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Jessica Simpkiss

Until we pulled onto the road that ended in a gravel cul-de-sac with the house that had defined my childhood tucked into the thick tree line, nothing looked familiar. We drove slowly past the final left-hand turn, and as we did, the memories of waiting for the school bus at the corner by the green electrical box flooded my mind like the releasing of a dam. My unsteady lips pathetically translated the overflow of memories into a series of incoherent grunts and grumbles, my left arm shooting across the front seat of the car almost smacking my husband in the face to indicate we’d missed the turn. My stomach sank deeper and deeper as we crept closer to the house at the end of the cul-de-sac.

We drove the length of the remaining road in silence with the windows down as if we were listening for someone or something that might be calling me home. Even though we were well into fall, the last warmth of summer air quietly seeped into the car, my skin sticky with heat and anticipation. The car crept along into the mouth of the cul-de-sac and came to rest at the grassy edge.

My husband fumbled with his phone while I sat restless, our bodies contorting as we tried to gain the best viewpoint of the surrounding landscape.

“Is this it?” he asked. “The house number is wrong.”

I twisted in my seat until my eyes found the mailbox; the weatherworn metal house numbers hanging precariously upon their rusted nail. Right or wrong, the mailbox stood erect in a very familiar ditch in which I distinctly recalled my mother and younger sister racing out of when mom hit a nest of yellow jackets while planting spring flowers for my grandmother one year; the aftermath of which left both mother and child looking like they’d been hit by the chicken pox.

“This is it,” I huffed, as I swung the door open and stepped into the long, wavy grass, my eyes finally falling upon the small colonial-styled house tucked gently into the tree line behind it. The house itself looked tired; the shutters drooped, and the paint was running away from the siding in places. The red door had long since been drained of its vibrant color by the eastern exposure to the rising sun. The shrub under the bay window had been left unattended and was creeping over the windowsill, the leaf tops like little prowlers cautiously looking through the glass. The acres of unkempt grass flowed in the wind like waves on the sea and whistled as it moved.

Years had passed since my last visit, the truth which now ate at me. What had once been the center of all our family memories was now just a rotting, rundown house where my grandmother had died alone. Every happy memory that had been created in this place had faded in the years since her disappearance, and now it was just a house that robbed me of my childhood and my family of their peace. 

We walked down the long gravel driveway, the crunch of the stones beneath our feet echoing through memories I had worked hard to forget—the thought of remembering the happiness of this place felt like a lie; like a betrayal. We traded the harsh crunch of the gravel for the soft swaying grass and floated on top of it to the lake’s edge. How many times had I swum in this lake; watched my father shoot fireworks from the boat on his lake; skipped rocks on this lake? I looked around at the wood line and remember the trail we used to follow to the farmer’s pasture to torment the cows behind the fence, the creek my brother and I use to dig for gold in, the mini-golf course my father had set up for us, how she and I would pop pansy seed pods under the bay window for hours. 

In the stillness of the day, the rustling grass almost sounded like children’s laughter. Almost, but not quite. The sound of gravel crunching under tires interrupted the overflow of memories I could not forget—reminding me that her disappearance was the constant sound of crunching gravel in all our lives.

By dinner, everyone that was coming to pay their respects to the matriarch of the family had trickled into the sullen house, wearing their excitement of being together again after all the years apart like paper-mâché masks that had gotten wet and were beginning to sag, waiting to be tossed in the trash. Polite conversation was forced and swallowed by the strangers sitting together around the house; their only common thread the blood bubbling through their veins. 

My mother roamed aimlessly, assessing the scale of the job she had in front of her. Aunt Becca gulped glass after glass of wine, growing louder as she did. Uncles conversed with each other about football or baseball, and my cousins all sat silent, faces buried in smartphones. My aunt Meredith caught me in the sitting room and wanted to reminisce about the last time we’d each seen my grandmother. I tried to indulge her, but I honestly could not remember when I had last seen my grandmother, which made the thought that I’d never see her again even more painful. Just as the stinging pangs of guilt and sadness began to grip the back of my throat, I heard shouting coming from the kitchen.

“Are you fucking kidding me!” The voice was deep and enraged, booming like thunder.

Anyone that had been attempting to ignore the accelerating altercation could no longer overlook what was happening, what everyone knew was coming when we were all trapped under one roof. While her disappearance in the summer of 1982 had shattered all of our worlds, it was the aftermath of blame and guilt spread thickly over the years of everyone’s life who’d been there that day that broke our family into the shattered pieces that could no longer stand the sight of one another. I often found myself considering her to be the lucky one as she had escaped this hell we’d all been living in for over thirty years—but I always immediately regretted the thought and hated myself for even thinking it—even if there was some truth behind it.

“Are you insane,” my Uncle Bobby yelled at her from across the kitchen. My Aunt responded with a ‘pift’ sound escaping her lips and a dainty wave of her hand like she was shewing away a pesky cat.

“How do you sleep at night?” he yelled again, as he moved closer to her. We all knew the answer to the question was ‘in a drunken stupor.’ “How do you sleep with that man next to you, knowing that his ... your own flesh and blood? How do you fucking do it?”

His thoughts and words were half put together, but we all knew their meaning. He was asking a question that all of us had asked for thirty years but never received an answer to, at least not one that we could collectively stomach. 

“He didn’t do it!” My Aunt Becca yelled as her lips quivered. “He’s a good boy,” she slurred.

I looked at my husband, his face covered in utter shock at the display of dysfunction before him. His family was far from the Cleavers, but the sheer hatred that was now out in plain sight was more than he had expected. My attempt to warn him of the level of brokenness I was a part of had failed.

“Where’s Lucas now?” I did not recognize the voice, but it’s inflection indicated that they already knew the answer.

“That’s not his fault either, he was just in the wrong place,” Aunt Becca spat, unwilling or unable to address the common thread running through her statements. 

I slunk away from my husband’s side without so much as a tap on the arm to let him know that I was attempting an escape. My movements were slight and calculated, desperate to flee without pinning the room’s attention on myself.

“Where are you going?” my uncle catcalled, having seen me slip from my place next to my weary husband.

I turned to face the crowd, two dozen eyes on me now, all asking the same question without saying a word. We had been the closest of the cousins. We would call each other sister rather than cousin, neither of us having any siblings of our own to give the title to. We’d all been playing hide and seek in the woods over the 4th of July weekend when she disappeared, leaving every adult begging their children for answers we did not have.

“And?” I answered sarcastically.

“Well,” Aunt Becca started again as she struggled to remain upright, her eyes glossed over, disguising any true emotion she may have had left.

“Does me telling you that I saw her with Elliott change anything? She was always with him. He was in love with her!” 

