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Dedication

For you

Who left abruptly

JCJ 1990-2022


I.

Gift

You caused me to weep

You caused me to moan

You caused me to lose my home

Little girl, little girl

Where’d you sleep last night?

Not even your mother knows

In the pines, in the pines

Where the sun never shines

We’ll shiver when the cold wind blows

– Lead Belly, “In the Pines”

One

Those pants do nothing for your ass.

Are you sure you want to wear such a low-cut top?

Yellow is not your color.

I could hear his voice inside my head that day, as I could every day since the day we met, all snide judgement and thinly veiled put-downs. I reminded myself that today would be the day that voice stopped its incessant string of noise; today he would finally, at long last, be held accountable in a way he’d never been in his entire privileged life. I stood in front of my mother’s dressing room mirror, adjusting my top, making sure it was neatly tucked into my dress slacks, leaned closer to rub lightly at a small smudge of mascara beneath my left eye. I’d been forcing back tears all morning. Whether they were from gratefulness and joy, or pure terror, I couldn’t tell, because I felt all that and more, all at once.

You look fine, I told myself, replaying in my head what the self-help book on tape had told me, perfectly fine. You are confident. You are at ease. You are safe. And today is the day you walk through those doors his bitch, and back out of them a free woman.

The ride to the courthouse was tense, my father silent behind the wheel, my mother fussing over her jewelry, unable to be quiet to save her life.

“Honestly, Maurice, I don’t understand why we all need to be there,” she said as if I wasn’t sitting in the back seat, my hands twisting around themselves and my stomach clenching with every bump. “The verdict is just for Claire. It hasn’t got anything to do with us. It’s like they’re punishing us for being her parents by forcing us to lose valuable daytime hours sitting in a courtroom, sweating in our good church clothes.”

My father shrugged. “Judge requested.”

And that was all. My mother tutted, going back to her inane diatribe about her tangled jewelry—Why did she wear so much of it, then? I wanted to ask—and dropped the subject. I gazed out the window at the overcast day, the heavily pregnant clouds threatening rain. A fat drop splatted against my window to confirm my suspicions.

The courthouse was full of people milling around in what my mother called their “church clothes.” There were a few people in jeans and T-shirts, lounging around on the uncomfortable chairs as though this were their living room instead of a house of judgement, but most of them were dressed like me: business casual, bright colors, extra neat.

I swallowed hard, all nerves. The trial was basically over, today was merely a way for the jury to deliver their verdict, and I was 99.9% sure it would end in my favor. The difficult part—my testimony, in which I was compelled to describe in gruesome detail everything my ex-husband had done to me physically, mentally, and emotionally—had been over for days. It took two of those days for the defense to grill me until I cried on the stand and the judge called a recess. He patted my shaky hand as I stood, and smiled sympathetically. One juror, an elderly redhead with a cloud of thin, frizzy hair, had had her hand pressed to her heart, her eyes tearful. My lawyer told me today was going to be a formality only, and then this whole messy business would be in the past, and I could go home a rich woman who no longer needed to be under the heel of anyone ever again.

My lawyer, who was a sweet, tall man in his early forties named Arlo Mattingly, arrived fifteen minutes before we were set to go in, smiling. He hugged me when he got to my little knot of family, shook hands with both my parents, and squeezed my shoulder. “How you holding up, Ms. Shaw?”

He used my maiden name in his Mississippi drawl, which relaxed me immensely. No longer being Mrs. Dane Wilson was comfort enough, even now, when I was at my most nervous. “Doing alright. You know…as well as I can be.”

“I hope I didn’t keep you waiting long.”

“Oh, no, we only got here about—”

“It’s been thirty-five minutes, actually. Claire made us leave early,” my mother chimed in, her mouth pursed in disapproval. “I said we’d be fine if we left a little later, but she absolutely insisted we wait around in this stuffy place full of criminals instead of at home in our air-conditioned townhouse. I swear. It’s as if she’s eager to know if she’s going to get a life sentence, when she’s the one who got—”

“Marilyn,” my father said quietly, touching his wife’s hand. “Don’t be unkind. Claire’s just nervous, is all.”

My mother folded her arms, pulling away from his hand. “She could have been nervous at home.”

Arlo smiled at her, his big, fake lawyer smile my mother loved. “Claire was probably right to have you leave so early. Construction on Tulane has made parking a nightmare. It’s what held me up, and y’all live further away from the courthouse than I do. And I can assure you, ma’am, all of the criminals are backstage in orange jumpsuits, not out here.”

He tipped a wink at me and I felt my shoulders unclench. He really was good, was Arlo, and he made every effort to ensure I felt safe and protected, even from my parents. I think he knew that Dane Wilson wasn’t my first abuser, just the one who left the most visible wounds.

“All parties for the case of Shaw v. Wilson! Shaw v. Wilson, please come forward!” Bellowed the officer near the chambers.

I jumped, and Arlo put a hand on my elbow to steady me. “Ready, Ms. Shaw?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be.” We walked forward as a group, me feeling like my head wasn’t attached to my body, like I was floating inexorably towards that bailiff and his booming voice, my pulse everywhere at once, pounding with the rhythm of my feet on the ugly, stained carpet.

Inside the courthouse itself, it was quiet. My ex-husband was already there (how?), smirking at me as I entered flanked by my lawyer and my mother, my father bringing up the rear, the three of them looking for all the world like my honor guard, my safekeepers. He sat there, smiling that indulgent smile that I always found so passive aggressive, with his little round glasses perched on his nose and his thick, curly blond hair (artfully long) parted to the side, looking, in his navy blue pinstripe suit, like the professional he wished he was. He gave me a once over and I could hear his voice

Does nothing for your ass

Are you sure you want to wear

Yellow is not your color

in my head, so loud, so clear, but Arlo was steering me into the hard wooden swivel chairs that hurt my ass, and my parents were gone to sit way in the back of the empty spectator section, and my pulse was singing a high-pitched whine in my ears. I was thirsty beyond reason and looked to Arlo for help. He saw my plight immediately, and brought out from his interior jacket pocket a tiny plastic bottle of miraculously cold water. He cracked the top for me—my hands were shaking and sweating, and I could never have done it alone—and handed it to me. I tried to sip, but I gulped once, twice, three times, a bit of the water escaping the side of my mouth and rolling down my chin to land in a splat on my blouse. I heard Dane snicker from the other side of the room, but I didn’t—couldn’t—look.

