
[bookmark: 21_Dan]Extract 1
2.1 - Dan
	“This isn’t what you go to journalism school for” had become a constant ambient thought in the white noise of my mind. After 9/11 I switched majors and decided I was going to save the world by reporting on hate groups, cults, terrorist organizations, that sort of thing. All that dedication was really helping my career at the Peach River Gazette, with breaking news on the closing of a forty-year-old restaurant. 

	On returning from my interview that morning, I tried to pitch it to my editor as a ‘portrait of a town on the edge of the new dust bowl’ but that went as usual. 	
	“It’s a bit grim.” He said with a single gently raised eyebrow. 
	“Is that a bad thing? Isn’t the situation grim?” 
	“I dunno Dan, I think it’s just too much opinion to be inserting into a news report.”

	I leaned back into my chair, unable to hide my displeasure. Greg, ever the diplomat, pretended not to see that. No point in making a fuss about disagreements when the two of us made up half the remaining Gazette team, and I was the only one still full-time. 
	“The auditions just opened for the Peach Days talent show, would that be more to your liking?” 
	“Sure, Greg. Why not.” The coffee maker coughed loudly in the kitchenette before trickling into the urn, sounding eerily like a weak trail of piss. 

	“How’s the uh… radio thing you’re doing?”
	“The word you’re looking for is podcast.” I tried to sound polite when I said it, but it still came across too flat and betrayed the impatience I felt at his archaic vocabulary, to match his Paleozoic ethos. However, I felt some shame as he clearly caught that and looked down at his desk, just wet with embarrassment. 

	I wondered for the millionth time if he felt the meaninglessness of this as deeply as I did; if he had dreams bigger than this. Or did he genuinely revel in the publication of the high school soccer team's losing streak and Mother’s Day pancake breakfasts? I guess someone has to care. Maybe I would if we also acknowledged any of the things in town that were actually happening. As it was, I felt like an idle video game character repeatedly walking into a wall, while the dragon raged behind me.

	Greg let out a deep sigh, then looked back up at me with renewed pleasant neutrality. 
	“Well, I’m sure the podcast is going great. I’ll have a listen sometime.” 
	“Thanks.” I stood, tucking the chair in behind me. 
	“If anything comes my way that’s a little more action-packed, I’ll give you a call!” He sounded sincere, which was almost more depressing, but I couldn’t help appreciating it. 
	“Thanks, Greg. I’ll get the piece on the restaurant on your desk by tomorrow.” 



	Play.

· Do you have any questions before we get started?
· Um, ya are you going to quote me directly? Like can you uh clean it- clean it up a little before you publish it?
· Kinda. We get rid of the um’s and uh’s and filler words like ‘like’ but that’s about it. We can’t change what you say. 
· Right. Sorry, I’m just not great at this. 
· You’re fine. 
· Can you- Can you leave it out if I start crying?
· … 
· Right, never mind, sorry. 
· Ready to get started? 
· [sniffle] Sure.
· Ok, can you say your name and your job title for the record? 
· Karen Eva, E-V-A. I’m the co-owner of The Rustic Roost. 
· Can you tell me what’s happening? 
· Well uh, the diner is [clears throat] sorry, closing down. After four decades in business. 
· Why is it closing down? 
· We- oh gosh sorry- we’ve been trucking along. People still pass through, they need someplace to eat, that kind of thing. But you can- we can only go through so many slow years you know. Times are hard but you never really- the point is that we tried our darnest. 

	Pause. 

	I scrubbed back over, sighing. Sometimes in an interview, you feel like you have a really good quote, then you play back the recording and it turns out they changed what they were talking about three times before finishing a sentence. I scratched away at the edge of my particleboard desk, trying to remember when in the conversation I felt she got to the point. I remembered something else. 

	I’m twelve years old and it’s my birthday. We go for a pancake breakfast at the Roost and need to wait almost half an hour before there’s a table for all of us. I order a slice of cherry pie with ice cream before ten in the morning, and my teen brother gives me a Lord of the Rings illustrated guide. 