And that was the truth. She had made the poor little neighbor boy from down the street fall desperately in love with her, even at their young and impressionable age. You could tell by the way he looked at her, the way his blood pumped into his otherwise pale cheeks at the site of her. There was no question that he was madly in love with her. And even though she may have been too young or naive to understand the depth of his love, deep down she loved him too. 

I turned and walked out the front door, leaving my husband to fend for himself amongst the wolves, the disdain in the air still trying to strangle me as I went. Once on the front porch, the glint of moonlight reflecting off the lake caught my eye, reminding me of times when she and I had snuck out of our beds to chase fireflies along the water’s edge. Somehow, Elliott always knew when we had absconded and would join us on our hunt. Maybe he was always there, waiting for her, but the thought had not occurred to two little girls who snuck out of their beds for a night of mischievous merriment. 

I reached the water’s edge frenzied and out of breath, the image of fireflies having faded, leaving me with nothing but the gentle lap of the lake against the bank. I crumpled into a ball on top of the wet grass, the creatures of the night signing to each other in the dark, listening for our youthful laughter lost somewhere in the middle of it.

“Addy?” a deep voice called from behind me. I turned, offering only my profile to him, laughing to myself. Even after the many years that had passed between us, he still somehow knew when one of us was sitting by the lake.

“How bad is it?” he asked when I didn’t respond.

“So bad that I’d probably be disowned if anyone saw me sitting here talking to you.” We both laughed at the prospect of being ousted from such dysfunction. I would welcome the sweet release from such insanity, but they were family, and as such, I was stuck with them.

“Well,” he started. “I don’t want to cause you any more trouble than I already have if that’s the case.” He stood to go, the long grass rustling against his legs as he moved.

“Elliott,” I called out to the outline of his shape in the moonlight.

“About tomorrow ...”

“I know,” he confirmed before disappearing further into the darkness as the stitch of guilt surged in the back of my throat. It was hard to ask the man that had helped watch over my grandmother and keep her company in her later years when none of us were able or willing to. After she disappeared, everyone except my grandmother and him had fled as far as we could get from this place and the nightmares it had created. Seldom had any of us returned, haunted by a ghost that now wondered the woods we’d played in as children. He’d never even left the house he grew up in, the house the three of us had spent years playing in.

***
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THE SMELL OF FRESH ground coffee pulled me from my restless state, the empty space in the bed next to me cold with time. The house was quiet, but I knew it would not last. I lazily slinked out of bed and made my way to the kitchen, the antiqued floorboards screaming out from underneath my feet as I moved.

I found my husband standing at the kitchen sink, sipping the coffee that had roused me, staring out the small rectangular window into the backyard. I felt horrible for having left him for dead while I escaped the night before and hoped he hadn’t fared too poorly in my family’s company.

“I don’t even remember getting into bed last night,” I said, sidling up to him, palming his coffee mug and drinking in the powerful, dark liquid. 

“Preston carried you in around two,” he mumbled, taking his mug back and handing me my own.

“I didn’t even know he was here.”

“I think he’d just gotten in a little before that. He said he went for a walk to smoke and found you asleep in the grass by the lake.”

“How bad was it after I left?” I asked, not really wanting to know the answer but feeling obligated to at least ask, consider-ing that I’d abandoned him.

He didn’t answer, at least not with words. He spun around slowly, pointing at two trash bags perched precariously against the lower cabinets, half stuffed with pizza boxes and topped with bottles of every assortment.

“That good,” I murmured, envisioning what he must have been subjected to as the family mainlined booze until the wee hours of the morning.

“I’m going to grab a shower,” he said, kissing me on the forehead before disappearing down the hallway.

I poured another cup of coffee and walked out on the deck overlooking the backyard. There was a light breeze, but the air was still hot for late September, maybe adding to everyone’s agitation. I looked out over the railing to the pitiful condition of the land around my grandmother’s house, wondering how long it had been since anyone had mowed it or how long had it been since someone had cared about mowing it; my childhood memories lost between the tall grass and prickly weeds that stretched the entire expanse of the yard. 

The faint sound of tapping against glass beckoned to me from above. I turned and shaded my eyes from the sun’s glare against the house, eventually noticing the silhouette of my mother in the attic window. I did not envy the job she had ahead of her. My mother was the oldest of my grandmother’s five children and had been the closest to her, therefore earning her the responsibility of seeing to the disposal of her mother’s estate. 

I climbed the rickety staircase to the attic, each riser screaming out under the weight of my foot, reminding me of how as children we had all been terrified to even look up the narrow staircase after dark, much less climb to the top, for fear that a monster might be lurking in the space we could not see waiting to pull us into the cobweb-ridden attic and eat us alive. What I would have given to meet my childhood monsters now, instead of the living ones that had replaced them.

The attic smelled like her, which was odd and comforting at the same time. The minimal amount of light that snuck in through the dirty windows danced with the dust that my mother had kicked up by moving boxes as she fluttered around the space. 

“So,” I started, gulping more coffee after finally getting a good look at the truckload of junk we had inherited. “What’s the plan Mom?’

“I’m not sure dear,” she said, coughing as the dust bunnies began to gather in her throat. “Right now, I think we just need to open everything up and see what’s what.”

It was too soon to be too pushy, so I left my mother’s comment as it was instead of pushing her toward the understanding that most likely all of these boxes were destined for the dumpster. She must have known it, I thought, as I began opening boxes of old Christmas decorations, old clothes, old paperwork—old everything, left up here to be forgotten, kind of like my grandmother herself had been. 

The first box I opened that held any hope of being saved from the trash was filled with old pictures, which had been thrown in the box without any discernable order or grouping, random events and memories from my mother’s youth left to rot in the dampness of the attic. I thumbed through the pile on the top, pulling up gems like my Uncle Bobby dressed as a clown for Halloween, my Aunt Meredith standing next to a Christmas tree, my Aunt Becca at what looked like prom. She’d been so beautiful at one point in her life, I thought as I looked closely at a younger version of her; the her from before the drinking, the her from before the loss of a child. Grief crawled over my skin like thousands of swarming ants I was unable to shake free. I’d not had kids of my own, at least not yet, but I think every woman’s body has the ability to understand what that loss might feel like.

Something squeaked and shuddered in the box as I reached in for another handful of memories. I knew it was most likely a mouse, my arm already uncontrollably convulsing, knocking the tattered box off the small table, the pictures spilling out like a waterfall, crashing to the ground and ricocheting in every direction.

