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Pepper is nervous, and that in turn makes McCabe uneasy. The collie is not given to barking at every sound or she’d long ago have driven him insane. Up here in the mountains, they have long shared real estate with rabbits, cows, deer and sheep, and birds aplenty. Pepper learned this as a pup, learned to recognize the ambient sounds of the mountain’s many residents, and now rarely does she raise her head from her tattered old wicker basket in the corner of the cabin.

Tonight, however, her head and her hackles are raised. Her brown eyes are wide and wet and fixed on the door of his small bungalow as if trouble casts its shadow on the other side.

Sitting before the fire, the air tinged with smoke, the damp logs still crackling and spitting three hours after he set them alight, McCabe watches the dog watching the door, and cocks his own head in an effort to detect whatever might have upset his old friend. Unsurprisingly, he hears nothing but the wind. Twenty years ago, maybe even ten, he’d have stood a slim chance of competing with the dog’s hearing, but not anymore. They are both in the winters of their lives, but Pepper still has the edge on him when it comes to the senses.

Reluctantly he stands, his knees crackling louder than the logs, and puts one rough hand on his lower back, absently massaging away the dull fiery pain that settles in like a cuckoo whenever the weather turns cold. Pepper gives him a brief glance, her worried eyes reflecting the small flames in the hearth, clearly unwilling to break her concentration from whatever has her dander up, and goes back to watching the door.

“What is it, Pep?” he asks in a soothing voice. “What’s got you upset?”

The dog whines but does not look at him.

Visitors are rare during the day, and rarer still at night. When anyone does have occasion to seek his cabin out, it is seldom with good news. 

As he shrugs on his peacoat and sighs, Pepper gingerly steps from her basket and plods over to join him. She trembles slightly and McCabe doesn’t like that at all. She may be old, but he has always thought of her as fearless. He reaches down and he is alarmed when the dog lowers her head as if afraid she is about to be struck, something he has never done in all their years together. 

He frowns. “This is one of those times I wish you could talk,” he says, something he has wished often in the four years since his wife Susan passed away.

Coat fastened, he fetches his old hand-carved, bleached pine walking stick from the corner by the door and turns his attention back to the dog.

Her head is still bowed in deference to the unknown threat. As he watches her tremble, he briefly considers abandoning the idea of venturing out into the cold and giving Trooper Lyons a call instead. Then he just as quickly dismisses the notion. Lyons is a good and fair man, but he’s also a drunk and as it’s after ten on a Wednesday night, the chances of finding him sober are slim. He’d undoubtedly balk at the idea of the twenty mile drive to the mountain, especially to investigate what will no doubt prove to be little more than the result of a nervous dog’s hypersensitivity. Instead he’ll slur a few reassurances and promise to stop by in the morning. But because McCabe has unwavering faith in his dog’s ability to sense something amiss out there, he doesn’t fancy the idea of waiting that long. The wondering will keep him awake all night if he doesn’t go see what it is.

“How likely am I to run into a demon or a ghost out there, girl?” he asks the dog.

Pepper says nothing, just looks through him to the door as if, merely by mentioning it, he has become a ghost himself.

And though the old man feels silly at the note of fear pealing through him, he can’t deny that the dog has him more worried than he’s accustomed to being. The last time he saw Pepper this alarmed, McCabe had stood up from the supper table and followed her outside into the fine spring evening, where he found his wife lying prostrate in the yard, her heart as dead and cold as the rocks upon which she lay, her laundry basket turned on its side, the freshly laundered clothes strewn about her head and shoulders.

He doesn’t like to think about that now, no more than he likes the waves of terror that radiate from the dog and creep into the marrow of his old bones.