	I thought about writing about it. I thought about writing a story where the point is that this place that mattered to people on so many days was gone now. I thought about stripping the dissociation away from what that meant, really acknowledging that this place full of moments of our lives is never coming back. The ugly maroon carpet, the saloon doors to get into the dining room, the dinky fountain in the lobby that was always inexplicably populated by rubber ducks. I want hands to reach out of the paper and shake people by the shoulders and tell them I SPENT EVERY BIRTHDAY HERE UNTIL I WAS SEVENTEEN AND YOU PROBABLY DID TOO AND THAT MATTERS.

	But does it? 

· Why do you think people came here less? 
· Well you know, it’s just times are hard. I think we had maybe twice, I don’t know, I think twice as many people here about 10 years ago. Sorry. 
· Don’t be sorry. 
· …
· Go on.
· Can you remind me of the question?
· Why do you think people come here less
· Right well there’s also just not as many people in the summer time. We- you know- we used to have to hire summer staff just to keep up with all the extra mouths. But it’s been just me for a while- well me and Ben but he’s the only kitchen *coughs* excuse me, only kitchen staff. 
· Right.
· Are you gonna miss it? 
· …

Pause. 

This wasn’t especially quotable, but I’d have to make something of it. That would be my day. Maybe if I was really running dry on it I could do a man on the street interview and get someone who enjoyed going there to say something. For now I’d see what I could do with what I already had. 

Would I miss it? Was that the right word? It hadn’t been the same restaurant I had loved for so long, such that I’d missed it more when it was still alive and taunting me. Maybe that was unfair. Would I miss it.

I stared at a blank page for long enough that when my phone rang it felt like a rescue. 
“Hello?” The white noise of a car phone was immediately too loud for my the call volume. 
“Hello? Can you hear me?” Some rescue. 
“Yes I can hear you” It was my brother, Micheal.
“It’s Mike!”
“I know that.”
“Right, right. I’m just about an hour away, do you need anything from the store?” My heart swallowed itself and my eyes shot to the calendar. I maintained the upbeat slightly-too-loud monotone of brotherly conversation as best I could while I opened up the stupid calendar app. 
“I thought you were coming on Tuesday.” 
There was a pause, as he tried to figure out which one of us was crazy. “It is Tuesday.” He also kept the monotone, if with a bit of an edge. 
The app loaded. It was Tuesday.
“Right. Sorry, I knew that. Just a long day.” I did not know that. I had spent all day thinking it was Monday. This was perfect.

“Listen, do you still hide the key in the same place? I can let myself in.” I did. 
“Sorry no we had to move it cause Dad kept… its ok. Hey, how about you go get some lunch or something and I’ll meet you at the house in two hours ish?” 
“I’m gonna stop at the store and get a few beers and then I’ll just wait for you outside the house ok?”
“You d-“
“Ok perfect, I’ll see you in an hour or so. Love you! Bye!” and he hung up. The shithead. 

[bookmark: 22_Dan]I didn’t even shut down my computer properly. I just scribbled a note for Greg took the rest of my coffee and ran.
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Extract 2
[bookmark: 31_Lydia]3.1 - Lydia
How the fuck had Luna [last name] ended up in our barn that morning. Of course it had to be her, didn’t it? But why it was her was a less infuriating mystery than the how.

I lobbed another empty can at Tyler, who whacked it away with an aluminum baseball bat. He crouched into the swing with his back to the barn, and the building was as much in my focus as he was. There was something about the whole thing I couldn’t shake, it didn’t quite add up. That’s always the best part of a puzzle, when all the pieces are in play but still you’re missing something. A perfect solution waiting for you to get there, and it was in my goddamn barn.

