.

“A stack of pancakes for Chief,” she says, setting one plate in front of him. “All-American breakfast for you, handsome.” She serves the next plate to one of the officers. “And a ham-and-cheese omelet! Anything else I can get you, gentlemen?”

With a practiced smile that quickly disappears and without really waiting for a reply, she takes the tray and walks through the swinging doors back into the kitchen.

I nod to the officers, steal a glance at the blue-haired girl who scrolls on her phone, and walk back into the kitchen too.

Sue expertly loads the dirty dishes into the dishwasher trays. She’s nonstop, just like Givens. The busy streak is over. The other waitress has already finished her shift. In a minute, Sue will be out in the main area taking more orders or serving more plates or having a chitchat with the locals. She juggles her duties like a Cirque du Soleil performer.

“How’s Karen?” she asks.

Everyone always asks. Daily. It’s like they are waiting for something to happen to my grandmother. Sue has known my grandma all her life. She belongs to the tiny camp of supporters who stuck with Grandma after the incident.

“She’s good,” I reply and walk to the office.

The diner’s office is a small, windowless room, ten by ten feet, with a desk and an old laptop, but mostly filled with boxes, as it serves as a partial storage unit. I take a seat in the chair and pull my phone out.

I want to google “hit-and-run” in the area, but if worse comes to worst, and the police ever check my phone—that’s highly doubtful, but all sorts of crazy scenarios have been spinning in my head all night—I can’t have the search history like that in my browser.

Desperate for any clues I’ve missed about who the man is, I open the texts from the unknown number. I scroll through several dozen messages from the days before, rereading them. One is a screenshot of an old picture taken in a photo booth. It’s Mom, high school age, and a handsome guy next to her, several years older. Is this the “unknown” in the picture?

I read my message underneath:


	Me:	Who is in the picture?



The evasive response follows:



	Unknown:	Do not tell anyone that we are talking. ESPECIALLY your grandmother.



And the next one.


	Unknown:	She is hiding things from you.
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When I walk into Carrigan’s Tavern, a bar on Burnville’s west side, I notice her right away. That girl with blue hair is like a strobe light shining in the darkness.

I had dinner at work, in my office-slash-storage room, then stayed until closing. I should’ve gone home, but Grandma texted around nine saying she was going to bed, so I decided to stop for a nightcap. I haven’t had a night out having fun since the night in Pittsburgh that turned into a disaster.

The girl with blue hair is behind the bar, all business. A bunch of men already take up most of the seats around the half-moon bar counter, and she only gives me a glance when I take one of the barstools at the very edge of the counter, my back to the door.

It’s unusually busy here. Several groups occupy the tables at the back. Despite Carrigan’s having changed owners and been remodeled multiple times in the last twenty years, the decor hasn’t changed. Random antiques hang on the walls amid beer signs and car race posters. It smells of stale booze and old wood, unlike city taverns—polished, designed, curated. I miss polished. Miss new. Miss feeling like it’s the 2020s as opposed to what the 2020s could’ve been if the pandemic had gotten much worse, like in dystopian movies. This place is stuck in time. I’m stuck. Since I’ve gotten here, I have nightmares about being trapped in Burnville.

“What can I get you?” the blue-haired girl asks as she opens a beer and slides it to Mikey, a local who used to work at the factory. I know half of the people at the bar from growing up here. Grams used to own a bar, long before my time, before she went away. Most people know my grandmother, what happened at her bar, whether they believe the official story or not.

“A margarita,” I say. “On the rocks, with salt.”

The bartender tosses her head, making her blue braids swing over one of her shoulders.

Mikey nods to me. Todd, on the other side of the bar, waves. He’s wearing a flannel over a T-shirt with paint splatter. He works construction, so a flannel over work clothes is a way to dress up for the night.

My phone dings with a message notification. It’s my friend Savannah from Pittsburgh.


	Savannah:	How’s life in the deep country, babe? When r you coming back?



I wish I knew. I wish I were coming back. But that would mean—


	Me:	Don’t know.




She sends a sad smiley in response. She knows that my coming back would mean my grandmother is gone. And I don’t want to think about that. I wish Grandma would get better, go into remission. If she did get better, I wouldn’t know if I’d even have the guts to leave her on her own—not that it’s a possibility since she refuses treatment. This is why my conversations with all my Pittsburgh friends are more seldom these days. I don’t like being reminded of what I left and why I’m here.

The bartender sets the drink in front of me. “Give it a try, let me know if you like it. I can tweak it,” she says, all businesslike.