The quietness of the room was stolen away by our abrupt laughter, which was really all we could do. I kicked the pile to make sure whatever had been living in them had fled before kneeling down to start sifting through them again. As I flipped through the pile, I noticed the closer to the bottom I got, the newer the pictures appeared to be; their colors still vibrant and my grandmother looked more the old woman she was at the end of her life. Several of the pictures were of just my grandmother on the back deck, the lake she loved so much spread out behind her. I flipped again and found one of her and Elliott together, genuine smiles on both their faces. 

In our absence, he had stepped up, for whatever reason, and looked after my grandmother; perhaps because we had basically adopted him away from his own family when he was a child, and he saw it as repayment. Even though he only lived down the street, he almost never went home when we were little. I never remember his mother calling him home for dinner. She always knew where he would be.

I flipped a few more photos right side up from the pile and found one of my grandmother and a woman I did not recognize. She was a beautiful girl with hair that did not agree with her coloring and sad eyes. Maybe Elliott’s sister, I thought to myself, ashamed that I could not remember her name now. Or maybe a girlfriend?

“Mom,” I called. “Mom, who is this?”

She squinted at the picture I held out to her as she walked toward me. She took the picture in her hand and examined it as I had.

“I think her name was Lily, a friend of Elliott’s maybe. I think he brought her here occasionally when he came to see your grandmother.”

I heard my mother’s words but did not believe them. Elliott and I had kept in touch over the years, albeit not as much recently, but he’d never mentioned a girlfriend or even a close friend that happened to be the opposite sex, and surely someone that he would bring to visit the old woman down the street would have had to mean something to him. Why else would he have brought her here?

I scavenged through the pile, looking for something I could not place, the feeling of urgency and import crawling tenderly across my exposed skin. And then, there it was, right in front of me. Smiling back at me, almost taunting me. The piercing red hair was gone, darker, more the color of a chestnut shell, but there was no mistaking the eyes. I remembered finding the police report on a dresser in the house after she’d disappeared; they marked her eyes as brown. They may as well have said her eyes were purple because they were not brown. They were the color of whiskey when the sun shone through it, a ring the color of a fading sunset surrounding them, preventing their liquidity from spilling out, ruining their entrancing pull. 

I don’t even recall if I said anything to my mother before hurdling down the stairs and out the front door. When I reached the end of my grandmother’s long driveway, I could see his house, just a few hundred feet down the gravel road, but a lifetime away as I ran toward it, never seeming to get any closer. “It’s impossible,” I repeated as I ran, because it was.

I reached his house and bounded onto the front porch, almost falling face first into the front door.

“Elliott!” I screamed. “Elliott, open the door!”

I continued to pound against the door, alternating both hands as the solid wood shook beneath them.

“Elliott!”

When there was no answer, I looked through the windows that flanked the front porch, pulling on them hoping one of them would slide open. The thought of throwing a rock through one entered and then quickly left my mind. Panicky, I looked around for some sign of life, some sign of her, but the house was eerily empty. 

I looked at my watch and realized I had less than an hour to shower and be at my grandmother’s funeral, instantly regretting making it a point of telling Elliott not to come. I found a marker in the unlocked tool shed beside the house; ‘Who is this,’ I wrote on the back of the picture and slipped it under the front door before walking back down the street, remembering the thousands of times I had made the same walk as a child with her instead of alone.

I sat in the back of the church for the service. I didn’t even go up to her casket to say goodbye. I didn’t want to remember her as a dead body lying in a box. I didn’t want that image in my head, tainting the living memories I had of her. But my mind was not really on how I would remember my grand-mother; the only thing my mind could focus on was the ghost I’d found, starting back at me from a picture tucked into a box collecting dust, begging to be forgotten. 

My husband and I drove back to the house in silence. I’m sure he assumed that my sullen demeanor was the natural sorrow I should be feeling after attending my grandmother’s funeral; I’d given him no reason to believe otherwise. I was alone in my confusion, but dragging anyone else in with me at this point would only muddy the waters further. My mind raced, asking the same questions we’d all asked ourselves a thousand times before, except now, a new question was at the forefront, one I did not necessarily want to know the answer to. Why him, why had she come back to Elliott?

“Ready?” he asked, as we sat idle in the driveway looking at the house. I didn’t want to go in, I knew the dysfunction that was waiting for us. I felt like a liar already, having insider information that would ease everyone’s pain, but I couldn’t say anything without knowing the truth. Maybe the truth would be more painful than the reality we’d been buried in since she disappeared. Maybe the truth was she was better off staying a secret, even if we weren’t. 

“If we must,” I replied, opening the door and hopping out into the damp, fall air.

The inside of the house was quiet—somber, the feeling of the calm before the storm, eggshells instead of carpet underneath our feet. The beer cans and empty liquor bottles were already beginning to pile up in the trash can and on the counters. The temperature had dropped, finally starting to feel like fall outside and someone had lit a fire in the living room, calling to everyone to congregate and talk quietly in the cozy living room.

We stood in the threshold between the kitchen and the living room, not wanting to disturb the peace of the room by cutting through it. The several gulps of wine I’d managed to get down had started to warm my belly while taking the edge of the evening. I looked around the room and saw so many faces I didn’t recognize, even though I knew who they were. Many of the cousins I hadn’t seen since they were babies, now grown and some with babies of their own. We had lost so much time as a family, so many happy memories never given the opportunity to be made for remembering. I couldn’t help but feel hopeful for future memories that might now be allowed to exist. 

I listened to the stories they all had of happier times, their recollections feeling like they described a different family on a different planet. I smiled and laughed on cue, but my ability to remember happy thoughts about my childhood in this place was hindered, unwilling to let them bleed through when it still felt a betrayal to her. I didn’t fault them for recalling their happiness, but I was reluctant to join them just yet. I needed to find Elliott first. I needed to find her.

The evening passed without incident, by some miracle, and everyone retired with both booze and remembrances on the brain. In the morning, Brian left me behind to head home so I could stay for a few more days to help my mother in formulating a plan for all of my grandmother’s possessions. There was a spring in his step as he flew down the front porch heading to the car, and I knew he was happy to be leaving my mess of a family behind him. I couldn’t blame him. 

My mother and I spent most of the morning attempting to determine what of my grandmothers was worth keeping, which proved harder for her than myself. She was her mother, after all, small trinkets and other castoffs holding more sentimental value to her than real worth. It was hard to admit that the majority of the boxes we looked through were just junk and would eventually end up rotting in a landfill, but it was the truth of the situation, the truth of most situations like this. You spend a lifetime collecting and corralling possessions that resemble memories to you, only for them to be tossed away the moment you die, death stealing the meaning from them all together.