Maybe she had lied about something, or maybe she really didn’t know how she got there. The vomit was definitely enough to convince me she’d been drinking, but had she been alone? It wouldn’t make sense for her to come in after some animal, but it made even less sense for her to get there before. Then there was the factor of how she traveled there. Peach River was too spread out for walking to be feasible unless you were already near your destination, so someone drove her here or she was already here. Who lived nearby that Luna might hang out with?

“Hey dipshit, you gonna throw the can or what?” I’d been staring.
I looked back at Tyler without expression before whipping the empty at him with full force. He was too slow.
“Ow!”
“Ha, idiot.”
He dropped the bat and came at me aiming to put me in a headlock. He really needed a different opening move, cause I was too ready and shrugged him over my shoulder so his feet came off the ground.  I twisted my head free and dropped him back away from me. He caught his footing, just barely, and I was already in a low stance shadowboxing my hands out at him.

Our hands kept blocking each other, and we were giggling at this point.
“I’m gonna kick your ass.”
It was playful, but he stopped blocking me. “Seriously, what’s going on with you?”
“I don’t know what you mean.” I took another jab towards his stomach.
“You’re thinking.”
I stopped hitting him. I didn’t say anything, but I didn’t need to. My sight pointed back towards the barn, and Tyler nodded. We walked to the new hole ripped into the wall, and entered.

He had done a good job of cleaning up after Luna, but if there was one thing I could trust Tyler to do better than me it was take care of a crime scene. Animal control had later taken care of the sheep guts and all the blood, and the cops had done nothing and helped no one. In fact they took down our tarp so we had to put it back up ourselves again when they left. All we were left to deduce with was the property damage.

I didn’t really expect to find anything new, but I had to look at it again.

Then we went to leave, and through muscle memory I made for the door. It was locked. I froze up, realizing what I’d missed.
“Tyler, the morning we found Luna, you unlocked the door right?”
He shrugged in agreement at something so obvious.
“Dude, it was locked the whole night.”
“And?”
“How did she get in when it’s bolted from the outside, and it was still padlocked in the morning?”

He stopped, his face tensing slightly as he thought it out. “She must have come in after whatever did this.”
I nodded, but there was more I didn’t dare to say.
“That’s one part of it solved.” he was eying the door I was still blocking. “That make you happy? Can we get out of here?”
“What, you scared?”
“The word you’re looking for is bored.”
“Fine. The next thing we need to figure out is where she came from. Had to be walking distance. Maybe you were right and someone she was hanging out with drugged her.” 
Tyler threw his head back and groaned, before returning to the way we came in. 
“You play Nancy Drew, I’m gonna go compress the recycling.”
“Can you check on Nana? Make sure she hasn’t pissed herself?” I called to his back. 
“Ya fine.” He was already out the door.

It wouldn’t make any sense to Tyler, it barely made sense to me, but if you’re left with nothing else, then you’ve found the answer. I had more to eliminate before I could say for sure,  so I decided to focus on the possibilities that made more sense. We locked up late that night, around 10 so no buses were running, so if she for some reason cabbed here there would have to be someone she was meeting. I could narrow that down.

[bookmark: 31_Tyler]For the second question, why her, I already knew the answer. I owed her one, a big one, and the universe decided it was time to pay up.
3.1 - Tyler
When we were kids, I heard Dad coming home all the time. Like, I heard it for real. Not just any car, his 2001 Dodge van with the bogus rear suspension. It didn’t matter what I was doing, or what time of day or whatever, I’d get up and run down the driveway. When I was really in it, I’d even call out to him, which was pretty stupid. It had been over a year since we’d heard from him. When this first started I’d come inside later and our Mom would be crying, but pretty soon she figured out how to act like it hadn’t happened. Only Lydia would follow me outside. 

