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	I’ve been driving for six hours when the police cruiser appears out of nowhere, parked in the middle of the interstate: flashing lights, emergency triangles, and a bored agent waving a traffic wand. There’s no need to ask what happened. I can see the semi, lying on its side, blocking the path, its cargo spilled onto the tarmac. On the shoulder, just a little further, there’s a compact car upside down, its wheels in the air like a turtle flipped over. I avert my gaze with trepidation. I don’t want to know if that lump on the road is a body covered with a tarp, but my imagination has already gone there before I could stop it. 

	They say that having an imagination is a gift, but sometimes it’s more of a curse. I'd really like to be able to put a leash on mine if I knew how. 

	Damn it. All I wanted was to get to my destination and crash into bed, but the time I thought it would take to arrive at my hometown has just multiplied by an unknown number. Coming back to my parents' house, my childhood bed…. My stomach knots at the thought. Returning home is triggering a path down memory lane that I really don’t want to take, but it can't be helped. My mother passed away. I have a funeral to arrange, and the family house must be cleared out before it can be put up for sale. There’s no one else to do it but me. 

	I didn't need a detour on top of everything else.

	 The other vehicles beside me have also come to a stop, held captive by a morbid fascination. I sigh and nod to the agent, who is signaling us with impatience to turn around. The road is a mess. At best, they'll have to tow the trailer and send another truck to pick up all that cargo, and that will take its sweet time. 

	In the worst-case scenario, they will have to wait to remove the body.

	Cringing, I slowly maneuver my Civic around, making a U-turn. I drive back the way I came, the red and blue lights fading in the rearview mirror, looking for the first exit. There isn't much traffic on the interstate this late Sunday afternoon, but when the first exit appears on my right, I'm the only one who takes it. A wave of unease washes over me, but I keep going nonetheless. I don’t know this part of the country, but all roads lead somewhere, right? Ahead, there has to be a place I can spend the night at, and in the morning, I’ll skirt around the accident to get back on the road a few miles further down. Not a big deal, I tell myself. Just a few hours’ delay. Maybe it’s a stroke of luck, because I’ve never liked driving at night and I can barely keep my eyes open.

	I squint at the orange glow of sunset, the dimming light squeezed through the fist of dark storm clouds. A heavy sky of purples and greens. Like bruises. I remember well the color of the bruises on my skin. The flesh turned into an impressionist canvas, deep blue fading to yellowish splotches as days went by, neither dulling the pain nor softening the one to come. 

	For years. The same hell as far back as I could remember. 

	And then, he was gone. A blessing in the disguise of a heart attack. For the first time, I knew what it was to go to bed without fear. Shortly after, I got a full scholarship and moved up to the big city. To the other side of the country. I asked my mom to come with me, but her whole life was rooted in our hometown, and she felt too afraid to handle such a big change.

	I, on the other hand, couldn't wait to leave.

	We kept talking on the phone. Not because we really wanted to, because we reminded each other too much of the past, but because we were family and we were supposed to. Two survivors dancing around their memories, but never facing them. Inevitably, our calls grew fewer and farther between until they scattered to birthdays and Thanksgiving. 

	I never went back, and she didn’t offer to come to see me. However, I thought we had achieved a kind of peace, if not closure. 

	And now, this.

	Life is so unfair….

	The exit narrows from two lanes to one, then to a county road that barely deserves the name. A black ribbon winding through endless woods. 

	I slow down, pull over. Trees crowd close on either side of the road, their branches arching overhead like a tunnel and casting a premature night over the late afternoon. Above, a flash of lightning sets fire to the sky. The darkness only grows deeper afterward. I glance at my phone, perched on the dashboard. The GPS displays a frozen map, and cell service vanished as soon as I got off the interstate. I open the glove compartment, hoping to find an old road map forgotten there.

	Empty.

	Rain starts tapping against the windshield. Thin and cold like sleet. A shy drumroll on the roof of the car. As if winter has come early.

	"Great," I grumble.