By the afternoon, Brian had texted me that he’d made it home safely and I was already regretting my decision to stay, half covered in dust and cobwebs, having made no progress on a plan for what we were doing. The majority of the day had been spent moving boxes from one side of the attic to the other. My mother eventually retired to her room to lie down, mentally exhausted by memories of her youth. As soon as I heard her door creak closed, I sprinted through the front door and down the street to Elliott’s house. Banging on the door again, with no answer.

I must have looked mad, and probably sounded madder; the banging and shouts drifting on the wind through the cul-de-sac. When he didn’t answer, and the sides of my fists and voice could not carry on, I dropped to my knees, my eyes creeping between the gap of the door and threshold to see if the picture I’d slid under it the night before was still there. It was hard to tell in the dim light of dusk, but I didn’t see it resting on the floor where I’d left it. 

“What are you doing?” he asked, his stormy voice roaring like thunder behind me. I jumped to my feet, both because he’d scared me half to death and because I’d finally found him, or rather he’d found me. The truth was standing just behind me on the stone walkway, maybe she was even standing there with him, no longer a secret to the world.

“Oh,” I said, the exhilaration draining from my body. “It’s just you.”

“What kind of way is that to say hello to your cousin who you haven’t talked to in years?”

“Sorry,” I said, apologizing to Preston. “I thought you were Elliott.”

“Was he trying to hide from you?” He asked, obviously referring to my crouched state looking under the door when he’d found me.

“No.” My face blushed and burned. “I left him something, under the door. I was seeing if it was still there.”

“What’d you leave under his door?”

“What the fuck is this, twenty questions, Preston? Shit! What the hell are you even doing here?” I asked, frantic to change the subject.

“I was walking up to the pub to get a beer. I heard someone yelling and carrying on. Then I found you, all crouched up on the front porch.”

A beer sounded good, but food sounded even better, the thought of which made my stomach cry out in pain.

“Want to grab some dinner?” I asked. 

“Sure, but you’re buying,” he laughed.

We walked to the end of the street and at the top of the hill could already see the lights from the shopping center on the corner, the sound of loud music jumping in the air. We hadn’t had much to say as we walked, and continued on as two strangers with only memories of our childhood selves connecting us. If there was ever anyone I could tell about the picture I’d found, it would have been Preston. Despite being strangers now, we shared a bond that no one else would understand. We’d been the last two people to see her. I tried not to let myself think or feel it, but it crept in any way. Maybe we could also be the first two to see her again.

“What?” He yelled over the loud music, pieces of burger falling out of his mouth as he did, yellow mustard painted on his lips.

“Do you remember what her eyes looked like?” I yelled back, gulping down half my beer in the process. 

“Not really,” he started but continued thinking about the question as he chewed, stuffing some of my fries in his already overstuffed mouth. “I mean, kind of. They were strange, I remember that, like a goldie color.”

I stared at him through the top of my pint glass as I tipped it back, throwing the last of its contents down my throat, hoping it would give me the courage to tell him what I’d found and that he’d believe me and not laugh me out of the crowded, smoky bar.

“I found ...” I wanted to finish the statement with her. But I hadn’t found her, just a piece of her, a breadcrumb. “Can we go outside and talk, this is kind of important and I can barely hear you.”

Preston stuffed as much food in his mouth as would fit and grabbed his beer and we walked outside to the veranda. It was cold enough that there weren’t too many other patrons outside to overhear us, just a few finishing a cigarette before heading back inside.

“What is going on with you?” he mumbled through his food, slurping down his beer to help get it all down in one swallow.

Now or never, I thought. “I found something, in the attic.” The feeling of release was palpable and gave me the strength to keep going. “I found a picture of ... her.”

I explained what little information I had as we walked back to my grandmother’s house, a little drunk and with full bellies. He’d believed at least enough of what I had said to want to go up to the attic and look at the pictures I’d left in the pile. We passed Elliott’s house on the way, but it still sat black as night, hiding in the trees that secreted it from the road.

My grandmother’s house was asleep when we returned, trying to be as quiet as two half-drunk people could be, walking up one-hundred-year-old oak stairs to the dark, stale attic. Preston found the pull string for the light and soon the attic was veiled in a thin yellow haze, complimenting the dust that we’d stirred up.

I found the box of photographs right where I’d left it and dumped it onto the ground for the second time, the pictures spilling out at our feet. We scavenged through the pile anxiously, like we were kids again digging for hidden treasure, which, in a way, we were.

Finally, after several agonizing minutes, I found what we were looking for, thankful that they had actually existed and were not a figment of my irrational imagination. None of the ones I found showed her as clearly as the one I had shoved under Elliott’s door, but I knew that they were the same person. I knew that it was her.

“My mom said she thought her name was Lily, a friend of Elliott’s,” I told Preston, who was not yet convinced of the connection between the woman in the photograph and our missing cousin. He stood up, turning the photo one way and then the other, as if somehow the answer would pop out at him by doing so. 

“I don’t know Addie, it’s not a great picture,” he confessed. 

“I know, the other one was a close-up of just her face, but I swear, it was her. It almost knocked me off my feet when I flipped it over.”

I watched him as he continued to study the picture. I could see him trying to will himself into believing me, making me fear I’d only willed myself to believe it was her when it was not. Ashamed and embarrassed at this realization, I crossed the room to hide in the alcove, staring out the window at the moon’s reflection on the lake while Preston continued his examination. I watched as a piece of the moonlight broke off from the reflection, capering across the field behind the house, heading toward the woods. Maybe I’ve really gone mad, I thought, as I watched the light move and sway in the darkness. 

“Preston, come look at this,” I whispered to him as if whatever the light source was might hear me and know that it’d been caught. “Look, down there. What is that?”

Preston managed to catch a quick glimpse of the light before it crossed into the thick tree line of the woods, after which we only caught snippets of it as it moved through the darkness.

“It’s someone with a flashlight,” he said confidently.

“Who would be sneaking around in the woods this late at night?” But the question was rhetorical. Preston and I both knew that it had to be Elliott, if for no other reason than there was no one else within miles of us, leaving the chances of it being a random stranger highly unlikely. “What is he doing?” I asked, understanding the who but missing the why.

“Let’s find out,” he called from the stairs, already bounding down them with no regard for the rest of the house sleeping around us. I was outside and halfway into the yard, yelling after him before I felt the coldness of the night stinging across my face.

“Preston!” I yelled through a whisper, not wanting to alert Elliott that he’d been spotted. I broke the tree line at a full sprint, Preston already lost in the darkness ahead of me. Had we had time, one of us might have thought to grab a torch of our own, but we hadn’t, and now I was alone in the darkness of the woods. At one point in my life, I could have navigated myself around the entirety of the lakeside path in the dark with my eyes closed and both hands tied behind my back. But that had been a lifetime ago, and now I was just a middle-aged woman who was deathly afraid of the dark and even more afraid of what she might find in the darkness now surrounding her. 