She wouldn’t run after me or anything, but I’d turn around at the end of the driveway and see her walking up, holding my jacket or shoes or something. For a while I thought that meant she could hear him too but, but eventually I figured out she was just doing it for me. I started out hating her for it. She was the one who was supposed to believe me and here she was pitying me like everyone else. It only took a couple times for her to give up on trying to get me inside. I was stubborn and wouldn’t move until I couldn’t hear anything. That, and I got a little mean. 

The last time was the longest. We were eleven or twelve. Just as dinner was getting on the table I perked up and ran outside like an excited dog. I knew she would come after me. I was being an idiot.

By the time she got to the end of our stupidly long driveway I was already hollering up and down the street, looking for that stupid red car. 

“Tyler?” she shivered at the end of the driveway, holding my shoes. “Can you please come back in this time?” 
I ignored her, and it was a couple minutes before she tried again. I didn’t care. 
“Tyler?”
“Piss off.” I was sitting down at this point. 
She sighed and brought the shoes over to me.
“It’s cold. Come back in.”

I don’t know why she didn’t go back without me. She should’ve. I don’t know why she didn’t tell me she’d taken her insulin shot already and her bloodsugar was dropping. Maybe she did tell me and I just didn’t care. I don’t know.

After what felt like an hour, she started crying.
“Tyler please.”
“Go away.” I threw the shoes back at her.
“He’s not here.”
I whipped back around to her with anger I didn’t bother hiding. Who’s supposed to teach you how to not be angry all the time?  I should have noticed she was pale, and I should have noticed she was shaking, and I should have noticed she was slurring her words, but I didn’t. She never complained, and I forgot she was diabetic all the time.
She pressed on, hiccuping though tears. “Tyler he’s not coming back. I’m sorry.”
I felt far away from myself as anger took over my body.
“Maybe he’s not coming back for you!” and I lunged at her.

We would wrestle all the time, and it didn’t mean anything. In fact, even though I was taller she would beat me every time. This is the only time I can remember when she didn’t. I hit her a couple of times before I realized what was happening.

She just slumped over. It was horrible. I shook her a little, but all she could do was blink.

Lydia could have carried me up the driveway easily, even as kids, but I struggled. And I did struggle. Calling for mom the whole time. I don’t know how long it took me to get halfway up the driveway, where Nana heard me and screamed for mom to get the glucometer. Her bloodsugar was so low, Nana almost called a paramedic. Mom brought a special kind of injection full of sugar, which Lyd hadn’t had to use before or since, and it took a couple minutes before she started to look lucid.

And the first thing the idiot did was smile at me. Like I was in on her joke, like she’d won something. I ran out of the room. I ran out of the house. I ran all the way back to the road in the dark.

My shoes were still lying there- waiting for me just like Lydia. I picked them up and held them to my chest for a minute before putting them on. The sound of the car was gone, and I didn’t care. Not only did I not care, I was happy I couldn’t hear it. I was glad he was gone.

At the border where the lawn met the road, I made my stand and I yelled. He could hear me, the way I could hear his car, and I wanted him to hear what I had to say:

“Fuck you! You suck and I hate you and I hope you never come back. We don’t need you. I have Lydia and she has me. I’m never gonna be like you. You did this. I hate you. I hate you forever. Stay away from our house.” 

It’s the last time I cried. 

[bookmark: 32_Lydia]Lyd and I are almost eighteen now. So, older than our parents when we were born. Sometimes I still wonder what happened, what made him go. But I don’t wonder where he is, and I don’t hope he’ll come back. I hope he’s dead somewhere, or having a bad time. I hope he’s alone, cause we’re sure as shit not.
3.2 - Lydia
Sure I had ulterior motives, but its not like I didn’t like her and she seemed to be going through a lot. It’d be good for her, and that’d get some guilt off my plate. Probably not all of it, but some. If I knew anything about making new friends, it was this: you should get into some trouble together as soon as possible. So when trouble fell into my lap, I called Luna. 