Something is wrong out there, and he tells himself that if he has any sense at all, he’ll stay locked up inside with the old girl and wait until sunup to go investigate. But then he reminds himself that people sometimes get themselves in trouble on the mountain; youngsters mostly, sometimes the occasional hiker who tries to scale the peak without doing their homework first. The mountainside is full of bottomless holes and crevasses partially concealed by shrubbery, mires disguised as weed-choked clearings, and loose shale that can go from under you in a heartbeat and send you tumbling. He’s watched many a man being airlifted off the slope, fielded questions about youths gone missing, some of whom showed up looking worse for wear, some of whom were never seen again. And every time he’d felt a twinge of guilt for not intervening, for not shooing them off the slope or at least giving them some advice on how best to proceed if they were determined to carry on. He knows it is ridiculous, of course. He can hardly be held responsible for what others choose to do of their own free will, but the fact of the matter is that nobody out here knows the mountain better than he does—he has after all, lived here for the greater part of his long life—and so he feels a sort of guardianship toward both the mountain and the people who traverse its hostile terrain. He is one of the few people who still call the mountain home, the lure of the big city too great to resist and the increasing lack of agricultural viability too great to survive. He knows the mountain is a dangerous place, but he has never really feared it, despite acknowledging that there are things about it that he can’t explain and that don’t always make sense.

But thanks to Pepper, he fears it now.

“C’mon then,” he tells the dog, and tries not to let her anxiety freeze him in place. With one last longing look back at the fire, he sighs, snatches a flashlight from its hook by the door, and opens the door to the night.

It is quiet out there. No birdsong, no bark of mating animals, no shriek of cornered prey. The slope rises greenly up to his left until swathed by a dark bandolier of beech and oak. Boulders speckle the plain around his small cabin, looking like knuckled bones in the cloudy moonlight.

Behind him, Pepper whines on the threshold, the small silver bell on her collar jingling as she reluctantly does her duty and follows her master out the door.

Troubled, he closes the door behind her, offers her a soothing word she does not, despite the acuity of her senses, seem to hear, and heads off toward the only thing on the mountain that has immediately registered as out of place: the small amber glow of a campsite somewhere up there in the trees. He assumes that if there’s something amiss, he’ll find it there. What he does not yet know is the nature of the trouble, and offers up a silent prayer to his deceased wife that he will not regret answering its call.

* * *
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The storm had come upon them without warning, a hungry, violent thing that roared in from the north, as if they’d camped on a railroad track assumed abandoned only to have a freight train barrel through in an explosion of sudden light and noise.

And now their tent was destroyed and they were lost in the dark woods, having fled in the kind of panic unique to unseasoned campers, shelter taking precedence over direction.

“Mike? Do you know where we’re going?”

“Sure, babe.”

This is the first of many lies he has told her on this trip, and he fears it won’t be the last. They’re lost, and it’s his fault—of course it is, isn’t everything?—but Mike is determined not to acknowledge the fact if only to deprive his wife of just one more reason to think less of him.

“You’re sure?” Emma yells at him over the wind and rain that sends spectral horses galloping through his flashlight beam.

The verdure weaves and dances around them in submarine symphony. They are miles from anywhere. There are only trees here, tall and stolid and dark, the forest floor soft and spongy, greedily sucking down the rain and their ill-prepared feet after months of drought. Above their heads, the canopies of the beech, poplar, and oak are thick enough to appear conjoined, relegating the lightning to startlingly bright pulses between the crowded boles. 

Mike stops, eager to go on, eager to be out of this interminable forest, but glad for the chance to catch his breath, which a quarter mile or so ago became labored and now feels like he’s pulling flaming cotton into his lungs instead of air. The hiking boots he bought just for this occasion are sawing open the backs of his heels, making each step torture. He turns to face his wife and son, knowing they need reassurance, knowing he could use it just as much, and struggles against the encumbrance of the backpack full of items that were of little enough use before the storm and are absolutely useless now, and his yellow slicker, which flaps madly as if eager to free of him. He empathizes, eager as he is right now to be free of himself and the situation into which he has thrust them. This was a mistake, and probably the last one he’ll ever make as a married man. That it was supposed to revitalize their crumbling union is only the larger part of the tragedy this trip has become. That he knew his luck would pull the rug out from under him is another. Because the last time he can remember his poor luck changing to any substantial degree, he was three weeks shy of his thirty-first birthday, still living with his parents, unemployed and flirting with alcoholism as a way to subvert his loneliness, when he answered the door to a perky blonde, her pretty face glowing with rehearsed Republican charm as she espoused the benefits of reelecting George Bush Sr. It had taken uncharacteristic levels of courage and impulsivity for him to ask out a girl he knew was so far out of his league they likely didn’t share the same quality of oxygen, but it had to have been pure luck, or some other strange upset in the mechanics of the universe, that had made her response an affirmative one. Luckier still that he hadn’t blown it on their subsequent dates, that she hadn’t seen—or that she chose to ignore—the insecurity that hounded him like a starving dog he’d been foolish enough to feed and now couldn’t shake.