	I keep going because it’s the only thing I can do. Just as I’ve done my whole life: kicking the can down the road. Always on the move, because bad things happen when you stand still. Driving through this tunnel of a path that seems to go on forever. And then, coming out of a bend of the road, an area cleared of trees ahead as if in answer to a prayer. I smile.

	Turns out I was right, and this road does lead to an end. 
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	The gas station is on the left of the road. Old, abandoned, ugly. A relic from before the Interstate was built. Even the concrete lot is chipping and overgrown with weeds. The pumps have broken glass and cracked hoses bundled under a sagging, corrugated canopy. The office windows are black holes. The door on the side hangs ajar, swaying in the wind.

	Across from it sits a diner, or what once was a diner. Its windows are so dark with grime that they look boarded. A rusted neon sign hangs askew above the door. The tubing is dead, but the words can still be made out beneath peeling paint.

	RAVEN'S NEST

	OPEN

	Everything about the place suggests a long abandonment, yet nothing has collapsed. Miraculously. I slow down without meaning to, but after so many hours driving, I needed a pit stop. Badly.

	I turn off the engine.

	The rain softens to a hiss. The fog rises from the ground to embrace the rain. For a moment, the world seems muffled, as if I have driven into a pocket where the sound carries wrong. 

	Don't stop….

	The thought feels like a whisper. Outsider. It slides into my skull like a breath onto glass.

	Keep driving….

	I open the door and jog to the gas station, because it’s the closest building and stepping on the concrete slab is better than the muddy puddles that are already surrounding the diner. The cold bites my ankles as I run, my arms shielding my head from the rain. 

	On my way to the back, where I assume the restrooms are, I rush past a bed of sunflowers gone wild. Their heads, heavy with seeds, look down at the ground. It feels like trudging down the walkway of infamy. As if no one wanted to look me in the face.

	Then, I freeze.

	Someone has nailed to the restrooms’ door an animal with fur, so rotten that it’s impossible to identify what kind. The skull is cracked open, a broken fang jutting out, its guts hanging down to the floor like blood-soaked ribbons.

	I retch violently, but nothing comes up from my empty stomach. Thank goodness for small graces. Who could be capable of such cruelty? Poor thing. Did they gut it before or after they smashed its skull? Did they just stand there watching it die?

	I can't bear to watch the carcass for even a second longer. Turning around, and feeling exposed and humiliated, I crouch beneath the twisted canopy by the pumps and pull down my pants. A tear rolls down my cheek while I pee, but I decide to blame it on the nausea.

	Instinctively, I glance at the diner. An unexpected, dull yellow light glows near the back. I thought the windows were too dark to see through, but someone is moving behind the dirty glass. Like a ghost. 

	Stifling a scream, I jump to my feet and run to my car. I slam the door shut and step on the gas, leaving the gas station behind.
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	The road carries onward. A shitty back road where the car bounces over the bumps like a drunken frog. I don’t slow down, though, my heart still hammering in my chest. Scratching the bottom of the car seems like a price worth paying to leave that diner behind and its creepy peeper. Ten minutes later, I relax slightly.

	The woods remain dense. I don't know what I'd do if the car gets stuck on this road, but at least the rain remains light. A freezing dizzle. The windows are getting a little fogged up with condensation. My clothes are damp, and chills run down my spine, so I turn up the heat. The fuel gauge is at one-fourth. It’s going to be a very cold night, and I don’t have any blankets in the car. If I can’t find a sheltered place to sleep, I'll freeze to death when the engine runs out of gas. 

	The fog thickens. When I left the gas station, it was just some twirls meandering vaporously beside the trees. A few tendrils here, a few tendrils there, creeping lazily under the gray glimmer that filtered through the treetops, fiddling with the branches and crawling over moss-covered roots. But as night fell, the fog rolled in, becoming a dense wall that makes distances deceptive and forces me to drive slower and slower. I rub my gritty eyes, hoping to clear my vision, but to no avail. Between the fog and the condensation, I
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