The air was cold and damp, dead branches cracked under my weight as I tried to move quietly through the woods. The only visible light was cast off by the moon, sliced into pieces by the thick trees reaching up into the night sky. Had fear not been eating at every inch of my body, the scene could have been quite beautiful.

“Preston,” I called again, hoping my eyes would catch his movement in the stillness. An owl called in the distance, and something fluttered in the branches above me. I stood motionless, listening for Preston’s movements, but he’d either stopped running or was too far ahead of me to hear his footsteps anymore. The cool breeze paused long enough for me to hear the snap of a branch scream close enough to me, that had it been Preston, he would have seen me and called out when I took off, my speed increasing exponentially the closer the footsteps felt behind me.

I ran, without caution, letting branches smack against me as I did, just like I had the day she disappeared. It had been Preston chasing me then when I tripped and landed in something my young mind was just barely able to comprehend. It had been a stupid game of hide and seek, and as I ran from Preston, so did dozens of other cousins, their high-pitched shrieks sounding in the air when he’d caught them. I’d tripped on a root and landed face first in the dirt, almost knocking myself out. I’d been running so fast, the rush of fear and elation pushing me forward. No matter how real the game had felt as a child, it did not compare to the real thing.

The cold air itched in my lungs as I ran and my hands were cold. I slowed, no longer feeling the sting of pursuit against my back and I found myself alone again in the darkness, deeper in the woods and further from the safety of the house. I walked briskly toward a clearing, the moonlight leaking through the trees to guide my way. Mesmerized by its glow, I missed the root that reached out and grabbed my foot, sending me face first into the wet forest floor, yet again.

I almost missed it over the rustling of the dead leaves I found myself swimming in. At first, I couldn’t place the noise; a low, dull thudding repeating itself over and over again. But the shouts and grunts soon filled the void, and I knew that Preston and Elliott had found each other. I listened, not bothering to get up, wanting to crawl into the fetal position, like I had found her in that afternoon, the image of her lying in a heap next to a large oak tree, scraped knees, and a soiled dress, with Elliott standing over her and Lucas in a bloody ball on the ground. I’d never much cared for her step-brother, but never considered the depth of his depravity. It apparently went further than even he was willing to admit. 

I scrambled to find my legs, convinced I could outrun the images in my head, but in my haste, I found something else entirely. What had caught my foot was not a root, but something cold and metallic feeling under my hand, circular like a pipe. I crawled on the damp, dirty ground, trying to follow it in the darkness, my hands scavenging and swaying back and forth on the ground the way a blind man swung his cane.

I missed it with my hands, but my knee crashed into it as I passed over top of the small round glassed opening. I brushed as much of the grime from it as I could, but the passage of time had discolored the glass, most likely permanently. I pressed my hands together around my face trying to peer through the gritty glass, desperate to figure out what laid just underneath me, under a window in the ground, hidden in the woods behind my grandmother’s house. 

The air was still, the thudding of fists against skin having quieted, leaving only the sound of small critters in the darkness. My fingers maneuvered a latch they found underneath the lip of the glass, opening more easily than it should have for something abandoned in the elements. My mouth began to water, the way it did before you vomit. What was so important that Elliott would risk sneaking into the woods when my grandmother’s house was filled with prying eyes? Where had he been all day and where had the picture I’d slipped under his door disappeared to? The answers felt like they lingered below me in the void that had been hidden in plain sight.

The world began to spin, and I wished I would have just passed out, unable to believe what my mind already thought it knew. The cool air scraping my lungs with each shallow breath I took in. I tried to think back to what I’d seen on the afternoon she disappeared, but my memory of that day was more a memory of the thousands of retellings than an actual memory. Is it possible that we’d had it wrong all this time ... that I’d had it wrong? Had it been Elliott all along?

“Hello?” I called into the hole, the only voice to respond my own echo, calling to me in a desperate plea. If Elliott had somehow kidnapped her and been keeping her in this underground bunker, maybe she was too scared to respond, or maybe she was physically unable to, fraught with fear beyond my own comprehension. Unable to see further than the nine rungs of the ladder, I knew I had to venture further. “Hello?” I called one more time, with no response except the sound of my own voice.

The metal ladder was cold against my already icy hands as I climbed down into the darkness, but it wasn’t the cold that was making my body shiver. The moon’s glow only stretched a few feet in front of where the ladder ended. “Hello?” I whispered again into the darkness, this time even my own voice did not respond. I took a few steps but realized that without any kind of light and no clue what I was inside of or how far back it went, there was very little I could do to rescue her. I can come back, I told myself, rationalizing my desperate need to climb back up the ladder and run back to my grandmother’s house. “Is anyone there?” I yelled, my left hand already on the ladder ready to climb.

The sound didn’t come from the darkness in front of me, but from above me, the swishing of dead leaves being kicked about at a high rate of speed. Someone was running above me, toward me, toward the only exit to the hidden cavity I’d willingly climbed into. Panic sped through my body as I began to climb, the nine rungs seeming more like fifty as I moved, missing several as I clambered toward the moonlight.

The whispering of the leaves stopped abruptly, and I told myself it was Preston, confused on where I’d disappeared to. I was frozen, three steps from freedom, waiting for his face to pop into the open space above me. 

“Preston,” I whispered into the nothingness, my voice shaking and cracking, foreign even to my own ears.

No one answered before the glassed window swung over the opening, the screech of metal against metal screaming all around me, the gritty glass dimming the only light available to me. I screamed as loud as I could, not words, just screams, banging on the glass with one fist while the other held tight to the ladder. I screamed without ending, tears streaming down my cheeks and the bile I’d felt earlier desperate to flee my gut. I only stopped screaming when I saw a hand sweep over the glass, trying to clear it of the grime like I had. The hand made several passes, and then the remaining glare from the moon completely disappeared, like something had been placed over the top of the glass.

The black gave way to red and gold, as she pressed her face between her hands to look down at me. I stared up at her, looking into the eyes of a ghost; eyes the color of strong whiskey and hair the color of fire. There was no mistaking her.

“Emmi!” I cried, having forgotten that I was trapped below her. The only thing my mind could comprehend was that I was staring into her eyes, the girl who’d gone missing decades ago. I’d had it wrong this whole time, so had Preston. We’d served up our little cousin on a silver platter to the boy down the street who had loved her. I didn’t know what was more shocking, that she was still alive and had been only a few hundred feet away from us this whole time or that Elliott had duped our entire family into believing that he was innocent in her disappearance.

