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​Chapter 1: The Long Road Ahead
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At the far edge of Pennsylvania, dusk gathered itself in ragged folds. The headlights of Thomas Shepherd’s car made a shallow lane through the birch and dead dogwood, whose branches rattled against the cooling air like bone wind-chimes. Thomas hunched low behind the steering wheel, vertebrae knitting and unknitting with each mile. The digital clock on the dash glowed an unsteady red; hours ago, it had ceased to mean anything. There were no signposts worth reading, no towns with more than a blinking Exxon sign and the husks of once-useful stores.

The highway was a snake’s tongue of blacktop, double-yellow lines split and flaking. Gas stations appeared only as rumors—a whitewashed cinderblock cube with boarded windows, a single sad pump in a glass coffin. The pump faces stared at him as he passed, hollow-eyed and cracked. He counted each abandoned station as a milestone, a proof that he was escaping, that there was a world behind him somewhere, not only the one up ahead.

Every fifty miles or so, the radio would claw its way out of the static long enough to mutter a sports score or the late weather: rain pushing in from Ohio, tornado watches west of Altoona. He left it tuned between frequencies, letting the hiss and sputter grind down his thoughts, a self-inflicted hypnagogia. In his rearview, the sun bled into a low band of carmine. Nothing ahead except the wobbly tail lights of an eighteen-wheeler, and further yet, the dark that pooled in the hills like a certainty.

He was running from nothing so tangible as a crime or a creditor. It was a collection of half-lived days, a flavorless marriage, the round-the-clock news of mass extinction, a sense that the only honest thing left in him was his power to vanish. The Pacific called to him, or so he told the few colleagues who still looked him in the face. As if California were more than just the continent’s curb—a mirage of sun-bleached teeth and a prettier doom. Thomas believed none of it. But inertia required a goal, and so he drove, stopping for only gasoline and urinals and the occasional breath.

A turn in the road—sudden, sharp—broke the monotony. Thomas’s tires screamed a little as he overcorrected, and his heartbeat stuttered. He was so close to the edge, he thought, that any inattention might tip him off it. He was about to resume his slide into abstraction when something flickered in the margins of his headlights.

At first, it seemed like a dead deer: that shape, the limp caving in of a body along the shoulder. But as he drew closer, he saw a figure, upright and walking. A woman, Black, her frame smothered by a faded blue coat several sizes too large. The wind played with the coat’s torn hem, flicking it up to reveal a second layer: an orange prison-issue sweatshirt, dull and gummy at the cuffs. Her jeans were torn at one knee, the skin there a scabrous flash in the dusk.

She walked as though gravity meant something different to her, head held up, arms straight, one foot always slightly ahead of the other, as if resisting the invitation to collapse. There were no bags, no bundle, not even a water bottle. Thomas felt a prickle at the back of his scalp—the sensation of his mind rearing up on two legs, reluctant and awed.

His foot left the accelerator, car gliding under its own doom, then he slowed to a crawl, matching her progress. She walked inside the white line, so near the traffic that if she misstepped she’d be a brown smear, a composite of police chalk and afterthought. He did not understand why she compelled him so. Maybe it was her indifference to him. Maybe it was the sheer unlikeliness of her.

He lowered his window halfway, expecting—hoping—to hear her singing, or talking on a phone, or anything that would make her less spectral. Instead there was nothing but the sound of his own engine, louder than it ought to be, and the breathy whicker of wind over broken glass.

As he passed her, the temperature in his car seemed to collapse inward, the way a room chills just before a funeral. She turned her head slightly, as if to see him with one eye. The glance was not hostile, nor even particularly curious, but it felt—deliberate. There was something in her face that unsettled the nerves: the cheeks hollowed, yes, but not from hunger—some other discipline; the mouth bracketed by lines of experience Thomas did not want to inventory; the eyes old in a way that wasn’t age.

He pressed the brake, irrational, stupid. Something paternal or more primitive told him she should not be walking here, dusk coming down like a curtain, frost in the air, all those serial killer legends folded into the collective American DNA. He wanted to offer her a ride, at the very least to the next county line, where the world might remember her again. But as his hand hovered over the latch, ready to pop the passenger door, an ancient warning rang in the back of his skull: You will not come back the same.