That blonde is not as pretty now, and he knows not all of that can be blamed on the weather. Her red slicker clings to a body made shapeless by the years, the disappointment, and the stress of being married to a man crippled by the ever increasing weight of his own failure and unrealized dreams. Her hair, which has lost its luster and faded in synch with her expectations of him, is pasted to her pallid face, but not enough to hide the doubt from eyes made darker by the shadow of his presence in their marriage.

“I think so, yes,” he tells her, and even to his own ears it sounds like a “no”. But the lies seem to come easier the deeper into the woods they go, and he doesn’t care if they’ve become as transparent as the rain-horses riding through their flashlight beams. He can see on her face and in her posture as she hugs herself against the relentless battering of the storm that she recognizes the lie, but knows better than to challenge it, especially when she is not the only one who might suffer from its exposure. With a smile of feeble wattage, she turns away from him and drops to her knees on the sodden, steaming carpet of dead leaves. Cody, their thirteen-year-old, who has been trailing them soundlessly and with a complete and enviable absence of worry, finds her face with his flashlight beam.

The boy smiles, and as he looks from his mother’s face to the storm-wracked woods around them, Mike sees the twin sparks of wonder in his son’s eyes, and feels a tightening in his throat. The boy has a spirit he could not possibly have inherited from his parents, the genesis of his cheerful disposition an equal mystery. Tears prick the corners of Mike’s own eyes and he does not bother to sleeve them away. The rain will excuse them. 

I don’t want to lose my son, he thinks.

Whatever Emma is saying to the boy is lost in a peal of thunder that sounds like the roar of some forest god enraged by their intrusion, and even as Mike winces against the violence of it, he tries to read in Cody’s face the impact of Emma’s words.

I don’t want to lose my boy, he thinks, don’t take him from me. The dread that lies like a cold hard stone in the pit of his belly is a wicked thing, an ever-present thing, and with it comes an irrational certainty that whatever his wife is saying, it is designed to undermine the child’s confidence in his father’s ability to see them through this nightmare.

Worse, he knows such speculation may be depressingly close to the mark.

It’s time we had a talk about Daddy, he imagines his wife telling their child. It’s time for you to realize the sad truths we’ve been keeping from you. First of all, we’re lost because your father thought taking us into the wilderness would somehow keep us together. But it won’t, because I hate him, and in time, you’ll learn to hate him too. But don’t worry; I plan to get us both away before he can destroy your life like he did Mommy’s. That is, if we don’t die out here first.

Cody picks that moment to nod in agreement, compounding Mike’s paranoia, and abruptly he is reminded of his own childhood, specifically his mother’s habit of turning the volume on the TV down to nothing whenever a character started using foul language, like “damn” or “heck”, or discussing subjects she deemed inappropriate, like alcohol, or drugs, or romance. Not for your ears, Mikey, she would tell him, and he would wait impatiently for the sound to come back. Sometimes the silence only lasted until the scene changed, or until the commercials. Sometimes his mother would get distracted and forget to turn it back up at all, and he would be sent to bed with a headful of questions about what those characters might have been discussing that was so terrible he’d been forbidden from hearing it. He would learn it all in the schoolyard when the other kids discussed the latest episodes of Hawaii Five-O and Bonanza, and he would laugh right along, pretending he was one of them, knowing he wasn’t. Since then, he has been an outsider, and he is made intrinsically aware of that feeling again now as he stands watching his wife counseling his son in a dire situation of Mike’s own making, helpless to do anything but hope he’s wrong about the weight of their words.