“All rise for his Honorable Judge Richard Clement!” the bailiff boomed, his voice too loud in that overwarm, empty room.

We all stood as the judge made his way to his high seat, a raven on the bust of Pallas, here to tell me if this feeling of sinking into my own private hell would be forever or nevermore. He flapped his robe and settled down, beaky nose and wild silver hair completing the birdlike look. He glanced at Dane, then at me, nodded, and struck his gavel.

The bailiff shouted, “Be seated!”

We sat. The jury, whom unto now hadn’t even pinged on my radar, so thrown was I by Dane’s presence, were the first to be addressed by Judge Clement. His voice was deep and gravelly, the voice of a long-time smoker, but carried in a way that commanded attention without ever rising above a conversational level. “Ladies and gentlemen, are you ready to hand down your verdict in this case, so these good people can go home in a timely manner?”

Good people, as though Dane was included in that after all I’d recounted on that witness stand. I shuddered, cold now despite the closeness of the room.

The jury nodded. Judge Clement folded his hands pensively in front of himself. “Would the foreman of the jury please rise?”

The jury foreman, a balding, portly man with a walrus moustache and thick glasses who looked uncomfortable in his tweed suit with too many buttons done up, stood up, paper in hand. He cleared his throat loudly, adjusted his footing, and said in a high voice incongruous to his frame, “Your Honor, we the jury have reached a verdict in the case of Shaw v. Wilson.”

“And how do you find?”

Sweat trickled from my hairline, staining the collar of my yellow (not your color) blouse. My hands twisted against each other like they were fighting, and Arlo, bless him, reached over to take one of them, threading his fingers through mine and giving me a squeeze.

“We find the defendant, Dane Wilson, on four charges of domestic battery—”

You stupid cunt, I’ll give you something to cry about. Shut up. SHUT UP!

“—not guilty. And on five charges of torture, both physical and emotional—”

You’re a fucking joke, you know that? And you’ll never get out of this, honeybaby; I won’t let you. Hold still, damn you. I don’t want to burn myself. Just you, Claire. Hold still or it’ll be worse.

“—not guilty. And, finally, on the…” the juror stopped, his eyes darting to me sitting, sweating bullets behind the mahogany table, and cleared his throat again. “On two counts of marital rape—”

Don’t pretend you don’t want this. I’m your husband. This is your duty. This is my right. Open, Claire, open now or I’ll get that thing you don’t like to open them for me.

“—not guilty.” He sat abruptly, making his chair squeak, his eyes watery and his body limp as though delivering the verdict was a difficulty level akin to running a marathon. Perhaps it was.

I couldn’t move. Couldn’t speak. Couldn’t even cry. There were a few seconds of silence in the courtroom that were so loud and drawn out as to be a wind tunnel to eternity. Arlo was frozen, rigid, his mouth hung open in a gawp of surprise. Dane’s lawyer was up and hugging him, the two men banging each other on the back like their favorite football team had just won the playoffs.

Judge Clement sighed, pinched the bridge of his nose. When he looked up again, his face was a mask of disgust. “The court will uphold your verdict, but I must say, as a man and a husband, I feel absolutely no pleasure in saying these words: Mr. Wilson, you are free to go.” His small, piercing blue eyes turned to me. “Ms. Shaw, I will remain, until the day I die, disgusted and supremely baffled by what has happened here today, and for this I am truly sorry.”

He banged his gavel. It was over.

I nodded to him and his sad, sympathetic eyes, tears finally welling up and spilling over onto my cheeks. I still could get no words out, but the need to scream until my throat bled was rising like vomit in my chest. I felt if I started screaming, I’d never stop, but then Arlo was tugging at my elbow, whispering in my ear, “Come on, Claire, let’s get you out of here.”

From somewhere in the back, I heard my mother whisper, “…waste of time.”

I let Arlo lead me away. What else could I do? As we got to the low gate that separated the spectators from the judged, I made the mistake of glancing towards Dane. He was already staring at me, that wolfish grin of winning plastered all over his stupid face, that same look he had after every time he made me bleed.

“Better luck next time, sweet cheeks,” he said in that familiar way that made my skin crawl, and winked.

And oh, I could feel that scream of pain and rage coming, that scream I was never allowed to utter because he liked me quiet, he liked me submissive, he liked me too scared to make any noise at all. And now, he’d won. I would be forever silenced about the five years I spent in purgatory with him, the minor devil that held the pitchfork with which he stabbed at all my vital places while he laughed and cavorted and people gave him a pass and questioned why I stayed and what I had done and why didn’t I fight back?

But how does one person fight a demon on their own?

I swallowed that scream as I swallowed his bullshit for five fucking years, allowed Arlo to hand me over to my parents (but only after hugging me long and hard with tears in his eyes, apologizing over and over), and rode home through driving rain in the back seat of the grave-silent car neither feeling the bumps nor seeing any of the scenery. I was far, far down in my own head, reliving Dane Wilson’s Greatest Hits.

I drifted up the stairs to my childhood room in a fog, locked the door behind me, and fell face-first onto my too-small bed. It wouldn’t do to have my mother burst in just now, when my tears were flowing freely and my heart was a raw, open wound. I cried as quietly as I could while the thunder rolled outside, the sobs turning my face beet red from the pressure of being silent, my grief so large that I had a pounding headache in minutes. Luckily, my room had an en suite bathroom (as well as posters of rock stars from my teenage years), so when I dragged myself to pee and get some Tylenol for my head, I didn’t have to look at anyone else in the household, with mascara and snot running down my face, when I went to do it. As if I could look anyone in the eye after all that.