A silence billowed out from the woods, suffocating. It was the sort of hush that had weight, the thick of it seeping into his lungs. Even the birds, always cawing and devouring their own, had gone quiet. The static on the radio sharpened to a scream, then winked out altogether.

He watched her in the rearview, the lane behind him lengthening as she grew smaller, but the memory of her was not so obliging. It pressed forward, layer by layer, until her outline was etched on his retinas—persistent, unyielding. She had not looked back.

Thomas’s hands shook, just perceptibly. He reminded himself she was just a woman on the road, a hiker, a lost soul, not a curse or a portent. Still, as he pulled away, he could not shake the sense that he had just been scanned, weighed, and left for a judgment that had not yet arrived.

The first sign of civilization was not a sign at all, but the garish gas station canopy, phosphorescent against the bruised horizon. Thomas coasted in under the blue and yellow glow, hands unsteady on the wheel, and filled his tank with a mechanical detachment that suggested he could not remember ever being otherwise. Inside the service station, a man in a paper hat watched the lottery numbers rotate on a television bolted to the ceiling, lips moving silently. Thomas bought a coffee, black and flavorless, and left without making eye contact.

A quarter mile further stood a diner, its architecture unchanged since the seventies: squat, square, rimmed in chrome, everything inside visible from the road. There was nothing inviting about it, but he was gripped by a need to be surrounded by witnesses, as if their presence might dilute whatever he’d picked up on the shoulder. He parked the car crooked across two spaces and sat for a moment, palms pressed hard to the wheel. His hands were shaking. He willed them still.

Inside, the air was all grease and cheap disinfectant, the soundscape a sad mash of clinking cutlery and canned laughter from a sitcom rerun. Booths lined the perimeter, vinyl torn in strategic places, and the counter was attended by a trio of truckers with the complexion and posture of ancient toads. He slid into a booth near the window and examined the world outside, hoping the reflection would grant him a moment’s reprieve from his own.

A waitress materialized, bored but not unkind, her name tag reversed and taped with someone else’s name. She poured his coffee, steam rising in the fluorescent wash.

“Long drive?” she said, by way of greeting.

He nodded, throat tight. “Too long. Got a ways yet.”

She shrugged. “That’s America for you. Pie?”

He shook his head, though her tone made it an accusation not to accept. She left the coffee pot sweating on the edge of his table, took orders from a family of four near the door. The family talked in low, happy tones, the youngest flicking peas at her brother while the parents ignored it. Thomas envied them, their easy ignorance. Or maybe just their certainty that they’d reach their destination in one piece.

He sipped the coffee. It scalded, left a slick on his tongue. He tried to run through the math: number of hours to St. Louis, number of hours of memory he could afford before the psychic bill came due. Instead he found himself staring at his own hands, the way the thumbnail on his right was stained with road grime. For no reason, he dug a pen from his jacket pocket, found a napkin, and started to draw.

He expected his rendering of the woman on the highway to come out crude, the sketch of a man who spent more time filling spreadsheets than doodling. But the pen found its way, and soon the napkin filled with her: the posture, hunched but unbowed, the eyes—God, the eyes—two parentheses, deep set, the whites so perfectly empty that it made the rest of her blur to the margins.

He tore the napkin in half, uncertain why. Maybe to keep the image from becoming too whole. Maybe to split it, so her gaze would not pin him in place.

A bell above the door chimed, and a man came in, older, mustache, paunch pressing at the limits of his belt. He took a seat at the counter and greeted the truckers with a wordless grunt. After a time, their conversation drifted over—weather, freight, then something stranger.

“Tell you what I saw last night,” said the new arrival, voice low and slow, “off the I-80 near Muncy. Figure you’d appreciate it.” He laughed, but the sound was uneasy.

One of the truckers looked up. “Yeah?”

“Walking the divider, I swear. Midnight, fog as thick as my old lady’s stew. And there’s this woman, long coat, no bag, just... walking. Didn’t even flinch when I honked, didn’t look up.”

Thomas flinched. He willed himself to focus on the cooling coffee, on the slice of Formica dappled with ketchup.

The trucker said, “Shit, probably a runaway or an escapee. World’s full of them.”