As the thunder rolls away into the woods to the left of them, Emma touches the boy’s cheek and rises. As she approaches Mike, she folds her arms again—a natural reaction to the hostile weather, but also, according to their marriage counselor, a defensive posture, the manifestation of which seems directly proportional to her proximity to her husband. When she reaches him, he sees that she is shivering.

“Is it safe to be out here with all this lightning?”

“It’s not like we have a choice,” he says. “But we’ll be fine.”

“Well, whatever the case, we should keep going,” she says, a bead of rain suspended from a nose the cold has made red and raw.

He nods. “I think we should be close to the campground offices. Can’t be more than ten, twenty minutes from here.”

She looks at him for a long moment before speaking again. “What makes you think that?”

It’s a question he had hoped she wouldn’t ask, because the truth is that he doesn’t think that, has no idea how far they are from anything except lost. The truth is that he knew an hour ago, right around the time he felt the ground begin to rise ever so slightly upward instead of down, that they had gotten completely turned around. The campground offices were in a small valley between the hills. This much, he remembered. If they were headed the right way, the going would have been easier because they’d have been on a decline. The trees would have thinned out too, but the longer they walk, the denser the woods become. The reality, as terrible as it is, is that, yes, he has them well and truly lost, probably miles away from anyone who might be able to help, and all he’s doing now is walking in the hope of finding a cabin, or a lodge, or any kind of shelter.

He knows Emma knows this too, and that the long look she gave him was her way of parting the veil of his deception and looking at the complete truth of the matter for herself. He decides the best thing to do is to change the subject, and what better subject than the one that’s hanging over them as heavy as the storm.

“About earlier...” he says.

She shrugs, but does not meet his gaze. “Forget it. You were upset.”

“Yeah, but still, I shouldn’t have snapped at you. It wasn’t your fault. The tent was a cheap piece of crap anyway.”

The slight smile is very slight indeed, but more than he hoped for, so it will do just fine for now. “Yeah, it was. I did try to tell you that. Made a better kite than a tent.”

The levity, here in this frightening, storm-washed darkness, is so unexpected and so desperately needed, he bursts out laughing. Cody, still enthralled by the hissing, weaving, thunderous woods around them, looks in their direction and smiles. Such a happy child, he thinks. So unflappable. He didn’t get that from me. But in the extensive catalogue of his failures, he’s thankful that he can at least count his son as a success, a good thing, the one bright spot in the Rorschach pattern of his uneven life, even if ultimately he cannot find a way to keep them all together.

And yet you didn’t want him here. This is yet another unpleasant truth. It isn’t that he doesn’t love the boy, because he does, more than anything. It was just that he’d wanted to be alone with Emma, to get her out of the quagmire of routine of which their son was an integral part, and to discuss with her the kinds of pressing issues not meant to be spoken aloud around children for fear of shattering their illusion of familial security. That she had insisted on bringing Cody with them gave the impression that she wasn’t nearly as enthused at the idea of being alone with him as he’d been. Even his choice of destination had left her nonplussed.

“If you want to take a trip, why don’t we go to a resort somewhere and enjoy a little luxury for a while?” she’d said, and even now he can’t say why that had rankled so much. Perhaps it was the implication that she had never enjoyed luxury with him and would have embraced the opportunity to do so. Either way, it has been a disaster from the start, and nothing that’s happened since has improved the quality of the situation. Until now.

Emma’s smile has grown, just a bit, but these days that might as well be a brilliant lighthouse beam in the dark, scalding away the shadows, at least for a little while. It gives him hope, however tenuous, that maybe things can get better.