Our eyes were locked as I drank her in, unbelieving that the woman on the other side of the glass was the same little girl that had haunted my nightmares. I wanted to reach out and touch her to make sure she was real, hug her, tell her that I loved her, my desire to do so quickly staunched by the thick glass separating us.

“Is it really you? It’s Addie,” I cried, tears burning against my cheeks, unsure if she would remember who I was when I knew the possibility of her recognizing me did not exist.

“Everyone’s at the house again, just like old times. Let me take you home. Let me help you.”

My pleas were met with crazed laughter, her head bent back as she cackled at the moon. When she’d composed herself again, her gaze returned to me, an untamed smile stretching across her pale face framed by her mane made of wildfire. Her drunken, whiskey-colored eyes looked down at me through the glass.

“It’s your turn to hide,” she howled through the window before disappearing from my view. I let out a scream I knew no one would hear, just like no one had heard hers, the blue glow of the moon looking down at me, the only one who would know the truth of our game of hide and seek. 
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In Due Time
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Rita Mezic

She stalked through the primed ash darkness of the fields. Her thoughts were raging and tangling so fast the entire encompassment of the farm, cloaked in a bitter snowfall, was not registered by her body, naked except a silk nightgown, as the moon shone down with heavy vehemence. Though, she could not turn around. 

Never again.

Dark brown hair, thick and short like a horse’s mane, streaked behind her trembling shoulders as she ran. There was a destination, but with great fear, she realized there wasn’t any direction. Somehow, she had let go of time, in the process collapsing reason to a constant, but silent nag. She kept running, though with each step nausea struck her body like a blacksmith upon smoldering metal. But there would be no stopping. No turning back. 

Never again. 

The property was an expansive forty acres, though mostly skirted up with December snowfall. Luckily, she had charged out of the house from the front, so she only had a mile until she reached the end of the driveway. 

“Rachel!” A man bellowed from behind her. “What the hell are ya’ doing?!” Rachel dared not look back. His voice was mournful, like the moonlight against trees merely faded to nothingness by darkness. It would take one second, one glance, and she’d fall to him all over again. 

Never.

Rachel ran faster into the home stretch of the driveway, encased by trees and rose bushes overrun by poison ivy. She pushed aside the sickening feeling that begged her to stop moving, to stay put. She ignored the weakness that ached her bones. A blizzard was scheduled for that night, and into tomorrow morning. As Rachel reached the first split toward the main road, a pothole-riddled Captree Street, she realized it was pointless to hope for cars, for rescue. I’m alone, she realized. I’m so alone I didn’t even realize it ... 

Rachel shook her head and began sobbing. Her shoulders shook like a dog trying to dry after a swim, but the snow and distant moonlight only cut into her bare shoulders deeper. In the distance, Rachel heard a loud, tired grumble. The truck ... 

She collected herself, taking in a sharp breath, before starting off again. Run. It’s a sad tale when love turns out so wrong, running is survival’s only plea. Where had I heard that? It’s too familiar. Rachel shook her head again. Focus. The snow came down harder. There was no time. She had let it slip away long ago. 

She darted to the left, staying on the side of the street to avoid incoming, though improbable, traffic. The rustle of the old pick up became louder. She could see headlights brimming forward along the driveway. There were trees, sure, but Rachel knew she was barely hidden. He’d catch up. Taking no more mind of the truck, of him, or the whole damn darkness, she picked up the pace. Rachel ran on, oblivious to any pain or lack of breath. All she heard was her brain and heart, for once in sync of pounding adrenaline, give one simple order, over and over, don’t turn around. All she felt was an exhilarating cocktail of fear and adrenaline. 

Above, clouds settled in thicker, concealing the moonlight like an estranged lover would her heart. It was two miles later when she collapsed upon the Maglio’s frosted front porch. Rachel didn’t know why the pickup never reached her, but it didn’t matter. The wind around her howled and cut fierce into her already desolate heart. She shook miserably, and breaths came in erratic, painful gasps. With what little energy she had left, Rachel banged on the door until it opened, and a woman she didn’t recognize gasped and quickly helped her inside. 

Though Rachel was already fading away, her vision turned to a blur—nothing but blotches that made her more nauseous. So she closed her eyes. “Help me,” she choked out once, a quiet plea. 

“Oh, dear God!” The woman exclaimed. 

Rachel was still in the stranger’s arms when she let herself fall limply into the overshadowed darkness.

***
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“I KNOW IT’S CRAZY, but we have to get her to a hospital, Alex! She’ll die.” 

Rachel woke a short time later to the sound of the woman bickering, her voice teetering between reason and panic. 

Alex sighed. “It’s twenty degrees outside, Benny. Snow’s comin’ harder and it’ll keep comin’. She’ll stay put.” 

There was a long silence. Then, “Alright. We’ll figure something out.” 

Rachel, nestled on a leather couch in a multilayered cocoon of blankets in front of a fireplace, whimpered. Never in her life had she felt so terrible. Her head must have doubled just to accompany the pain, her throat felt scraped out and sore. Every limb ached, her ankles agonizingly tender and swollen. She sweat heavily, but was still shivering, and refused let go of the blankets. It took a good five minutes, but it registered all the same. A dense, static pain awoke in her belly. She twisted in her cocoon and moaned, but it only grew worse. 

Benny noticed, and rushed to Rachel, kneeling beside her with an indignant manner Rachel appreciated. “Oh, dear! What is it,” she cried. “Your stomach?”

Rachel didn’t reply, at least not at first. She followed the pain straight to her abdomen. Another few minutes, and it all registered. She tried to deny it, but agony, like love, is a persistent blow. How’d you forget, she scolded. You friggin ran three miles and not once thought of—

Benny folded long, bony fingers over Rachel’s cheeks, scarred from the branches. “Tell me what hurts, dear. I want to help.”

Rachel, disgusted with herself, pulled the covers over her head and wept. “My baby!” She shrieked. “Oh, God!” 

Benny, a small, calloused woman of fifty-eight with proud gray hair and dark blue eyes, pursed thin lips and swallowed. “Oh, heavens,” she whispered. “You’re ...” Benny pressed a hand to her tight mouth. 

Alex, a heavyset man of early fifties, in a wool sweater and black sweats, ran an unsteady hand over his receding silver hair. “She’s pregnant, Benny?!” 

“Not for long, unless we do something right now.”

Rachel, dissolved in her clattered visceral cries, had not heard the remark. 

“Well, Mom,” a foreign voice scolded. It was younger, barely thirty. “What the hell do we do?”