But the new arrival only shook his head. “No, it was something else. Skin crawled for half an hour after. Like I’d passed something in the road that wouldn’t get out of my rearview.”

The men fell silent, as if a ritual had been performed and could not be undone. Thomas pressed the napkin flat against the table. He didn’t want to be seen, but the woman’s presence, her unexplainable weight, made him feel as though every other patron could see straight through his skin.

The waitress passed again, checked his cup. “You okay?” she asked, and for a second her eyes were not bored, but sharp, alive with a faint glimmer.

He nodded. “Just tired.”

“Long way to California,” she said, already moving away.

He paid in cash, left a tip that was more than necessary, and folded the napkin drawing into quarters, stowing it in his breast pocket as if it were a passport or a crucifix. Outside, the night had thickened; the sodium lights over the lot had a way of making every shadow look inhabited. He scanned the horizon, irrationally, for a shape on the margin, but there was nothing. Only his own car, iced over and waiting, and the reflection of himself in the glass—older, more desperate.

He started the engine, tuned the radio to some classic rock station, let the guitars and the drum solos pound out the shivering in his bones. Still, the stretch of highway ahead did not feel empty. It felt like a continuation, a story in which he was a supporting character at best.

He thought about the woman—how she’d looked into the car without ever truly seeing him, how her stride broke the rhythm of the world. He wondered if she would be walking still, or if she’d simply evaporated into the negative space between exits, a rumor that multiplied with each retelling. He pressed the pedal and let the car surge forward, past the edge of the lot, onto the main road, leaving behind the glow of the diner for the longer darkness.

As the odometer clicked over into the next hundred, Thomas made a vow to forget. But in the rearview, every mile behind him seemed thick with her, a history he could not unlive. The coffee buzz faded, but the image remained, and so did the certainty that whatever he had driven past was not finished with him.

He set his jaw and pointed the car west, following the endless black ribbon, his only companion the static that rose and fell in the intervals between the next unscheduled haunting.
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​Chapter 2: Echoes of Violence
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In Ohio, twilight is a gradual unmooring, not a line crossed but a series of leavings. Here in the flat, horizonless bands of farmland, even the sun seems confused about where to fall. My car is a submarine, burrowing west, the windows painting everything in two dimensions: the dried cornstalks, the stitched rows of seed, the battered mile markers standing like teeth. Rain spatters intermittently, not enough to wet the earth, only enough to remind me I am in motion, passing through a world built for people I do not resemble.

It’s been two days since I saw her on the Pennsylvania stretch, but her image survives the trip, coiled in the place behind my eyes where fever dreams are catalogued. I conjure her without trying: that unyielding walk, the worn jeans and state-issue sweatshirt, the brief, flattening gaze. The napkin sketch in my pocket is already creased beyond repair. I do not want to look at it, but I cannot bring myself to destroy it, either.

The radio is tuned to nothing, or everything. I leave it on, hissing and gargling, the voices of dead disc jockeys tumbling over each other in their towers. Sometimes a pop song makes it through—hazy, inbred with reverb—but more often it’s just the world’s most stubborn white noise. I prefer it that way. I do not want to be narrated; I do not want a soundtrack.

Even so, I crave the presence of something beyond my own head, so I roll the dial every few minutes, chasing the brief islands of signal as they bloom and collapse. There’s a perverse comfort in knowing that, at any hour, someone out there is talking just to fill the air.

I am approaching Youngstown when the radio abruptly sharpens, the static folding back to reveal a newsman’s nasal stammer. His tone is sickly with urgency, which is to say, it is indistinguishable from all other news:

“—authorities are still investigating the death of a local resident in the borough of Clarington, just outside the Elk County line, where—”

Clarington. I remember the sign, rusted, shot to hell, visible for three seconds through a curtain of sleet.

“—no evidence of forced entry, all windows and doors locked from the inside. Victim identified as Charles LaMere, sixty-one. According to police sources, body was found—”

I grip the wheel. The edges of my hands pulse with an animal heat. LaMere. The name means nothing, but the locked-room detail claws at something inside me.