“It sure did fly, didn’t it?” he says, and pictures their miserable old tent, picked up from the clearance section at their local Wal-Mart for a song. Less than five minutes into the storm, and with the sound of staggered applause, the wind tore it free of the pegs and sent it flying away like a pterodactyl to tangle itself high in the canopy above their heads, where it flapped and twisted and snapped like a creature chastising them for trying to keep it tethered. In retrospect, the image was comical, but at the time, exposed to the sudden shock of the cold rain and biting wind, and yet another goddamn disaster in a year, a life, replete with them, his initial reaction had been to blame Emma for not hammering the pegs in deep enough. If he was honest, he still believed that, but if accountability was the game du jour, then he’d already beaten her by a wide margin. She might have lost the tent; he had gotten them lost. And considering his fears about the fragility of their marriage, it had been foolish to rebuke her for anything at all.

“Have you checked your phone?” she asks.

“Yeah. I’ve been keeping it off to save the battery, but I checked it about ten minutes ago. Still no signal. That was kind of the point of coming here, but it sure doesn’t help us much in a pinch, does it? How about yours?”

“Left it in the car. Didn’t think we’d need it.”

The idea of the battered old Toyota (itself so cheap and old, it has contributed to multiple instances of Mike’s bad luck) with its shelter and warmth, is like an oasis to Mike. In daylight, he figures it might even be visible from here, but at night, with the storm raging around them, he might as well have parked on the moon.

“What about that compass app thingy you downloaded for Cody?”

“It would need to know our location via the GPS,” he says. “And if we had the GPS, we’d have the location, and we wouldn’t be lost.” As the words leave his mouth on a cloud of staggered vapor, he realizes they represent the first honest answer to the question she asked in the beginning, and his smile fades. “I’m sorry,” he says, wincing as a fresh gust of wind sprays rain into their faces. “I messed up.”

She chooses not to acknowledge his confession, and that is somehow worse than if she had. It suggests her expectations of him are right where he has always feared they would one day end up, and where they themselves are now: somewhere south of nowhere.

“Let’s not let Cody hear that, all right? I don’t want to scare him.”

He nods his agreement. “I don’t think we have anything to worry about there. If anything he seems to be enjoying this.”

“Well, you promised an adventure. Looks like he’s having one.”

It was supposed to be an adventure for them all. A more stable, more carefree couple might still have been able to view it as one. But stable they are not, and labeling this an adventure now would only be a form of denial.

“I still can’t believe it’s even possible to get lost in this day and age,” she says.

“People get lost all the time.” 

“I know, but...” She gestures helplessly at the dark theater of their surroundings, her flashlight illuminating the sinuously moving boughs above their heads. “We didn’t camp that far from the trail, did we? I mean, shouldn’t it have been easier to find? How did we go so far off track?”

There is no accusation in her tone, but his conscience is a lot less forgiving. He had, in actual fact, disregarded the suggestion (warning) from the camp attendant in favor of a more out of the way (prohibited) area, a more great outdoorsy (unincorporated) place rather than the large, fenced-in patch of worn earth they would have had to share with two other couples (both of whom had had much more impressive tents and so were probably safe and dry right now). In his youth he’d gone camping with his father a few times, and those occasions were some of the best moments of his life. He had hoped in keeping with the wildness of the location, he could recreate the spirit of those cherished trips, could reproduce with his own family the bond he’d forged with his father. Back then you didn’t need to book a place, or get anybody’s permission. You just geared up and went hiking until you found the perfect spot to set up stakes. The real, honest-to-goodness camping experience. And if something went wrong, well, that was part of the adventure too. 

But now, in place of adventure, there was only misery and panic that increased exponentially with every mile they covered. 

“After the tent blew away,” he admits, “I thought I was leading us back to the trail. I guess I got turned around.”

“Should we try to find a shelter, maybe under one of the bigger trees? Maybe light a fire or something? We’ll freeze out here.”

“We’re under the only kind of shelter this part of the woods offers and we’re still getting soaked. Best to just keep moving for now, like you said. I’m sure we’ll come across a ranger station or something sooner or later.”

“A ranger station? We’re in Hocking Hills, Mike, not Yellowstone. How much research did you do before you dragged us up here? You’re more likely to find a moonshine still here than a ranger station.”

