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The IN CASE OF EMERGENCY sign pinned to the musty corkboard beside my welcome desk doesn’t include instructions for dead bodies. 
Seventy years of unembellished concrete and steel. Yes, I take pride in being the safest county building. Frost from the single digit temperature licks my windows, spreading pale tendrils across the glass. But the dozens of people frantically piling inside aren't here for Tuesday's bingo night or the rescheduled paint and sip. No. Instead, they cram and push through the narrow lips of my front door and choke the veins of my halls, seeking shelter from the warmth powered by the clunking generator at my heart.
"Dad, it stinks in here. I'm thirsty and I wanna go home. Ew! Don't wipe your boogers on the wall, Austin!" An acquired taste with a distinct flavor and crusty texture.
"Betty? I thought the east side still had power. Huh, guess the whole county is out." Plastic chairs scrape painfully across my worn linoleum, scratching my skin as friends and neighbors meet.
"No—I'm calling because they wouldn't let me in your hospital room, honey. Been sending everyone here to the community center. Roads a disaster, barely made it with chains on my tires. Don't worry about the spill at the warehouse, we'll cleanup later. Yes, love you too." The vending machine operator wrestles his pungent cart down my crowded throat towards the warm glow of his two buzzing machines. Not quite carefully enough for Monday night's grief councilor, wide as he may be.
"Ouch! You trying to break my foot? What the hell's wrong with young people these days!"
Plastic soda bottles bounce and tumble from their crate, soccer balls in search of Wednesday afternoon's travel team. An explosion of curses, shouts, and squeals of surprise scrimmage within me. Shooting and scoring across my slippery, squeaky corridor and down each limb named after their prominent de-motivational posters (worn as a badge of honor). Letting Go room—goal. Hang In There room—four goals. Mistakes room—two goals and a sticky pool of fizzy sugar that forever vex the pores of my cinder blocks.
"Sorry all. Wife's accident is messing me up. Those drinks are on the house. Help yourself." The vendor pulls a soda from his cart and offers it to the grief counselor.
"Damn straight! Least you could do..." The bottlecap snaps as he twists with hairy knuckles and guzzles the drink. His burp mingles and churns with the pungent, nauseous undertones of the cramped contents in my stomach.
Blubs flicker and go dark as my heart stutters—fighting off failure. Children scream in fear. Emergency lighting kicks on, alarms chirping. Exit signs beckon my guests to the holes in my body holding back the deadly chill.
"What's happening?"
"We're going to freeze to death!"
"Dad, I don't feel good."
"Hey, it's okay! Everyone calm down!" The vendor's flashlight blinks to life. "I'll take a look. The generator's probably just running low on gas."
"What if you can't turn
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