“—injuries consistent with those reported in the infamous Whitehall Butcher case of 1993, though authorities stress that there is as yet no—”

Now I remember. A regional boogeyman, a story parents dusted off when they wanted kids in by dark. Whitehall Butcher, always capitalized. I remember how the local paper ran his name next to a stock photo of a meat cleaver, as if the weapon itself had issued a press release.

“—possible connection to the transient female sighted on Route 322 the previous evening. Witnesses describe her as African-American, mid-thirties, wearing an oversized blue coat—”

My foot wavers on the accelerator. The car lists gently in its lane, steering itself as I process the words. My scalp itches; my spine compresses. I fumble for the napkin, extract it from the breast pocket where I’d folded her away. It comes out in two pieces, the face split along the middle like a seamed peach. Even bisected, the eyes find me.

I listen harder, as though the volume itself can protect me from coincidence.

“—history of mental illness, previous incarceration for nonviolent offenses. At this time, police do not consider her a suspect, but urge caution and—”

I lose the thread as the radio reverts to static, the message truncated by the limits of the transmitter or by design. My pulse hammers on. I hold the napkin halves in my palm, then set them on the dash, weighing the possibility that all this is just the world reminding me of its size, its disregard for narrative.

I drive for another thirty miles without blinking. The highway is almost empty, except for the reappearance of the same three sedans, leapfrogging me and then falling behind again, as if we are all part of the same insomniac dream. The sky bruises itself into night. With each exit, the signs grow more desperate, advertising only fireworks, adult superstores, or off-brand cheese.

At a rest stop outside Ashland, I pull over to let my heart catch up. I sit with the engine off, listening to the metal tick as it cools. In the parking lot, a handful of cars sit dark, their windows opaque and private. I tell myself the woman could not possibly be here—statistically, geographically, she is as distant from me as anyone in the universe.

And yet.

I think about the locked room. About the way her head turned, just so, as I drove past. About the hollowness of her eyes, the absence not of life, but of expectation. The word “transient” bites at me—here and gone, a disturbance without a name.

I imagine knocking on the glass of one of the dark cars, finding her in the back seat, waiting for nothing in particular. I imagine her walking through my dreams, her pace unchanged, her gaze fixed on the place I am heading.

A semi roars past, its horn waking me from the spiral. I shake my head, realize I am clutching the steering wheel with both hands, knuckles raw and white. I want to say something, to admit to the emptiness, but there is only me in the car and the woman in the napkin. I turn the radio back on, determined to drown out the rest.

For a long minute, it’s just a soup of signals: talk shows, baseball scores, a few bars of hymn. Then, like a wound being re-opened, the newsman returns, his voice pitched even higher:

“—authorities ask that anyone who spots the individual refrain from direct contact. Repeat: do not attempt to engage. Please call—”

The voice evaporates, as though pulled underwater. The silence that follows is absolute, the sort that demands a price for every thought that dares to move inside it.

I put the car in gear. As I pull onto the highway, the engine shudders—a minor, involuntary spasm—and then continues as before, faithful to its directive. I watch the napkin on the dash, its two halves drifting apart as I pick up speed, each side growing farther from the other but never quite leaving the other’s orbit.

Outside, the last of the sun is devoured by a thunderhead, and the highway becomes a long, black promise, unbroken and uninterpretable. I drive, because that is what I know how to do, but in every mirror the woman keeps pace, her stride immune to fatigue, her face undimmed by distance.

The world is full of locked rooms, I think. Some of them are even worth opening.

The farther west I drive, the more the world obliges my desire for vacancy. Towns become fractions of towns, exit signs nodding toward nothing but dimly-lit storage units and the bruised glow of distant refineries. I start to believe I have slipped into some inverted reality, where every human presence is only an echo or a threat. I count the cars I pass: three in the last hour, none of them memorable, all bearing the same anodyne face in the driver’s seat.

Night falls with no ceremony. My dashboard clock blinks an hour ahead, then resets. Time loses meaning except as a measure of how long I have not slept. I punch the radio, scrolling through the junkyard of local stations, but the airwaves have thinned. Even the static seems less certain of itself.

I keep the napkin faces propped against the speedometer, daring myself to meet their eyes. The farther I drive, the more they look like a warning I am failing to heed.

The newscaster’s words replay in my head, not as information but as a drumbeat: Do not engage. Repeat: do not attempt to engage.