Silence. It ensued for the longest time, the pitch deafening. Soon, however, Benny collected herself. “Alex, call my sister. The number is in my planner. Ask her what to do.” Benny eyed her son. “Stay calm, David. Get me antibiotics—well, any will work, I guess—and a thermometer. Come right back. Hurry!”

David sprinted out of the den to the bathroom upstairs, where he had antibiotics from a bad tooth infection awhile ago. 

Alex returned to the den, clutching the phone in an oversized hand. “Yes, I need to speak to Elizabeth Glaser. Yes, right now! It’s an emergency.” He scrunched his eyes, expecting rejection, but a tired, tepid voice sounded from the other line. “Elizabeth! Thank God! Listen, we have a huge prob—no, no this is serious. There’s a woman here, pregnant. She was running in the blizzard for God knows how long, not doing well. She’s in a lot of pain.” Alex hesitated. “Alright.”

He handed the phone to Benny, just as David returned with his stock. He set it down on the maple coffee table, pale and afraid. 

Benny put the phone to her ear, “Elizabeth? Yes, no we’re not joking. I don’t know, she just collapsed ... please, I don’t know what to do.”

More insipid silence. Alex and David stood at Rachel’s feet, feeling dumb and useless. Benny nodded. “Thanks, Liz. I’ll call back if anything changes.”

“What ... what’d she say, Mom?” 

Benny sighed. She considered lying but knew it would do no good. “We can’t do much ... unless we get her to a hospital ASAP.” 

David shook his head. “All the roads are closed.”

“Well,” Alex grunted, taking the thermometer. “We can do something, surely.”

Benny nodded, with a half-hearted smile. “Of course, honey.”

Around twenty minutes later, they exhausted all examinations. Rachel had fallen asleep again, still and white against black leather and a blazing fire like an undisturbed moth. She seemed fine. The slow frostbite on her toes and fingers vanished with warmth and antibiotics. David sat on the loveseat beside her, drawn to the story that must rest upon that ghastly but beautiful chest. 

His parents went back to sleep, awakening every so often to get an update. David himself fell asleep only for an hour before a chilling shriek awoke him. He fumbled over to Rachel, but his mother had already gotten up and was trying to comfort Rachel, but even he knew it would do no good. 

“Call your Aunt, David,” she ordered. “Tell her the poor woman miscarried.”

The pregnancy had been early, only nine weeks on the dot, so there was no need to panic about not being able to reach a hospital. Benny listened carefully to her sister’s instructions, her heart becoming numb to accompany yet another tragedy. She helped Rachel upstairs to take a warm shower, which took a surprising forty minutes. Rachel sobbed silently as she sat back down on the couch, hiding her face in fresh blankets Alex brought. 

The fire blazed on in the brick fireplace, but for some reason all she could smell was smoke. 

Rachel woke from a heavy sleep about three o’clock the next afternoon. Her tears dried, though her jaw and temples ached from sobbing. Benny gave her Advil for the cramps, so she didn’t feel it quite as much. 

“Oh, you’re awake,” a low, but stern voice sounded from her left. “I hope I didn’t wake you. I just wanted to make you some soup. My mom, Benny, she uh, said it’d help.”

Rachel wanted to roll her eyes and hide under the blankets, but that would’ve been cruel. These people helped her. She looked over and saw a thin man, probably mid-twenties, she guessed, tired looking with a light stubble along the jawline, and brown eyes deep like murky water. 

“Thanks,” she managed. “I appreciate it. All of it. But I can’t eat. Not now.” 

Not ever.

The man nodded. Sympathy flickered over his features, as he gave a tepid, reassuring smile. “Later, then.” He turned to leave, but stopped, and looked back at Rachel earnestly. It was an honest kindness she read upon the creases of his cheeks as he smiled, but Rachel grew fearful of it. Never trust a gentle man. At least violent men she could predict. “I’m David, by the way. You can call me Dave if you want.”

Rachel nodded again. “Thank you, Dave.”

His smile brightened, like a child with a candy bar, as he disappeared down the hall. 

The blizzard had flown in six feet of snow, a Virginia record, probably, so Rachel had no choice but to stay. She stumbled out from her cocoon the next morning, feeling dizzy and nauseated, the cramps raging on. Her breasts were sore, and for God’s sake, she stuffed her bra—Benny’s instructions— with cold cabbage leaves to numb the pain. 

All because she ran outside like the selfish fool she was, to get away from Gary. All because she was too weak to leave him a month ago. You’re a spoiled Daddy’s rich girl, she scolded. What’d you expect? Now the baby’s gone. Done. Dead. 

Nine weeks. They were supposed to go to an ultrasound next week. All the books said that’s when you can hear a heartbeat. Rachel dreamed about it every night. It was sweet and lucid as a bunny grazing in a field illuminated by summer light. 

Or, at least it was supposed to. 

“Dear, you need rest!”

Rachel lurched up and found Benny walking over from her spot at the kitchen table. It was set with toast and scrambled eggs and a box of Triple Nut Cereal, and to her surprise, Rachel felt her stomach growl. She flushed, embarrassed as David’s and Alex’s eyes settled upon her. “I rested enough, I think,” she said. “I ...” a tear plopped down upon her cheek, but she hastily brushed it away. “I wanted to say thank you. And, um, I’m sorry.”

Benny stepped closer and stroked Rachel’s coarsened cheek. “Don’t you apologize, dear. I’m glad you are okay. Helluva storm you ran through, I’ll say.”

‘The rich suffer the worst disease,’ an ex had once said, a college philosopher. ‘But they’re so cushioned by material things it’s like dying of cancer without knowing it. Loneliness kills worse than heartache. You’ll see.’

She laughed at him, then. So sad how clever truth can be. Rachel feigned a half-hearted smile and nodded. “Sure was.”

“You hungry?” David asked, holding her down with that pleasant smile. 

She swallowed. Be careful. “I guess I’ll try to eat.” David beamed, and pulled out a chair for her, though much to his dismay, Rachel deliberately sat beside Alex. He noticed, but made no comment. Benny scampered over and ushered her to eat anything. 

“There’s some orange juice in the fridge if you don’t want coffee.”

Rachel eased in another plastic smile, and thanked her, taking a piece of toast and picking at it endlessly. Benny sat back down beside her husband, content despite the awkward silence. 

“What’s your name?” Alex asked. 

“Rachel,” she replied but hesitated. “Rachel Dawson.” Maiden name, of course. Fuck Gary. 

“Very well, Rachel. You stay as long as you like. With this damn storm, you got no choice. Stuck with us Folkers.”

Rachel eased her fake smile, almost to authenticity. Then it registered, and her bereavement settled back into her nerves and heart, burning vividly within her as if Rachel’s heart was a star festering in its own slow, toxic death. Mary. Rachel had forgotten her, not just within the past few days, but the past month. How?! 

