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			Chapter One - The Drive 

			Life is funny sometimes. They say if you want to make God laugh, just tell him your plans. 

			The lonely, long highway stretched out for what seemed to be an eternity. Drops of sweat tickled my neck under the scorching sun. My old white sedan droned on as it barreled down the hot asphalt road. 

			The sweat and the heat bothered me for a while, but now I had gotten to the point where I was so tired that I no longer cared. I just wanted to get there. Pineedle, the one place I thought I’d never see again. 

			The economy in this country was going down the drain, and, truth be told, I didn’t have many special skills. I was broke. Yes, absolutely broke. Everything I owned was inside of this awful old car, which I had won in a poker game. 

			I cracked my windows open just enough for a fly to get in. On the passenger’s seat, a paper lifted in the breeze and floated down to the floor. The documents. 

			Good old Grandpa Joe. I recalled getting a phone call from his representative. At that time, my girlfriend, Sarah, had just dumped me for good. I was drinking myself to death. Actually, death sounded pretty good to me then. I had tied a rope to a hook in the ceiling of my ratty 200 square foot apartment. I thought about writing a goodbye letter but realized I had nobody who’d want to read it.

			Just as I placed the rope around my neck, the telephone rang. The very phone that was about to be disconnected from service for non-payment. 

			It was my grandpa Joe’s representative. A very strict and direct-sounding man. He informed me that Grandpa had died, leaving me a house, a bookstore business, and a hundred thousand dollars. The only stipulation to this bonanza was that I had to sign documents promising I’d move to the town called Pineedle and live there, running the bookstore for five years.

			As a kid, I had lived there for a few years. I vaguely remembered very little—just that I hated it and that my parents went missing. To this day, I had never gotten an explanation.

			For someone else, it might be his worst nightmare to move to a place like Pineedle, in the middle of the desert, in the middle of nowhere. A place associated with childhood trauma. Yet, it beat where I was headed right before that phone call. 

			The representative informed me that Grandpa had prepared another letter that was meant only for me once I arrived. It was taped to the table in the office of the bookstore. Then, there was one last thing this guy told me: 

			“If you arrive and see there is a dust storm, do not get out of your car, no matter how close you think you are to the door of the house or the bookstore. Just don’t get out. Wait it out in the car.” 

			Dust storms. I also recalled those, but it was such a blurry memory. I remembered the feeling of panic, and that the storms were frequent. That was about it.

			After my parents went missing, my older sister took me, and we left that place despite Grandpa’s objections. She later told me that he refused to help us in any way because we left. 

			My sister had died two years ago in a shipwreck. One of the rarest ways you can go out these days. It was a sickening feeling, and back then, I had also thought about ending my life, but at that time, I still had a girlfriend, a job, and some sort of direction. 

			Would Pineedle give me a new direction? For the better? 

			The highway kept spooling out in front of me. There were no speed limit signs, just a minimum of 90 miles per hour. The old white sedan struggled; it groaned and creaked, and it had me worried. I wouldn’t want to try hitchhiking around here, especially seeing how my phone had lost its signal a while ago.

			

			Then, in the distance, I saw a different type of sign. Large, rectangular, kind of rusty:

			Pineedle

			Exit 66b

			1 mile

			Wow, I was almost there. My heartbeat elevated as I felt anxiety slowly creeping through my body. The trauma was engraved deep inside my soul, regardless of how much I remembered. My whole being remembered the sadness. 

			There it was. 

			The exit looked as though no one had gone there in a while because of all the sand and dirt on the surface of the road, which was filled with cracks and holes. 

			This place…no one cares, no one maintains anything, right? 

			Yet I was here to maintain a bookstore. Did anyone even read around here? 

			The road swirled and looped around some hills and finally came out into a long, flat, dusty plateau of scorched-looking earth. The town stood up ahead as though on a hot plate, cooking, overheating. 

			Welcome to Pineedle

			A wooden sign hung high upon an old brick arch. Well, at least that hadn’t fallen. Good job. 

			As I drove through the town, I didn’t bother to look around much. I was far too tired and went straight to the bookstore, located on the left side of this small main street. I saw a few people outside in this mad heat. What were they thinking? 

			Ah, I pulled up and parked right in front of it. 

			JOE’S BOOKSTORE

			Fresh green letters and the whole place looked like it had been recently painted a clean beige color. I slowly got out of the car. 

			I couldn’t help but notice a young woman get out of her car on the other side of the street and walk towards a diner with a pink lettered name: The Honey Dew.

			The woman wore a red polka-dot skirt, and a small straw hat atop her curly blonde hair and carried a black purse. She quickly looked at me and smiled before entering the diner. 

			There I was, standing like a fool, already imagining a date. The heat had really gotten to my head, I guess. I dug into my pockets. “Where is the damn key?” I muttered to myself.