She’s a bit taller than me. Slimmer too. I notice that she has triple piercings in both her ears. Her wrists are adorned with leather bracelets and charms. Neon nail polish. Jeans. Noon Goons T-shirt over a black long-sleeved shirt. Surfer? Skater? Musician? I want to know more.

She arches her brow. “You gonna try or you gonna stare?”

“Yeah, sorry.” I take a sip, and there’s no argument—it’s undoubtedly the best margarita I’ve ever tried in Burnville. “It’s good.”

“Yeah? Enjoy.”

“You’re not from here,” I say, but she turns away and asks a woman at the counter if she wants a refill.

When she brings the woman’s beer, she curtly responds, “No,” to me then walks away to the other side of the counter.

She’s busy. The next time she walks by, I try to start a conversation again. “Where’s Michelle?”

Michelle and Julie have been the only bartenders in the two months I’ve been coming here. I went to school with Michelle. She’s now divorced, with two kids, a mortgage on a small house somewhere in the boonies, and a court case fighting her ex for child support—the ex we all went to school with. Yeah, this is Burnville.

“She’s off,” the bartender says passing by.

“I haven’t ever seen you here,” I say.

She’s about to walk away, but she stops, sets her hands on the counter, and leans in, her eyes locked with mine. “No shit, Sherlock.”

She walks away again, leaving behind a trace of her woodsy incense. I wonder where she’s from. No one around here can braid hair like that, and judging by the intricate pattern at her scalp, with blue strings woven into it, she didn’t do it herself.

Someone starts playing music on the jukebox. Meat Loaf—it must have been Mikey. For some time, I absently sip my drink, watching the new girl. It’s either her or the sports channel on the TV hanging in the corner or having the same old conversations with the old-timers I know.

When my drink is empty, I order another one, making sure to talk to the bartender again.

“So where are you from?” I ask, hoping she doesn’t walk away this time.

“Florida.”

“Oh, nice. What are you doing in Burnville?”

“Hiding,” she says with a smirk.

Aren’t we all?

I lose her again and sip on my second drink that tastes even better. I should slow down. I’m driving. In this town, the police don’t stalk bars, but I don’t want to take a chance.

Except the drink is delicious, and I can’t take my eyes off the new girl. She looks like a city girl, which makes me cheer on the inside that I’m not the only one who slid down the wrong path and ended up in this area.

The door opens behind my back. When the man walks past me, his expensive cologne makes me sniff on reflex and turn my head. Dark hair, dark eyes, sharp features. He’s wearing a gray knee-length coat—a clear giveaway that he’s not a local. A neat V-neck cashmere sweater underneath it. Black jeans.

Two months in Burnville, and my eyes are already trained to spot the out-of-towners or visitors. Foreigners are rare. Handsome men especially.

So I do what the other people sitting at the bar do—I stare. Mind you, it’s not a crime in small towns; it’s a trouble detector.

The door opens again, and I hear the familiar “Hey, you.”

I turn to see Andy, a guy I’ve chatted to several times. He’s from the city, moved here for a job. Fresh blood, as they say.

Andy notices all the occupied chairs next to me. “Wanna come hang at one of the tables?” he offers.

“In a moment.”

Disappointment crosses his face, but then he waves to someone at one of the tables and walks off. Good.

Though he’s handsome, tonight I’m in the mood to find out more about the new girl.
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The bartender greets the young man in a coat who walks to the opposite side of the bar counter from me. She must know him.

“Hey, Rika. How are you?” he asks.

So, her name is Rika. Is he a boyfriend? A friend? Birds of a feather, for sure.

He takes off his coat, folds it over the back of the barstool, and takes a seat at the counter. He orders a whiskey on the rocks. I know I’m staring, and he catches me, gives a tiny one-second smile, then drops his eyes to his phone.

With nothing better to do, I pick up my phone too and reread the messages from my friends who have been texting me since I left. Then I go to my personal social media accounts, though I’m checking them less frequently—I don’t need a reminder that people are still living it up and chasing their dreams while I live with my grandma in my childhood bedroom and work at a diner. If I were home in Pittsburgh, I could go to a rave or a concert, stop by my friends’ for their rock band practice, drop by Mario’s studio, and chat with his buddies about the new exhibits and jam sessions.

But I’m in Burnville.

I loudly suck on the ice left in my drink when the bartender taps her brightly painted fingernails on the counter in front of me.

“Another one?” She motions to my empty glass.


















































	Unknown:	Hello again.

	Unknown:	We still need to talk.
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