The highway narrows to a two-lane, freshly paved but already pocked with shrapnel from last winter’s freeze. I notice for the first time that there are no streetlights. The only illumination comes from my own headlights, which throw pale, trembling cones onto the roadside like searchlights at the perimeter of a disaster. Every so often a sign tells me the distance to Toledo, but I doubt it matters.

I sense the change before I see it. The wind has picked up, scattering leafless branches across the blacktop. The trees here are already dead, blighted by something older and slower than the weather. They crowd the road in tangled parades, their limbs shivering in the updraft. The moon, veiled behind torn gauze, throws just enough silver to turn every trunk into a ghost.

I am too alert. The air in the car is brittle, oversaturated with my own breath. My right leg aches from holding the pedal at a steady seventy, as if any deviation in speed would let something catch up. I blink, then blink again, each time slower.

It’s just before midnight when the traffic finally fails me. Not a single car ahead, not a pair of eyes in the rearview. Only my own reflection in the windshield, flickering between what I remember and what I’m becoming.

That’s when I see her.

She’s walking along the shoulder, her figure backlit by the headlamps, haloed in dust and roadside salt. The same woman—there can be no doubt, because the posture is perfect: one arm swinging rigidly, the other folded close as if defending the ribs beneath. The blue coat is dirtier now, its seams furred with mud; the orange sweatshirt glows dully in the beams. Even from a hundred yards, I feel the gravity of her, as though the car is being drawn down her lane by an invisible cable.

I do not slow, not at first. Instead, I grip the wheel tighter, afraid that any gesture of attention will alert her to my presence. My mouth is dry; my tongue moves against my teeth, thick and useless. In the periphery of the windshield, the napkin eyes have merged, two halves forming a whole that is more accusation than portrait.

As I approach, I expect her to flinch, to acknowledge the car, but she does nothing. Her head remains forward, her stride the same unwavering tick. It occurs to me that if I honked, she might not even hear.

Closer now. I can make out her face in the mirrors: the skin windburned, lips drawn tight, eyes buried in shadow. For an instant I believe she looks up, that her gaze meets mine through the glass, but it may be a trick of the high beams, a reflection on the road’s wet skin.

Fifty feet. Twenty.

My heart ricochets so loudly I can barely hear the engine. I press the gas, intent on putting miles between us, but the pedal resists; the car shudders, then hiccups, the RPM needle falling limp. The world tilts, then rights itself. I imagine, not for the first time, that I am the ghost, and this is my haunting.

At the last possible second, my body revolts. I tap the brakes, then pull to the shoulder, hands shaking so hard I barely manage the wheel. I cut the lights but leave the engine running, as if ready to escape the moment it feels safe again. The air outside is absolute, undisturbed except for the wind’s manipulation of empty things.

I watch her in the mirrors. She walks at the same pace, as though nothing has changed, not a muscle out of place. When she passes my idling car, her face turns half an inch in my direction, enough to reveal the hard geometry of her cheekbones, the lines of sleep deprivation and something more ancient than sleep. She looks straight through the glass, through me, through the dash and the napkin faces and the whole corpus of my mistakes.

Then she moves on.

The silence is not just a lack of sound; it is a presence, a membrane stretched between us. I could get out. I could chase her, or ask if she needs help, or apologize for whatever it is I have carried with me across half the country. But I do not move. I am both witness and accomplice, frozen at the boundary where attention turns into action.

She walks out of the headlight corona and into the darkness, her shape preserved only by the shimmer of the taillights. The further she gets, the less she resembles a person, until she is simply a silhouette stitched against the field, framed by the briefest red glow.

I wait.

I wait until the red is gone, until even the echo of her stride has been chewed up by the wind and the empty space between us. I wait until the world resumes, which it never quite does.

In the aftermath, I search for meaning. The radio is dead now; no warning, no obituary. The napkin portraits have slid off the dash, come to rest in the footwell, their faces abraded by the cheap vinyl. I leave them there, unsure whether I have lost or gained anything by seeing her again.

I put the car in gear, pull out onto the road, and drive for a long time with the lights off. The darkness is purer, more honest that way. It is the only companion that does not require permission.

In my mirrors, nothing follows. Ahead, the interstate curves into infinity, utterly featureless, the future as speculative as ever.