Alex Tanaka’s step mom had really crossed a line this time. Alex kept his room pretty gross, but that shouldn’t have been any of her business. She went in and swept everything not put away, into a dumpster and the bitch set it on fire. Alex sent a picture of the literal dumpster fire to a group chat with me, Tyler, and our friend Cole. I spoke first, asking if Alex was ok. Obviously he wasn’t, but my real question was do we need to get you out of that house tonight. The answer to that was yes. I asked Cole to pick Alex up, and Cole said he was already in the car.

Mom was working the night shift this week again, so besides Nana we had the house to ourselves. When the boys got here Alex wasn’t talking much and I don’t really blame him. Cole kept saying “Alex, I’m so sorry, that wasn’t fair.” When Tyler contributed it was more along the lines of “She can’t get away with this.” Alex, using that quiet voice people only use when they’re stuck staring at a middle distance, just kept saying it was ok.

“Nope, it’s not ok.” They looked at me when I spoke. “I’m not ok with it.” 
Cole kept his hand on Alex’s shoulder “Ya it’s not like any of us are ok with this. You don’t need to be ok.”
Tyler looked at me, which was enough.
“Tyler’s right, she shouldn’t get away with it.”
Alex’s eyes focused back into the room and he looked up at me, looking kind of exhausted. “Lyd, I’ll just get in more trouble.”
I nodded, knowing he was right but not resigning to it. It was an obstacle, but not game over. “We can figure something out tomorrow.” Then I left to get Alex some water, but also to end the conversation. 

 Justice didn’t just happen in a place like Peach River, you had to do it on purpose. I could think of a hundred things I wanted to do to Alex’s step mom. Slash her tires, destroy her engine, put her stuff in a dumpster and see how she liked it- but nothing that would help. Ultimately it would all come back down on Alex, cause that’s how this worked. It’d have to be something more subtle. Alex still wasn’t saying anything.

I sat down on the other side of Alex with the cup of water. 
“Thanks”
“Don’t worry about it.”
Tyler and Cole were on about cars again, and a curtain felt drawn between them and us. I took Alex’s hand, and he squeezed mine in response. 
“Was it everything?” I wasn’t really sure what had burnt up, and that felt important to know.
“No, not like everything, everything. But a lot.” 
“Did she find your drag stuff or any-“ 
Alex looked at me suddenly “No, none of that. She didn’t like go into anything, just the stuff I left out.” 
"Ok, good.” Then after another moment “God what a cunt.”
Alex put his face into the hollow of my shoulder and just stayed still there for a minute with my arm around him. 
“I kind of hate her.” Then, “Not kind of. I hate her.” 
“I know. I hate her too. We’ll figure something out.” Not that I didn’t have enough to figure out.

Then I thought of Luna. I needed to piece together what happened with her, I needed to settle the score I owed her, and Alex needed all the help he could get. Perfect.

Cole had to leave, but I told him to come back in the morning and we’d all have some coffee and talk. I also told him to pick up Luna on the way.
“Why?” 
[bookmark: 31_Luna]“Just do it.”
3.1 - Luna
After no one answered the front door, Cole looked at me and said “They’re probably at the round table” as if I might already be familiar with the place. He ducked onto a desire-path carved out along the side of the house.

Lydia and Tyler sat out back with two cups of coffee and an ash tray, passively letting the sun coax them awake. The table was big and scratched up and weatherlogged, a plastic imitation of more expensive garden furniture but it got the job done. 

“Salutations” Cole announced as we came around the corner. 
“Who the fuck says salutations?” Lydia had her hair down. I’d never seen it down before. Tyler was slumped into a diagonal line, too big for the folding chair. He was wearing sunglasses and sparking an empty lighter over and over. 
“Having a good morning?” Cole brushed past Lydia’s attempt to poke at him. 
“Ya,” Tyler smiled at me “Nana’s still alive, nothing totaled the barn, and no one was passed out in there so I’d call that good.”
He meant it as fun, but I still felt myself shrinking. Lydia’s face showed no emotion, but she flicked him between the eyes. 
“Ow.” 
She looked back at me and over-compensated with warmth. “Good morning Luna, how are you?” 
I smiled at her, but didn’t completely relax. 