A couple of hours later, a sharp pounding on my door startled me from a light, anxious dose, and my mother shouted (as though the door were made of cement instead of cheap plywood from Home Depot), “Claire? Are you coming down to dinner? Everyone is, yet again, waiting on you.”

Everyone meaning her and my father. I’d told them time and time again not to wait on me, that I was an adult and sometimes my job kept me later than their 6 p.m. dinner time, but my mother insisted dinner was for family, and that they would wait, though she never seemed happy to do it. I never understood why she offered if she hated the idea of waiting so much. But I couldn’t go downstairs, not today, to eat with my father who avoided my eyes and my mother’s constant string of minor judgments. Or worse—her advice. I clutched my purple shag pillow closer to my face and said nothing. There was nothing to say.

After a minute, I heard my mother tut in frustration and stomp off back downstairs.

I went back to work less than a week later. I had to. I just couldn’t stay in the house anymore, hiding from my parents up in a bedroom full of the past. It wasn’t my choice to move there, but the house I’d lived in when I was married was in Dane’s name, and while my job paid well enough, I hadn’t had enough time to save anything to get a place of my own. He’d never allowed me to. He’d controlled the finances, and once my bank account was my own again, I found he’d emptied it, savings and all, before the change could be made. The idea of staying with friends that would ask too many questions made my skin crawl, so back to my parents I went. Even with my mother’s snide remarks and my father’s withdrawn affections, at least here I wasn’t required to verbally relive everything to please some horror-porn quota that made me worthy of a room.

Work wasn’t much better. The people I worked with knew very little beyond my divorce, and perhaps thought the lawsuit was over my alimony being too small. In fact, it was nonexistent, but they didn’t know that. There were no whispers about the battered woman in the cubicle facing the window, but there were no queries about my well-being either. That was fine with me. I’d rather they think I was a gold digger than treat me like an exhibition at a freak show. Step right up and see her, folks, the Beastly Beaten Beauty! For the low, low price of ab-so-LUTE-ly nothing! Don’t worry, folks, she never fights back!

Anything but that.

I did my work, kept my head down, answered all the backlogged emails, and responded to the banal good-mornings from my coworkers. By lunchtime I was caught up, listened to the chatter of people leaving in pairs and groups to go out and get a bite while I pulled my lunch sack from under my desk. I bit into the turkey sandwich I’d made before my mother was up, looking out the window that faced the park. From the third-floor window, I could easily see over the sea of treetops—bikers, joggers, and a few couples getting in a little exercise on their lunch break. I chewed thoughtfully, watching them. What would happen if I just up and disappeared today? Never returned to this office? I came to the conclusion that because nobody here really knew me or cared to know me, I’d never be missed if I left. I could ditch this job if I wanted to, become one of the people having a midday stroll in the sun, alone, on my own terms.

There was kind of a magical feeling in that notion, the knowledge that my life could change from here, didn’t have to continue as it always had. This job, this office, stank of my life with Dane. In the drawer to the left of my computer was the box of emergency Band-Aids, in case he left a burn where some coworker innocently coming over to plop more work on my desk could see. In the foothold was the heating pad I kept to sit on when the stripes across my ass from his belt were still fresh enough to sting. On the windowsill was the potted peace lily I hated that he’d given me as an afterthought on our third anniversary (and only a day late because he’d forgotten again), another thing for which he felt I hadn’t expressed enough gratitude.

And you really should be more grateful for the things people do for you, Claire.

That red rage rose in my throat again, that feeling of a scream unreleased. I watched a couple holding hands pass slowly under the shade of a live oak, their bodies pressed together in oneness, in joy, totally in sync with one another. I had never had that even once, and I allowed myself to feel anger at all the things Dane had done, all the parts of myself I allowed him to take, all the good memories that could have been, that had been ripped viciously from me by a selfish man who only knew how to brutalize the people he loved.

“No more,” I said out loud in the silent, empty office, my voice all gravel and unshed tears. “Not one day more.”

And then, in my furious, red mind, a plan began to hatch.

Two

“I just don’t understand, I really don’t,” my mother fumed for what felt like the hundredth time. “This is so sudden and so, so out of character for you. I didn’t raise you to run away from your problems like this.”

“I’m not running away,” I responded, stuffing a pair of sweatpants into my duffel bag. “I’m just…taking a vacation.”

“A vacation? You quit your job, Claire.”

“I know,” I sighed, straightening up to pop my aching back. “But it wasn’t a good fit for me, anyway. I’ll have another one by the time I get home, don’t worry.”

“And where do you think that’ll come from?” Her spindly arms were folded tightly together, her face pinched and apprehensive. She had never liked not knowing, and I wasn’t giving her satisfactory answers. “If you expect us to support you more than we already are, we won’t do it. We’ve given you leeway until now because of your…situation…but it’s been nearly a year with no forward progress. Are you running away because of the verdict? Because Dane won instead of you?”

I gathered up all of my bathroom supplies, counted them out as I tucked them into the side pockets of the duffel. “No. And also yes. I can’t keep living like this, Mom, with people looking at me like I have a disease. I can’t keep going to the same places I used to go when I was with him, run in the same circles. It all hurts, brings up old memories. I need to do this to reset, so I can have a fresh start. I need to figure out who I am without him, what that person wants out of life, and…learn how to put this all behind me. I need to find a way back to myself again. Isn’t that what you keep saying I need to do?” I shot her a look as I zipped up my bag. “‘Pull yourself up by your bootstraps, Claire, and move on.’ So that’s what I’m doing.”

She glared at me, miffed her own words were being used as a counterattack. “I didn’t mean move to Shreveport, of all places.”

“I’m not moving, Ma, I’m taking a sabbatical. And the cabin isn’t in Shreveport; it’s in Homer, about forty minutes from the city.”

“Some city,” she grumbled. “With what money, exactly, are you taking this—what did you call it—sabbatical, of yours?”