I keep driving.
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​Chapter 3: The Reluctant Detective
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I cannot feel my fingertips. They hover dumb and tingling around the circumference of the mug, porcelain chipped to expose the brown and deeper brown beneath. I sit in a nameless diner off US-30, three exits past anywhere the police would remember, and watch the coffee spill back and forth in the cup. It is dusk again—always dusk, always amber suffocating the windows, the bare black grid of wind-torn fields waiting for night. The waitress calls me honey, but she doesn’t mean it, and she brings the pot every twelve minutes even when I wave her away. She is younger than I am, older than she meant to be, and she watches my table as if she expects the cup to leap and shatter on the floor.

I do not make messes. Not anymore.

My phone won’t charge. It hangs at 3%, the cable a loose intestine against the edge of the Formica, but I keep it open, thumbing the news for what comes next. I don’t know why I bother—there is always a next, and it is always the same. I read every line, skip nothing, fingers twitching at the grainy images of the dead and the comment threads stacked like maggots. Every headline is a sharpened molar: BREAKING: LOCKED ROOM MURDER BAFFLES INDIANA AUTHORITIES. MAN FOUND IN HOME, NO SIGNS OF ENTRY. POLICE: CASE “UNUSUAL.”

There is a radio behind the counter. It leaks into the air, a mutter of storm advisories, used car lots, an ad for a gun show at the fairgrounds. I want to turn it off, but its noise is preferable to the silence. Every few minutes, the newscaster interrupts the feed with another update, his voice as oily as the stain on the grill. I imagine him reading the same script into the void for decades, the words only for himself.

“—authorities confirm the victim is local businessman John T. Briard, age 47, found deceased in his home just outside Columbia City. Preliminary investigation suggests no forced entry. Briard’s death marks the second incident of this type in less than a week. Investigators remain tight-lipped—”

The rest dissolves in static. I tap my fingernails on the table, a sequence of four-three-four that I cannot break. The waitress hears and looks over. There is concern in her glance, but she is careful with it, parceling it out only when she is sure I am not watching. Her hands are always in motion—straightening the napkin caddy, aligning the salt with the pepper, brushing imaginary crumbs from the linoleum. I wonder if she has ever been alone in this diner after midnight, if the idea frightens her, or if she welcomes it as an improvement over the customers.

I have stopped pretending to be one of them. I order coffee and nothing else. I have not eaten in thirty hours; the idea of chewing makes my teeth ache, makes my jaw buzz with hunger that cannot be located. Once, I would have hidden this, ordered toast or a club sandwich for camouflage, but I am past that now. I exist only for the waiting.

The window at my right faces the highway, the glass streaked with insect bodies and a film of road salt that will not come off until June. I watch the taillights smear themselves west, the cars dividing themselves from one another like cells in a Petri dish. A pair of crows fight over something in the ditch; I cannot see what, but one of them lifts its head with a shudder, and I think it is a piece of fur or muscle, dark with water. The sunset paints them both molten, gives the moment a kind of mercy.

I bring up the news again. It is the same article, refreshed, now with two new comments, both from men with American flag avatars and usernames in all caps. They propose solutions: ARREST THE WIFE, CHECK HIS TEXTS, PROBABLY THE DEEP STATE. I scroll through, looking for anything that isn’t the repetition of the obvious, and find a photo—a screenshot from the local news, a squad car idling in the driveway of a low ranch house, its roof sagging with March snow.

A deep and familiar nausea works its way up from my stomach. The resemblance to Clarington is perfect. The same dead-end drive, the same plastic Halloween decorations lingering in the flower bed, the same nothingness pressing in from the edge of the trees. They say the universe is expanding, but everything I see is shrinking, compressed until it chokes.

I take a napkin and the pen from my breast pocket and begin to draw. It is not conscious. I do it because my hands require it, because if I do not record the thing it will remain unfinished, will gnaw through my sleep like a woodworm. The image comes easily—door, window, a suggestion of a head just visible above the sill. I write the name “Briard” under the sketch and then “47” and then “locked, no sign of entry.” The notes I make are always the same: “locked,” “alone,” “no struggle.” The faces I draw are always the same too, hollow eyes and a mouth that is more of an omission than a shape. I slide the new napkin on top of the old, forming a stack thick as a prayer book.