“Hell, right now I’d settle for that.” When she doesn’t return his smile, he continues, “But seriously, there are a few cabins around these woods. We saw one of them on the way up here, remember? We’re sure to come across one if we soldier on a bit further.”

“Cabins, sure,” she says, and gives a slight shake of her head, “Which begs the question why you didn’t just book one of those instead of insisting we rough it.”

And there it is. This time there was no attempt to keep the resentment from her tone. Gone is the levity, the ceasefire, the pretense that anything is going to be all right. Juliet slamming the window shut on poor old Romeo. And now he knows they have to keep moving, have to find a way out of this damn weather and this predicament, because with every hour that passes in these godforsaken woods, they are getting more and more lost, the rift he had hoped to heal widening with every step they take in the wrong direction. The storm is softening the walls of his marital house, the rain implanting mold beneath the plaster, and soon it will weaken them, force them to crumble until the whole place comes crashing down. 

“Sorry,” he mutters too low for her to hear over the wind that makes the trees sound as if their branches are laden with snakes. He turns and manages half a step before Emma’s hand slams down on his shoulder, startling a cry from him, her nails digging into his flesh through the thin protection of his slicker. Hissing pain through his teeth, he turns and sees her face has turned white, whiter than before. She has become a ghost with coals for eyes, and fear colder than the wind, colder than the rain seizes him, just as it appears to have seized her.

“Emma, what—?” 

“Cody,” she all but screams at him, the rain streaming down her face making her look as if she’s melting before him.

His confusion evaporates as he looks over her shoulder.

The boy is gone. 

* * *
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“He can’t have gone far,” he tells her, struggling to keep the panic from his voice.

“Really?” She has fallen into step behind him, one hand clutched on his backpack to steady herself as she makes her treacherous way across the deadfall. It has the effect of adding her weight to his already cumbersome load. “So finally you’ve gotten a handle on direction, have you?”

“God damn it, leave me alone,” he mutters under his breath, then curses when his foot comes down in on a patch of ground that’s not ground at all, but a water-filled hollow. Cold water seeps into his boot up to the laces. The burst blister on his heel catches fire.

Lightning flares, turning the tree trunks to stone and sending thick spears of shadow into the cobalt spaces between them, but they reveal nothing to Mike but more felled trees, scrub, and waterlogged forest floor.

As they march back the way they came, pausing every few seconds in the lulls between flares of lightning to lance with their flashlight beams the boil of the steaming dark, Mike knows it’s time to give up, not on the boy, no, never that, but himself. All that matters now is finding Cody and getting them all out of here. And once he does—what then? Divorce, probably. He’s tired, just as worn out as Emma, and just as sick of trying so hard for little reward. He may be naïve in certain ways, but he’s far from stupid. And a man would have to be some kind of dumb not to be able to read the signals his wife has been sending him for the past eight months. She’s done, and if he had any sense at all, he’d be done too. All this trying to make her change her mind about him, about them, has done nothing but make him appear sad and desperate, which he is, and it’s exhausting, and it makes him hate himself.

Sometimes, it even makes him angry, though he’s never quite sure at whom that anger is directed.

Right now, she’s making it a little easier to for him to focus that anger.

He stops to wait as she clamps her flashlight between her knees, raises her hands to cup her mouth, and cries out the boy’s name. He has already told her Cody won’t hear her over the storm, but she’s a mother, and mothers don’t listen to anything but their own hearts when it comes to their children. 

As he sweeps his light across the boles, fear twists his guts. They will find the boy—he knows this, has to believe they will—but this interim, the waiting until they do, is terrifying. Their attention was only away from the boy for a few minutes, so he truly believed what he had told Emma: The boy could not have gone far. Probably just snuck behind a tree to take a whizz, in which case moving further away from where they’d been was probably an even worse idea.

“Emma,” he says, when she pauses to take a breath to power another cry for the boy.

She looks at him, eyes dark with anger, electric with fear. “What?”

“We shouldn’t go any further.”

“We have to find him. We have to find where he is.”