“Honey, you’re pale again,” Benny said. “You feel alright?” 

She looked at David, just to be sure. He was worn out and didn’t fit much of Mary’s descriptions, but then she noticed a large tattoo inscribed on his forearm. A cross, with the name ‘Amelia G’  wrapped around it like a virtuous banner. ‘He goes and tells me he’s better, and I see he has a friggin tattoo. Do you know how dangerous those are? He could get hepatitis!’ So like Mary, she thought. 

Rachel looked at Benny. She didn’t want to bring it up, especially after last night, but it was driving her to near madness. “Do you have a daughter? Mary?”

Benny’s eyes widened and visibly retracted a large breath. Alex clenched his soft jaw. David stared at her, dumbfounded. 

It was a while before anyone spoke. David pursed thin lips, voice low. “You know Mary?”

Rachel nodded. “We were friends. Met her in counseling.”

Benny grimaced, “Counseling?”

Rachel gulped. It hadn’t occurred to her that they didn’t know, nevertheless for Benny and Alex to take such disgust to it. Mary never made it seem like a secret. 

“What ... what kinda counseling?”

Did they really not know, she wondered. How had the police not mentioned it? Rachel told them. Why hadn’t the message ever been relayed? 

David rubbed his mother’s arm, which had at some point begun to tremble. “It’s okay, Mom.” She nodded, soothed by his creamed over words. David turned back to me. “Tell us, Rachel,” he beckoned. “We need all the help we can get. The police gave up.” 

Rachel deliberated, consider retreating back to her cocoon, like a child banished to time out, but decided it was too late. The morning light had poured in, isolating her with the truth in its cold grasp. 

“Um ...” Rachel closed her eyes and drew in a breath. “It was in the city. In New York. For ... domestic violence.”

Benny burst into tears. Alex stood up, and as Rachel opened her eyes, she noticed him storm out of the room. 

“Holy shit,” David breathed. He got up, trying to comfort his mother, who bent forward, those bony fingers cloaking her crumpled face. Rachel wondered if it was misfortune or time that had aged Benny so harshly. 

“Maybe there’s a mix-up,” David said, eyes desperate. “Mary’s a common name.”

Benny stopped sobbing and looked at her son. “Yes ... it is.” However, life is a creature with humor only of vague cruelty. Just as a hopeful smile crept onto Benny’s features, Alex came back with a recent photograph of Mary. 

“This is her,” he said. 

Rachel took the photograph in her hands, which were cold and scarred still, and sighed. The woman smiled like a puppy playing in a puddle, her eyes big and intelligent like a wild cat. She was wearing a Stanford sweatshirt, with a necklace of beach shells Rachel had made for her a week before she disappeared. 

‘What am I, five?’ She asked.

‘Oh, shut up. It makes you look less snobby.’ 

Mary laughed. 

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, handing back the photograph. “That’s the same Mary.”

Benny’s poor heart broke, and as Rachel listened, she could tell it was not the first time. Time had begun to heal and callous over, but Rachel made it break and bleed like a shattered fish tank, the life held inside struggling for oxygen. 

“I’m sorry,” Rachel repeated, but she barely even believed herself. 

A couple hours later, Rachel was asleep by the fireplace. David and Alex tried to push away the snow, but refused her help, and didn’t get far. So they settled to just clear off the roof and came inside shortly after. 

Benny sat upstairs in Mary’s old room, clutching baby pictures in her hands as if that alone could unblock some spell and send her daughter gaily walking through the door. The snow would melt and vanish, the cold winter fading with it. But life is not so kind. We only want it to be. 

Alex came upstairs in search of his wife and found her once again melted, practically dissolved, in tears. “Benny, the doctor said it ain’t good for your heart to—”

She glared at him. “Then maybe he should bring her back!”

Alex sighed. He sat beside his wife, holding that mournful shell like a baby bird in its last moments. He said nothing, just wondered why the hell life is so damn hard. 

Rachel woke around four, to the sound of dishes clattered in front of her. David set down a tray with steaming soup and a soft roll. “Sorry,” he said. “Didn’t mean to wake you. I, uh, it’s just that you haven’t eaten in two days.” 

She nodded, and sat up, thanking him, but reminding herself of the same rule, be careful, and don’t trust kind men. It was chicken soup, with carrots and parsnips and lentils. Rachel picked up the spoon and swallowed, the warmth illuminating. However, once it reached her stomach, she became reminded of its emptiness. She feigned a delightful smile to mask the pain and set the spoon back down. 

“It’s good,” Rachel assured him. “Thank you.”

He shrugged and sat back down on the loveseat. 

She looked at him. He was a sad sight. Not ugly, for he was quite handsome. Not messy, but well-dressed in a solid, dark green cashmere sweater and light jeans. David was just weathered, like a tree trying to hold on for dear life as vines slowly engulfed it. His eyes were still beautiful, but lurking with intense desperation, with the hope that someone will rip off the vines. Begging in silence, through angled features and tired movements, for survival.

A second chance. 

“I’m sorry about your loss,” he said, guilt upon his face.

“It’s not your fault,” was all she said. Rachel took another spoonful of soup because he wanted her to. It was good, but only for a moment, before the void agonized her further.

Silence ensued for a time before David rustled in his seat and locked eyes with her. “Can we talk about Mary?”

Rachel swallowed. “About the counseling, I guess?”

He nodded.

Truth is a lot like opinion, she realized. We all ask for it, but no one cares for it. Truth is, after all, toxic—a ceaseless fume of frosted darkness. David never gave up on Mary, like the police did. After everything Rachel’s done, not just since she ran in the damn blizzard, but her whole life, the least she could do was help David.

By telling the truth. 

Rachel licked her lips and settled back into her cocoon, wrapped in safety blankets like a child. “Alright. Just know, first, she talked about you a lot. Mary looked up to you, Dave.”

He smirked, tears welling up and spilling over as if they were sullen whispers from the heart. Perhaps they were. 

Don’t trust kind men. 

“Thank you,” he said. 

“You’re really not going to like this,” she warned. 

***
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RACHEL LOOKED AT ANYTHING but David as she spoke. “It was in 2008, three years before she went missing. I went to the counseling ‘cause I wanted out of this relationship ...” she flinched at the memory. “Anyway, I got to talking to her on the first day. She was in it really bad. Her arms and face were all banged up. According to her, she had a boyfriend who made a riot when he drank. Anger issues, too. Mary wanted out, so bad, but ...” Rachel sighed. “She was so scared. She was pregnant with twins, and—”
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