“Refill, honey?” The waitress is at my elbow, two fingers poised on the lip of the carafe.

I say nothing. She pours anyway, spilling half a teaspoon that collects at the rim of the cup like a black oil slick.

She lingers. “That’s a lot of drawing,” she says, not quite prying. “You an artist?”

I shake my head. My tongue is thick; I have not used it in hours.

She watches me, then glances at the phone, the notepad, the napkins layered in their silent ledger. Her eyes rest on the new one, the profile of the house. “My kid draws monsters sometimes. Says they’re watching from the windows. I tell her they can’t get in unless you let them.”

Her voice goes high on the last phrase, like a joke or a warning. I want to laugh, but instead I write “monsters” in the margin of the napkin. The word looks wrong, as if I have misspelled it. She returns to the counter, her sneakers squeaking on the polished floor.

A pair of men enter the diner, truckers or local maintenance from the sheen of dirt on their coats. They do not notice me, or pretend not to. One of them orders chili, the other pie. Their conversation is slow and stuttering, interrupted by the scraping of spoons and the click of teeth. They talk about weather, sports, then, inevitably, about the murder.

“Hell of a thing,” the chili says. “Right in his own damn house. Makes you wonder.”

The pie says nothing, just chews. After a while: “Guess he had it coming, then.”

The chili: “Don’t know. I heard he wasn’t that kind of guy.”

They finish eating and leave a ten on the counter, folding the bill into a tight triangle. I watch the waitress take the money and press it flat against her palm, as if checking to make sure it is real. I envy her certainty. I envy her the warmth in her skin.

The sky outside has turned from amber to bruised violet, the world compressing itself one color at a time. There is a moment, just after sunset, when the light refracts off the fields and the glass, and for a second everything is doubled, made ghostly. I stare at my own reflection in the window, the way my face merges with the black of the fields, the hollow behind the eyes now visible from both sides.

The phone vibrates, a miracle. I answer without looking.

The voice is old, sclerotic with regret. It belongs to a friend, a colleague once, now a fellow traveler in the disease of knowing too much.

“You see it?” he asks.

“Yes,” I say. “It’s a repeat.”

He hesitates. “You think it’s the same?”

I do not answer. There is no need. He is silent for a long time, the breath on the other end ragged and dry.

“You need to let it go, Tom. That’s not your job anymore.”

“It never was,” I say, and he hangs up. I return the phone to the table, where it dies with a final shudder, the screen going black and reflecting my hands above it, birdlike, helpless.

The air in the diner smells of burnt fat and the floral disinfectant they use on the restrooms. It is not unpleasant. I remember, for a moment, the smell of my mother’s kitchen, the way she would bake in winter with the windows shut and the oven leaking warmth into the whole house. The memory comes as a surprise, not because it is tender, but because I have not summoned it. The brain is treacherous that way; it offers comfort only to remind you what you have lost.

I gather the napkin sketches and fold them into my jacket. The waitress brings the check without asking; she has stopped calling me honey. I tip her with the last five in my wallet. It is not enough, but neither of us expects any more.

I stand, knees popping, and pause at the door. The sun is gone, but the afterglow hangs above the horizon like a fever. I step out into it and pull the collar of my coat up to the ears. The wind off the fields is sharp, a slice of glass across my throat. I savor it, the clarity. I am awake now, or as close as I will ever come.

I walk to the car. There is frost on the windshield, delicate veins climbing the glass. I brush them off with the edge of my hand, and for a second I see the pattern of the cracks, the way they radiate from a single impact point and split outward, dividing and dividing until the whole surface is nothing but fracture.

I start the engine, watch the headlights make two tunnels in the darkness. I wait for the heat to rise, hands on the wheel, and stare at the night ahead. The radio stutters back to life as I pull onto the highway, the voice from the diner repeating its liturgy:

“—police urge residents to remain calm. No further details available at this time. The investigation is ongoing—”

I tap the wheel four-three-four. I say nothing. I drive west, the black ribbon of road unfolding before me, the world closing up behind.

Somewhere out there, a woman is walking. She does not look back.

I do not either.