“I know.” A wild gust of wind strong enough to make him stagger drowns out his words, and he waits for it to abate. We’re doing everything wrong. Pulling his hood tight against his face to protect himself from the needling of the icy rain, he tries again. “I know, but I figure he just went to find some privacy so he could take a leak, maybe.” Please let that be it.

Hope reduces some of the darkness in her eyes as the idea takes hold. “So what do we do?”

“We go back to where we were and wait there. If he comes back and we’re not where he left us, we’ll lose him for sure.”

She nods. “Okay, but let’s hurry.”

He does, and together they retrace their steps for a second time. At least this time, they know where they’re going. Along the way, in a stroke of luck Mike is almost afraid to acknowledge lest it reverse itself out of spite, the rain begins to ease off, the wind to lessen to a bluster, like an belligerent drunk losing steam. And by the time they reach the spot where they last saw Cody, the area memorable only because of a half-buried sandstone boulder protruding from the mud and deadfall like the shoulder-bone of a felled giant, the rain stops completely. Mike yanks down his hood and takes a deep breath, as if they have spent the past few hours not in a storm, but underwater, and leans back against the boulder, grateful for the temporary reprieve from the backpack’s weight. 

“So, where the hell is he?” Emma asks, and when he looks at her, he sees the anger has returned. He watches her pallor deepen as the storm clouds scatter, uncovering a three-quarter moon that somehow looks as stained and wretched as the boulder upon which he rests. Unzipping his windbreaker and shrugging off the pack, he raises a hand. “Just a second.”

Her body thrums with impatience. “You’re just going to sit there?”

“My feet hurt. Trust me, he’ll be here. We just need to wait.”

She stares at him for a moment. It only takes another one for her to be in his face. 

And at last, the dam breaks.

“Wait? Trust you? Neither of those suggestions sound reasonable to me, Mike. We’ve been waiting for hours for you to show some sign that you’re even slightly capable of getting us out of this mess, despite there being no evidence of you being able to do anything of the kind as long as we’ve known you.”

We. Mike wonders if perhaps his earlier paranoia about what she might be saying to the boy was not so misguided, after all.

Her voice is very loud in the eerie stillness left in the wake of the storm.

“And: trust you? That’s all I’ve ever done, Mike, is trust you, and look where it’s gotten me. I gave up my job because you promised to take care of me, even though I loved being a teacher. You said ‘trust you’ then too. I look forward to the vacations you promise you’ll get us with your bonus every year but those vacations never happen because the fucking bonuses never happen. And I’m still waiting for you to take care of me. But instead what I get is you forever looking at me waiting for me to tell you everything’s all right, that I’m happy with you, that nothing’s your fault. All you want are reassurances that I still love you, that I’m happy with you, when you’ve never been able to provide good enough reasons for that to still be the case. You moon about looking as if you believe nobody should love you.  And maybe you’re right.”

The color has returned to her face, the fury warming her from the inside out. Her breath steams in her face as she rages; her eyes glitter like elliptical shards of volcanic rock. “So here I am, a prisoner of my own cowardice, trapped in a marriage of habit, forty-seven years of age with my looks gone to shit, my weight all over the place, and I’m stuck in these goddamn woods with you. My son is missing, none of us even wanted to be here. I fucking hate the woods, Mike. I don’t know how many times I’ve told you that, but because you like them, here we are, and now that it’s gone to shit like everything else you touch, you’ve been looking at me with your sad eyes for hours hoping I’ll take pity on you and as usual tell you it isn’t your fault. Well, you want to know something, Mike? It damn well is your fault. Every time you fuck up, it’s your fault, because you’re a gutless piece of shit who makes life miserable for everyone because that’s all you know how to do. You waste away at a job you despise, transferring calls to everyone else because—and I swear this should be your motto—“It’s Not Your Department”. And I hate it, Mike. I fucking hate the way you suck the life from me. I hate the way you mope around depending on me, and on Cody, to make you feel better about yourself, and to make for you your excuses for the way you are, and I hate...I...” Breathing hard, she shakes her head and brings her hands up to cover her face. Then she turns away from him, her body convulsing as she begins to sob. 
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