“If you must know, ever since Dane stole my money and I got full control of my account again, I’ve been saving up. My plan was to move out of here by the end of the year, and I discovered that even with renting a cabin for a month and quitting my job, I have enough tucked away to still do that and pay all my bills, besides.”

I fished around in the jackets draped over my desk chair, searching for my favorite: a beautifully worn leather bomber, the first thing I’d ever bought with my own money when I moved away from home at twenty-two. I put it on, liking very much how the lining felt sliding over me, how protected I felt encased in the animal hide. “Plus, Candace said she needed an accountant at the bookstore, and since we’re friends, she’ll not only hire me right away, but pay me nearly double what I was making at the firm.”

“Sure,” my mother scoffed. “As if you’re worth that much to a little independent bookstore.”

“They’re a chain now,” I said, hoisting my bag onto my shoulder. “And it’s already done. I accepted the position, with one month leeway to do this thing for myself. She said she totally understood. So that’s all your problems with me solved now, right?”

She was taken aback by my speech. And if I’m honest, so was I. Marilyn Shaw was rarely spoken to as though she didn’t have absolute authority, so the idea that the daughter she’d taken pity on had gone behind her back and had the audacity to take steps that yanked the power out from underneath her stopped her in her tracks. She stared daggers at me for a moment, then smacked her lips. “Claire, I am not your enemy.”

“I never said you were.”

“You treat me like I am,” she said, the waterworks beginning to well. I braced myself for the pity party display I knew was coming. “I don’t understand why you hate me so much. Was I not a good mother?”

I said nothing, just stood waiting with my bags in my hands as she blocked my only exit. I hated when she did this, just to make me feel guilty, hated the knowledge that it was working.

She continued, “I was never on a mission to be cruel to you, Claire. You did enough cruelty to yourself, staying with that man for as long as you did, if he did those things to you—”

I bristled. “He did do those things to me.”

“If he did, I wish you had just walked away from him as easily as you’re walking away from your father and me. I never wanted to hurt you, just make you understand that bad things happen to everyone. Schools get shot up, people get cancer, wars break out, bombs are dropped. Mothers have heartless, ungrateful daughters.” She sniffled. “Bad things happen to everyone.”

“Yes they do,” I said quietly, willing myself not to give her what she wanted, swallowing the tears that threatened to come pouring out. I held my head up, meeting her gaze, unwavering in my purpose. “But this happened to me. Now can you please move out of my way? I’d like to say goodbye to Dad.”

She stepped to the side.

Three

“In one…hundred…feet, take a left onto…Cranesbill…Lane.”

“OK, OK, I’m going,” I muttered, squinting in the early evening gloom at the street signs, hoping Cranesbill Lane wasn’t one of the many signs missing due, I presumed, to local teens with nothing better to do.

Luckily it wasn’t, and I turned my chugging Saturn hatchback—a machine nearly as old as I was—right, waited for my next instruction from the GPS mounted on my crumbling dash. It was the first cold snap of winter, and I banged the dash with my palm so hard that the plastic casing shuddered, willing the heater that had been broken since the previous March to rise up from its grave. It didn’t, so I rode without it on a drive that was longer than I anticipated, vibrating as much from the chill in the air as from the gravelly road under my severely balding tires. The neighborhood here was sparse; very few houses dotted the little lane that was more glorified dirt road than street. I bumped over a deep pothole, silently begging the front tire that creaked with every turn to stay attached just a little while longer. I didn’t want to get stranded in this place, even though I was the one who had chosen it to begin with.

You should have known better than to do this, Claire, my mother’s voice intoned.

Look at you, big girl, out on your own, Dane laughed, giddy with my impending failure. Christ, you are worthless.

“In…five hundred…feet, your destination will be on the…left.”

I growled as I shifted down, slowed to a crawl so I could better see where the place was. There were no streetlights here, the only light that of the moon and about a million stars I could never see in the city, but there…there…just ahead, a dim porch light on the front of a small, slanted house.

“You have arrived at your destination.”

I pulled up into the gravel driveway, killed the engine, and pulled the parking brake, listening to the engine tick and cool as I collected myself. The ad on Airbnb had said to come here to get the key to my cabin, that the owners would supply me with directions and an escort if I couldn’t find it on my own, but this little house looked nothing like the cheerful home of a host that I had expected. This house was incredibly small, with peeling white paint and tiny, dark windows, with just a battered Ford truck in the driveway. It felt stupid, all of a sudden, to be knocking on a stranger’s door after driving five and a half hours, and simultaneously felt too late to do anything but exactly that. I started to wonder if I was in the right place, if I was walking into danger, if my mother was right and this was a huge mistake.

“Fuck you,” I said to every voice in my head that told me to turn around and go home like a good little girl, my fingers gripping the wheel so hard my knuckles were bloodless. I unsnapped my seat belt and hauled myself out into the night.

A blast of icy wind hit me right in the face, blowing my hair into my mouth. I struggled to get it out of my eyes and close the door with my hip. If it was the first cold day of the season down in the city, then here, further north and in the sticks, it felt practically glacial. I pulled my leather jacket tighter around myself and strode to the front door, rapping on the wood frame of the screen door with my already icy knuckles. I stood there, shivering, rubbing my armored arms with my palms, and wondered if I had indeed gotten the address wrong.

Stupid little girl, Dane sneered.

Finally, blessedly, the doorframe squalled as the screen opened. Weak light backlit a wrinkled, ageless woman with curlers in her hair, a housecoat and slippers on, and a lit Pall Mall stuck in the corner of her mouth. She didn’t open the screen, but peered out at me, vaguely suspicious.

“Well, what is it, missy?” she asked sharply. “Don’t suppose you’re selling Girl Scout Cookies.”

“No…uh…ma’am,” I said, trying for respectful but earning a squint from the woman inside. “My name is Claire Shaw. I rented the cabin from you and your husband off of Airbnb.”

She gave me a once over, taking the cigarette from her mouth to flick ash through a crack in the screen, then craned her skinny neck back and shouted, “Earl! The tenant’s here!”