I drive. This is the only verb I remember, the only action left unspoiled by regret. Indiana is a long, uninterrupted howl of tar and field, the wind moving straight west with nothing to break it, not even memory. The night comes too quickly, the sunset lost behind a shelf of clouds that drag their bellies along the county lines. It feels like a punishment, being forced through this belt of unchanging dark, alone in the car and in the world.

The headlights cut out a cone in the gloom. On the radio, a local preacher flogs the airwaves, all apocalypse and home delivery. I turn him off. I try the news, but the murder is already old, replaced by school closings and something about a missing dog in Warsaw. It should be a relief, but I am greedy for details. I want more, always more, even if it sickens me.

I tap the wheel four-three-four, and the car vibrates in sympathy, a metronome for whatever this is that has replaced my heart. I think about calling someone, anyone, but the phone is dead, and even if it weren’t I know the words would come out wrong, brittle and self-accusing. I try to imagine what my father would say, but all I hear is the rattle of his last breath, the way he stared at the ceiling and refused to recognize me.

There is a smear of movement up ahead. At first it is only a shadow inside the shoulder’s white line, a distortion in the static of the night. But then the car closes the distance, and the shape resolves: her, the woman, walking with that same invulnerable stride, the coat hanging off her shoulders like wet cardboard. She is closer to the road than before, her left arm brushing the air whenever a semi passes, her head unbowed. She walks as if she has not stopped since Pennsylvania, as if the world beneath her feet were a treadmill, running out of country for her to haunt.

My lungs collapse inward. My hands make two claws around the wheel, and I nearly miss the soft drift of her step as she shifts onto the gravel. The car wants to keep going, but I cut the speed, coast alongside her at fifteen miles an hour. She doesn’t look at me; doesn’t even glance. It is as if she recognizes the vehicle, or senses my presence, and has already decided I am irrelevant.

I want to speak, to offer help, or to apologize for whatever offense the universe has levied against her. Instead, I kill the engine and coast to the shoulder, the tires hissing over stones. I sit in the dead car and listen to the wind curl through the vents, bringing with it the aftersmell of spent gasoline and the metallic tang of road dust.

She walks past the car, close enough for me to see the discoloration along the sleeve of her jacket, the bramble of hair, the cut above her right eye gone to a thin pink seam. There is a story there, but I am too cowardly to imagine it. Her steps never alter, never betray even a hint of caution. She has passed me, and I am left in the contrail of her intent.

My hand finds the door latch before I know it. I swing it open, step out into the bitter edge of night. The cold grabs me by the lungs, and I shudder. I do not know what I intend, only that I have to do something or be left behind. The gravel shifts and pops under my sneakers, and the sound is obscene in the quiet.

“Wait,” I say, the word thin as vapor. “Please—wait. I just want to talk.”

She does not stop, but she slows. I catch up in four steps, breathing hard like a man twice my age. The darkness swallows everything but her, so that it is as if we are the only things left in motion, two actors on a stage after the curtain call.

She turns her head, just a little. Her profile is an etching, every shadow working to sharpen the bone. The left eye is visible, blank and heavy, the whites oddly clean. The mouth is set, neither friendly nor hostile, just unyielding. Up close, her coat is stiffer than I’d thought—layers of grime and wind congealing into something like armor. Her hands are visible now; the right is pocketed, but the left is clenched and scabbed at the knuckles.

I am aware of how ridiculous I must look: a grown man, stubble patchy, hair matted from a week in the car, eyes ringed in the purplish debris of sleeplessness. I clutch the doorframe for support and try to arrange my face into something reassuring.

“Are you—” I begin, then falter. The wind yanks the rest of the sentence out of my mouth.

She stops, finally. For the first time, she faces me. The force of her attention is gravitational; I have to look down, focus on the frost at her boots.

“I saw you,” I say, stupidly. “Back in Pennsylvania. You were walking, and I—”

I do not finish. The silence between us is tight, humming. I can hear the semis in the distance, miles away but getting closer. She does not move, not even a flicker of the eyelids.

I try again. “You were on the news,” I say. “They—they’re looking for you.”

Still nothing. I sense that it is not anger, not even suspicion, but a sort of monumental weariness that has blotted out her ability
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