			I went back into the car and frantically searched. Thankfully, the keys were on the floor in front of the passenger’s seat. I grabbed them and went to the door of the bookstore. With nervousness I rattled the keyhole as I inserted the key. I have no idea why because the door opened quite easily. 

			The smell of wood, books, and dust all hit me at once. I flipped the switch to my left. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two - The Town 

			Like a coma patient, I stood there, trying to remember things that I actually had never experienced. I knew this bookstore, but only just for a short time. My imagination was filling the gaps, and as I looked at the dusty old wooden shelves, two brown couches, and several birch chairs, I felt a jolt of cozy excitement. 

			Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad after all? 

			I walked to a door that read “Manager.” That would be me now, and I figured that’s where the other instructions would be. I opened the very creaky door. That must be fixed with some oil, I thought. 

			It was a simple office. There were a few more wooden bookshelves filled with old classics. There was one rocking chair and a short wooden table upon which lay a letter. I picked it up and saw my name on it. Here we go, I thought as I ripped open the envelope. 

			Ace, my grandson, 

			If you are reading this, that means I am already dead. 

			Tomorrow, I will no longer be in this world. A new dust storm is coming and I’ll go out into it. But you mustn’t. That’s my first instruction to you. Don’t ever go out during a dust storm, Ace. 

			My second instruction is for you to use the bookstore to help others, not to try and gain profit. I have left you enough money. Let me explain this to you, Ace. Many times, I wanted to leave Pinneedle, but this is where I grew up, got married, and raised my children. This is where my father grew up, and this is where his father grew up. I just couldn’t gather myself to leave, but I also could no longer gather myself to keep going without my wife, children, or anyone else. It was time. 

			I left the keys to the house and some extra cash inside this very table. 

			I don’t know if you will remain here, but I wish you luck. 

			Grandpa Joe. 

			Oh, Grandpa, you could have just talked to me! A wave of regret washed over me. I shook it off and opened a drawer in the table, finding a few extra keys and a wooden box filled with cash, just as the letter said. 

			I sat in the rocking chair and turned towards the window. The view wasn’t what I would call incredible, as this side of the store simply faced away from the town. I only saw scorched desert stretching for miles. A merciless plateau of death. Just looking at it made my throat dry. I looked around—nothing. I stood up, looked into the distance once more, and then proceeded to look for a source of water. 

			To my surprise, I found a small kitchen behind the office. There was a tiny fridge, a coffee maker, a chair with a side table, and a sink with a faucet. Please be on. I turned it, and water came out in a thin stream, but it was good enough as I lowered my head and drank like a dog who’d been running all day.

			Ahh, good. I washed my face and wet my hair. Now for some food.

			The diner across the street seemed like a mighty fine idea. I wondered how the locals would greet me. 

			Back out in the scorching sun, I slowly and cautiously began my walk across the street toward the Honey Dew, imagining all kinds of the worst possible scenarios in my head: A drunkard attacking me and getting into a fight. That cute girl spilling hot coffee on me after rejecting me. The food being terrible and making me throw up. 

			Wow, I had to stop being so damn negative! I shook my head, took a tight grip around the pink door handle, and entered. 

			The diner was decorated in red and light brown. The linoleum floor was a black-and-red checkerboard pattern. The light brown wood semi-circular bar was along one wall, and my eyes quickly gravitated to it as I noticed the blonde woman behind the bar with a pink apron over her red polka-dot dress. She had unruly curls and large blue eyes. Behind her was another woman, perhaps in her fifties. They looked as thought they might be related, except the older one’s blonde hair leaned more toward strawberry.

			I suppose I don’t know why I was surprised that the place was almost empty. There were just two other people inside. An older guy with gray hair and a red baseball cap sat in the booth to my right, his face buried in his newspaper. There was a half-finished slice of apple pie and a cup of water on his table. On my left, in the farthest booth, sat a woman with her back turned to the door. She was reading a book and drinking what looked like a cup of coffee. I could not make out her features.

			“Well, darlin’, you gonna stand there all day?” It was the older woman from behind the bar. I smiled and sat in front of her. The younger one had gone into the kitchen.

			The older woman’s tag said Sass. She said, “Here is the menu, any drinks?” 

			I barely glanced at the menu. “A coffee, please, and a burger.” 

			“Everything on it?” 

			“Yeah, I’m very hungry.” 

			“Driving by? Visiting?” 

			“Actually, staying. My name is Ace. I’m Joe’s grandson.” 

			Sass’s mouth dropped open and she waved her hands and yelled to the man who was sitting at the booth, “Bud! This is Joe’s grandson!” 

			Bud slowly got up. His stern face wore a barely noticeable smile. He came up and shook my hand. I felt some bones crunching. “Good man, that Joe was. You gonna take over his business?” 

			I nodded. “Yes, the bookstore.” 

			From the corner of my eye, I noticed the woman in the
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