“Chrissakes, woman, I’m in the kitchen, quit hollerin’!” The heavy sound of boots on wood brought Earl into view. I immediately thought of the actor who played Hazel on The Umbrella Academy. Earl was a mountain of a man, broad, tall, and husky, with a round, pleasant face, owlishly large brown eyes, and an incongruously tiny moustache. He dwarfed his wife, who still stared at me with trepidation. “Well, hi there. You must be Ms. Shaw.”

“I am.” I smiled at him, shivering. “The blurb for the cabin said to come here for the key.”

“That it did,” he replied, nodding. “But you showed up a sight later than we thought you would.”

I checked my phone. It was 7 p.m. “Sorry. It’s a five-hour drive.”

Earl whistled. “You must really want to get away.”

“Yeah, haha, I do.”

“Well, let me get you the keys and we’ll head out.” He looked past me toward the Saturn. “I guess I don’t have to tell you that machine won’t make it up to the cabin. No roads up there, and no paths wide or clear enough. You can leave it parked here, but we’re gonna have to hoof it. About a mile, mind. You alright with that?”

I looked down at my frayed Converse sneakers. “I think I’ll manage. I’ll get my things.”

The walk to the cabin was not uneventful, as Earl talked a blue streak the whole way. Ten feet in, I tripped in a hole in the ground and Earl caught me deftly with his calloused working-man hands, hoisting me by my biceps and righting me. As heavy as his footsteps had been in his home, they were equally as silent out there in the woods. He used a battery-powered work light to light our way, the LEDs lighting up the trees and throwing crazy shadows around us. I looked back ten minutes into the walk to see nothing but darkness with pinpoints of starlight, and felt immediate apprehension being out here with this hulk of a man, small and insignificant in my city-girl clothes. I looked down at my feet, saw the path to my cabin was nothing but a hunter’s machete cut track, and not much clearer than the thinner paths through the underbrush. Not a place I could run easily if I found I needed to. I gulped.

My mother clucked, Excellent decision making, Claire, following a strange man into the woods.

“This time a’year,” Earl said, his voice muffled by the dense trees around us, “the woods get fairly quiet. No hunters come out here nummore, on account of the game moving territories about ten years back. These days there’s very few bears about, but you may see a fox or a coon or two, if you’re lucky. Once we had a cougar running wild, et up all the livestock at Jefferson Farm up yonder.” He threw a thumb noncommittally to his right. “But that’s about it. There’s deer about, big fat fuckers, if you pardon my French, miss, but they’re more scared a’ you’n you are a’ them.”

“Actually, I would think it was really cool if I saw some deer right outside my window,” I said, huffing along behind him. He walked fast for a big guy, and I was at least a foot shorter, carrying a heavy duffel, a cloth shopping bag of electronics, and my purse.

Earl laughed. “Oh, yuh, I imagine you might think it’s cool. But you wanna watch for the bucks. If they’re in rut, they’ll use those beautiful racks folk so love mounting on their walls to tear right through anything that gets in their way. Mind this hole, now.”

I followed him, stepped with some difficulty over the “hole” (which was really a very deep ditch about four feet across) while he shone the light on it for me so I wouldn’t trip. At the top were four long, deep divots that made the earth look scooped out, like it had been made with a small backhoe. “What do you think did this? A deer?”

“Hmm. Mebbe so, mebbe not,” Earl pondered before he turned and continued walking up the path. “Passing animals do all sorts of weird shit, pardon my French, but there’s more’n that to be worried about out here. If you don’t mind, I’d like to pass on some old country boy knowledge to you, miss, so’s I’m not responsible for you getting yerself in a mess out here. Would do my conscience a world a’good.”

I smiled at him, though he couldn’t see it. I found that despite my misgivings, I wanted to like Earl very much already, and chided myself for ever thinking he was anything but good-natured. “I’d be happy to take whatever advice you have.”

“Yuh,” he nodded, not looking at me. “Now I say there’s no hunters about, and there’s not—no legal ones anyway. There’s bound to be a poacher or two with all these fat-ass deer around, pardon my French. If you go for a jaunt during the day, wear high contrast clothing and look human. Wouldn’t want some jittery meth head mistaking you for an animal. There’s some right purdy views about a half mile into the woods—a waterfall, a little lake, a field that grows so many flowers in spring it’s like one a’them Monets—but you’re gonna want to stick to the paths. They’re out there, but somewhat hard to faller, so tomorrow afternoon, if’n y’like, I’ll come out here on my four-wheeler and point y’whur to go.”

“I’d like that very much, thank you.”

“Welcome. Now this is the most important bit, so listen close, miss.” Earl stopped and turned to look at me in the lamp light, his round face pink with exertion and his expression grave. “Do not, under any circumstances, try to go out in these woods alone at night. I don’t doubt your intelligence, so I feel I don’t have to tell you that the woods are different at night than they are in the daytime. Folks that known this place their whole lives get turnt ’round and lost in minutes. You might hear an animal crashing around outside and want to go investigate. Don’t. Stay inside. You may think to yourself ‘it’s just a short walk to Earl’s house,’ and in the daytime, you’d be right. But not at night.” He looked pensively out at the dark trees. “Not at night.”

He was silent for a moment, and though he was a kind man, silence always made me nervous, so I spoke up. “I promise I won’t wander the woods at night.”

“Good,” Earl said absently, his eyes roving around the woods still. Wind shook the branches, made them whisper to each other, dark conspirators surrounding the two small beings in their midst. I moved from foot to foot, uneasy. Then all at once he seemed to rouse himself, shook his head as if to clear it, and resumed his cheerful tone. “Good, good, good. Cabin’s just a few minutes further.”

And with that he began walking again, his catlike footfalls making no sound in the leaves that crunched under my shoes when I fell into step. And he was honest—the cabin appeared not more than five minutes later, as though by magic. One minute there was nothing but a wall of trees, and the next, as Earl turned us due east, there was a cabin. It was very small, just two rooms, but it sat cozy in its nook of trees like a fairy tale cottage, the door a happy mouth flanked by two smiling eyes that reflected Earl’s lamp. He mounted the two steps to the porch, and I followed, dropping my bags gratefully into the rocker that sat there.