“You take milk in your coffee?” Lydia asked, getting up to the sliding door.
Cole turned to Tyler “How is he?”
“Still asleep I think, but might be up now, I dunno.” Tyler shrugged, not taking his eyes off the lighter.
“He knows where we’ll be. Luna, milk?” She tapped on the wall as she said my name, double getting my attention. 
“Yes please.” 
“Take a seat!” And she disappeared into the house. 

Cole sat down first, then gestured to a chair opposite. “Welcome to the round table,” he said with a little too much flair. I brushed some dirt and dead pine needles off the chair to keep them off my bare legs. 
“Why do you call it the round table?” I asked. 
“I’ll give you three guesses.” Tyler didn’t miss a beat, and I felt stupid.
“Ignore him. He’s already high.”
“No, I’m not,” Tyler was overly indignant, “I wait until at least 10 AM.” Then, smiling with all his teeth, “Most of the time.”
Cole looked back to me. “I dunno it’s like a King Arthur thing I think.” He looked back at Tyler “Do you remember when we started calling it that?” 
“No.” 

“Look who’s awake.” Lydia appeared in the doorway with Alex. I’d seen him around, he was hard to not notice since he was one of the only Asian kids in town, but I’d never talked to him. He didn’t look like someone whose stuff had gotten burned up last night. He looked weirdly fine.

Tyler reached into his pocket and offered up a packet of cigarettes in Alex’s direction. “Howdy howdy” 
Alex took one with a flourish and a bad accent “Much obliged brother.” He looked my way, then to Lydia and asked, “What’s Jess doing here?” I had the same question.
“Luna, and she’s cool. We’re homies now, she’s gonna help.” I blushed at the acknowledgment, though I was pretty sure no one had ever called me their homie. Lydia went to sip her coffee. Then, “Shit I forgot yours.”
Cole got up, “It’s fine I’ll get it,” and went into the house without waiting for anyone to protest, which no one did. 

Alex started patting himself down, prompting Tyler to produce a different not-empty lighter. 
“Much obliged, much obliged.” 
“So what’s the plan?” Tyler asked to no one in particular, but mostly Lydia. 
“I’m taking suggestions,” she responded, throwing her hands up and sitting back down. Cole emerged with two cups of coffee, and passed one to me. It didn’t have milk in it, but I decided not to say anything. 
“Guys, I already told you, we’re not gonna do anything.” Alex let out a puff of smoke, “Besides, I’ve decided to run away to Vancouver and become a movie star. This will be good for my memoirs.” He was being aloof, but even I could hear the edge to his voice.
Cole sat down next to me, which was odd and made me too aware of the edges of my body. 
“I mean,” Tyler offered, “if you really wanna ding her you could put in an anonymous tip that she’s a pedophile.” 
We all looked at him with various shades of unimpressed. “What?”
Lydia pressed on. “Its gotta be something where Alex has an alibi, and some plausible deniability.”
“Cut the valve on her tires?” Tyler went on, no one listening to him now. 
“What does she do for work?” Cole asked, “We could make a complaint?” 
“We should shave her head.” I was surprised to realize I had said that out loud. Lydia looked right at me, her eyebrows up. 
“Now that’s something.” 

Initially Alex didn’t like the idea, because there was no way in hell we could shave her head without her noticing. But Lydia went back to her room and brought out her copy of Paper Towns. I already knew the section she was gonna find- where the main characters put hair removal cream in some guys shampoo.
“Ya great idea, she definitely won’t immediately figure out I fucked with her shampoo.” 
Cole bit his lip in thought, revealing the extent of the dental work he needed. “What if we made it look like her mistake, or like the people who made it made a mistake?”
[bookmark: 32_Tyler]And the plan started to take shape.
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