“She’s somewhat tiny, but she’s got all the amenities,” Earl said, pulling his wad of keys from his pocket and sifting through them as he spoke. “Y’got a kitchen, coffee pot and coffee for tomorrow morning, as I see y’got no groceries. Bathroom fixtures are all new and installed by yours truly, with its own water heater round the back. There’s a TV with cable that’s also hooked up to me and the wife’s Netflix account if y’want a movie. Bedding is all new with one a’them fancy memory foam mattresses, quilt’s handmade by my mama years ago. There’s a Piggly Wiggly and a gas station in town, if’n yer bucket a’bolts can make it, and a Walmart Supercenter in Shreveport that’s chock full of anything a soul could want. But that’s about an hour out from here, not countin’ the walk.”

He found the keys and pulled them off the ring, dangled them out to me. I reached for them, but he pulled them back. “You remember what I said about the woods at night?”

“I…yes,” I replied, that sprig of uneasiness growing again, unsure of this enormous, work-strong man holding the keys to my freedom out of reach. “I won’t go out for any night walks, and I won’t follow any sounds. I promise.”

Earl smiled. It was a smile as broad as he was, gentle and relieved. He handed over the keys and I relaxed.

“Oh, before I go,” he said, once more digging in his pocket to produce a tattered scrap of paper with a phone number scrawled on it in blue ink. “This is us at the house. In case you do see a cougar or something like that sniffing around, or you need anything, you call. And sorry about Lilyanne.” He rubbed a hand on the back of his neck, suddenly shy. “She can be a right cunt to new folks. Pardon my French, miss.”

I laughed out loud, taking the paper. “Don’t worry about it. Us city folk are plenty scary, I reckon.”

He laughed his big man’s laugh and held the light so that I could open the door to the cabin and fumble with the light switch, which he reached in and lit for me instead of watching me struggle any longer. Once he was satisfied that I was safely ensconced in my cabin and his due diligence was done, he tromped down the stairs, waved once over his shoulder, and disappeared into the blackness of the woods.

I shut the door on the night and leaned against the frame, my shoulders sagging. Finally, at long last, I was alone.

Four

Earl had said I might hear animals traipsing around in the woods at night, and he was right. That night, while I settled in and put away my things, I could hear the fauna of the woods skittering, stomping, scratching their way past what I thought of as my retreat. I ate a Lean Cuisine—Earl was wrong about that, I had brought some groceries with me—sitting on the porch in the rocker, wrapped in Earl’s mother’s blanket, and listened to an owl hoot somewhere close by. I scanned the tree line but didn’t see it, something I knew I’d just have to get used to. Sometimes, in wild places, you just don’t get to see the things that follow you, even if they’re right on top of you. I fell asleep with the window cracked despite the cold, listening to the sound of the wind in the trees, and was sound asleep in seconds.

The next day I ventured down the path back to Earl’s house, stepping carefully over fallen logs, keeping my eye on the track that seemed to want to disappear every hundred yards. I’d made coffee—the good kind, strong, with chicory—but I was hungry, and I would have to go into town to stock up if I was going to stay up here for any length of time. I ate an ancient protein bar I had in my purse while I walked, enjoying the warmth of the morning sun that cut through the cold. I’d fallen asleep in my clothes the previous night, but figured there was no reason to stand on ceremony out here in the sticks.

I came upon that divot in the ground I’d nearly stepped in the previous night. It was bigger by daylight, the edges more clearly defined in the sun. I bent to look closer, munched another bite of my bar. I held my hand up to it, finger splayed to match the divots, closing one eye and squinting. And yes, from this angle, I decided it looked very much as if a giant hand had scooped a fistful of earth, and, as there was no evidence that the resulting pile had been set down anywhere nearby, hurled it off into the distance. Something behind me stepped on a twig, making it snap. I whirled around, heart beating hard

Look at you, so frightened. I love it when you’re frightened. You listen so…much…better…when you’re just a little scared, Claire…

but saw nothing. Of course. I took a few deep breaths to slow my pulse.

“OK,” I said to no one, to the woods, to the giant with the huge hand that pitched a curveball with the Earth itself, “stop being a spooky little bitch and get on it.”

I’d be lying if I said I didn’t speedwalk the rest of the way down that path, though.

There was nobody outside when I got to Earl’s, and the truck was gone, so I assumed he and his wife had lit off to work. Country people wake up early and work long hours, and it seemed they were no exception.

I got behind the wheel of the Saturn and bump-rattle-squeaked into town. When I got there, I discovered a McDonald’s that looked like it had been pulled directly out of the eighties, and swung into the drive thru. I wolfed down my sausage, egg, and cheese McGriddle with strawberry jam

Really, Claire, it’s like you want to be one of those sad, fat women whose husbands don’t find them attractive anymore

sitting on the hood of my car in the parking lot before I set out in search of the Piggly Wiggly. I stopped for gas first, topping up my shitmobile just in case I had to make the drive to Shreveport for missing essentials

Always prepared unless it’s important to someone else, huh, honey

then found the market less than five minutes later. Homer wasn’t a big town, but it was sprawling, with everything far flung from everything else. And would wonders never cease, it turned out I didn’t have to go to Shreveport for essentials after all, so that was alright.

The locals gave me something of the hairy eyeball—I was new, I stuck out, with my black clothes and hair streaked pink and orange—but that was to be expected, and that was alright too. It felt good to shop for chicken breasts and eggs in a place where nobody knew me, where no one whispered to each other about my divorce as though it were a crime, where no one gave my bruised face a sympathetic stare as they rang up my purchases. Here, in this Piggly Wiggly, was as much freedom as I had at the cabin, and that was best of all. Here I was no longer the former Mrs. Dane Wilson, the beaten wife who won the battle and achieved escape velocity but ultimately lost the war against the stones that tied her to the Earth. The clerk at the register, a slight, blonde teenage girl rabidly chewing gum, smiled to me as she told me my total, and I smiled back as I handed over the debit card that was mine, all mine.

It wasn’t until I humped the groceries into the hatchback that I realized I’d bought too much to carry in one trip to the cabin. I hoped against hope as I drove southeast that Earl or his wife would be home when I got back, and one of them would be willing to help me. Lilyanne seemed an unlikely source—I could feel her mistrust of me from the moment she’d opened the door last night—but Earl was much more affable and eager to please. Luck was with me that day, and when I crunched into the gravel drive, Earl’s truck was sitting there, a sleeping beast of an automobile. Only in the light of day could I see that it was white like my Saturn, but dirty with patches of grey where the paint had peeled off.

Moo, I thought. I spied Earl’s wife in their side yard, wearing a huge sunhat tied under her chin, unfurling a hose to water the flowers that dotted the front garden, and got out hallooing to get her attention.

She turned and put a hand up to shield her eyes. “Oh, it’s you. Help you?”

“Yeah,” I replied, smiling at her despite her frown. Maybe if I was friendly enough she’d warm to me, I reasoned. She didn’t smile back. “I went into town and got groceries, and, uh, haha, I guess I got too much.”

She gave me another of those appraising once overs. “And?”

“And…” I faltered, unsure of myself in the face of this woman who gave nothing away. “Well…Earl said something about a four-wheeler last night?”

“Did he now.” It wasn’t a question. But she thumbed over her shoulder the same as her husband had the night before, to indicate the fenced back yard. “He’s out back, fixing that fuckin’ chainsaw again.” Unlike her husband, she didn’t say pardon my French when she swore. “Suppose he’ll be willing to help yer, if’n he ain’t too busy, that is.”

I thanked her (she only grunted in response) and made my way to the back fence, which was open on this side of the house. I could hear Earl speaking, muttering to himself, and when I stepped in, I saw his bulk hunched over a small chainsaw that was laid on a piece of plywood between two sawhorses. He fiddled with a delicate piece, trying to reach it with the screwdriver in his hand, but his hands were too big, and he kept missing. He swore gently every time.

“Help you?” I said, not wanting to startle him, unconsciously mirroring the way his wife had spoken to me moments before.

He looked up, his eyes unseeing and confused for a moment, before breaking into a sunny grin. He got up, wiping the sweat off his face with a handkerchief, then wiping the grease from his hands with the same. “Miss Shaw, as I live and breathe! Seems you made it into town OK in that contraption of yours?”

I smiled right back. “Sure did.”

“Find everything you needed, did you?”

“Yes, sir, I did.”

He looked pained. “It would do my ego a dern sight a’good if you’d dispense with the ‘sir’ from now on.”

“As long as you call me Claire instead of Ms. Shaw,” I laughed, then came up to where he was working and looked down at the chainsaw. “Is there something you need help with, Earl?”

“Well, I wouldn’t, if not for these sausages at the ends of my hands.” He held up his fingers as if to prove how big they were. “There’s a little screw inside here that I just can’t reach n’matter how hard I try. And Lilyanne, she won’t get her hands all greasy.”

“Maybe I can help.”

“Oh, miss, I can’t ask you to get all dirty on my account.”

“What about a trade? I undo this screw for you with my tiny little fingers, and you get your four-wheeler and drive me and my heavy groceries out to the cabin.”

Earl looked surprised for a moment, then slapped his knee and let out that big, hearty laugh that did my soul good every time he employed it. “Shoot. I’d say that’s the best deal I’ve had presented to me in a dog’s age. Done.”

He held out one of his large, dirty mitts to shake, and I took it, enjoyed his warm, calloused grasp that was both gentle and firm. In the day it was much easier to convince myself that Earl meant no harm, with his good nature and his kind eyes. I decided right then to put any ill-tempered thoughts about Earl to bed forever. That was trauma talking, and I knew it. If there was one person on this Earth who wasn’t out to harm me, it was this man who was renting me his cabin and had been nothing but nice. I wasn’t so broken that I was beyond noticing that.

The chainsaw was fixed in no time, and then the two of us gathered my groceries. I’d never ridden a four-wheeler before, and the roar that little engine put out pleased me to no end. Earl had hung some of my bags on the handlebars, some on his wrists, and I had the rest on mine. I sat behind him and clung for dear life as we bounced, jostled, thumped down the path to the cabin. The ride only took five minutes, but it was the most fun I’d had in months. I loved the icy wind in my face, the sound of the engine, the feeling of barely-held-onto safety. This was the type of danger a girl could get used to. Earl helped me bring my groceries inside, then blatted the little horn on the front of the four-wheeler to say goodbye. I watched him go.

What a dear, sweet man, I thought. He’d make an excellent father.

The thought about him brought up an image of my own father from when I was little. He spun me around on the tire swing in our backyard that hung from a huge weeping willow, pushing me so high that I screamed in delight and could see over the fence into our neighbor’s yard for split seconds of time. It was a stark contrast to how he was now. He barely looked at me, wouldn’t even hug me, hardly spoke to me directly. He would defend me still, in his way, but never offer words of comfort or even so much as touch me. Gone were the days of his inside jokes with me, his warm and loving embrace, gone too the days of making me cry with laughter. Those days had been taken from both of us, by the mere knowledge of what had happened to that little girl, how she’d ended up. He pulled away, some of which had to do with my mother, but also perhaps because it hurt him to know. But that loss hurt me too, and I felt it more acutely than anyone. I’d lost so much, so much I’d never regain.

If he did that, I wish you had just walked away

If he did that

IF

I sighed and closed the door to the cabin.

Five

Earl said the cabin had all the amenities, but he’d sold it short with his description. Like the TARDIS, the outside belied the inside, which was spacious and clean, with just a hint of rustic flavor. It was indeed all one room except for the bathroom, the kitchen melding into the living room going seamlessly into the bedroom. The floors were polished hardwood, not parquet as I’d expected, a light buttery brown that gleamed in the soft recessed lighting that had a dimmer switch. The couch was new, plush, a blue microsuede affair with throw cushions that opined in cross stitch such phrases as HUNTING FOR LOVE and HOME SWEET HOME. The walls were painted a cool, pastel yellow, which made everything seem more open and inviting. There were a small wood coffee table and end table in the sitting area, as well as a black IKEA nightstand with three drawers next to the queen-sized, extremely comfortable bed that had crisp, soft new sheets in pale blue and four (four!) extra-large down pillows. The duvet was also down, warm and comforting when I wrapped myself in it, and the blanket Earl’s mother had knitted added a pop of bright, country colors. There was generic art on the walls—a painting of a buck standing in a field lit by soft summer light, ducks flying over treetops, and in the kitchen, a print of chefs making boiled seafood. But the bathroom was the real star of the show.

It was painted light, cool-toned blue, lit only by a row of five Edison bulbs in a strip above the sink. The sink was white, the bowl scalloped, with silver fixtures that seemed far too elegant for a cabin in the Louisiana woods. There were two beige mats on the floor—one in front of the sink, one by the tub—that were so fluffy and soft I almost felt guilty stepping on them with bare feet. And then there was the little window over the tub, letting in diffuse light through frosted glass. Oh, what a tub. Clean, gleaming white porcelain with claw feet, so deep that I could submerge my entire body in hot water if I so desired, and still have room to spare.

And that night, I did in fact desire. After dinner—grilled chicken breast with lemon and parmesan pasta and why are you so eager to get fat, Claire—I ran the water as hot as I could stand it and sank myself down, gasping, into the water. I put on music, listening to the tinny speaker on my phone pour out Lou Reed’s “Perfect Day,” and relaxed, glad indeed for the perfect day that I got to spend with me. I breathed deeply of the steam, letting it unclog my stuffy nose after trekking around in the cold for so long, my head leaned back on the lip of the tub. It was so quiet tonight, the only sounds my beating heart, my breathing, and the music switching over to Lizzo, who confirmed that all the rumors were true.

For the first time since booking this place, I allowed myself room to think, really think, about what I was doing here. This cabin made an excellent retreat in which to collect myself, but it still felt like what I was doing was retreating, from my past and my current situation. It felt like running away. I sang along with Lizzo, musing on how I wasn’t anyone’s

Honey

Lover

Whore

Bitch

wife anymore. I was hardly anyone’s friend, and I wasn’t much of a daughter either,

Honestly, Claire, you’re so dramatic

so what was I? And what did that person want?

I knew what she didn’t want.

I’ll give you something to cry about

I’ll show you what it feels like to

You want this don’t you yes you

But as for what she did want, I hadn’t a clue. I’d spent so much time hiding, making myself small for the comfort of other people, being silent when I wanted to scream, that I was the ghost living in the haunted house that was my body, covered in hidden scars. I tried to hold back my tears, but then it occurred to me: I no longer had anyone to hold them back for.

So I cried. I cried loud and long, fat, rolling tears of grief and anger for all that I had lost to other people who didn’t deserve me, and for myself, who deserved more than I gave her. I cried for all the times I hid myself to avoid the wrath of my ex-husband, to avoid the pitying stares of others, to avoid the sharp questions of my mother, to avoid the sad silence of my father. I cried for every time I was angry and didn’t let on so as not to be inconvenient to someone else. I cried for everything I’d missed out on: love, happiness, fulfillment, growth. I sat in that hot water and scrubbed myself clean, finally clean, of the filth that had hung around me in a miasma of sorrow for so long, and I cried while I did it. I cried until I was empty, then I sat still in the water and held myself. There was no one else to hold me.

When I felt that I could stand, I hauled myself up out of the rapidly cooling water, dizzy from the heat as much as from the outpouring of emotions that had been bottled up so long. I dried myself carefully, wiping the tears from my face first, spreading them all over my body even as I toweled off the rest of me, anointing myself with my grief. I stepped out and reached for my phone, stopping the music, wanting silence.

And then I heard it.

At first I thought the trees were just shifting in the wind, but then I heard that it had a different rhythm, off somehow to the beat of the nighttime. And there were no other sounds. The owl from last night wasn’t hooting, no animals skittered in the underbrush, no leaves rustled, nothing. I stopped where I was, nude and clutching a towel to my chest, hand still outstretched to my phone, and listened. There was nothing for a moment, and then…

Clump. Clumpclump.

THUMP.

The thump hit the side of the cabin and I cried out softly, keeping it in as much as I could. I’d had a fair bit of practice at this, so I barely made a sound even though my heart was revving up and my temples throbbed from holding in the scream. I slowly turned, needing to look, not wanting to, but when I saw the bathroom window, it was only blackness outside the frosted glass. I swallowed hard and wrapped my towel more tightly around me, stepping quietly forward.

My plan was to go to the window and crack it just a tiny bit, so I could see what was out there. I did not get to enact that plan. As I stepped into the still-full tub as quietly as I could, I reached for the latch on the window. When I popped it, it gave a tiny click, and that was enough.

Suddenly, the window was full of moonlight as something moved quickly to the right, and then I did scream, falling backwards and splashing back down into the tub in an effort to get away. Water splattered over the sides of the tub and soaked the floor. As the clumping sounds retreated from the cabin, I pulled myself up, dripping, slammed the latch back home and practically ran, soaked and naked, to make sure all locks were locked and all the lights were on.

My brain was shouting the entire time, He’s here, he’s here, he found you, he’s coming, not safe, not safe, NOT SAFE!!! But I managed to get another towel to redry myself and then get clothes on in case the intruder came back, in case it was Dane, so that at least I wasn’t naked when

You like it when I

and if he burst through the front door. I shook the whole time, my eyes darting to every window in rapid succession, continually dropping things and swearing under my breath. But everything was silent, not so much as a rustle from the woods after that. Only the breeze through the trees, the creaks and groans of a house settling in for the night.

I didn’t sleep much, even with every light on in the house, and both the duvet and knitted blanket wrapped around me. I drank coffee at 3 a.m., when I finally gave up and waited impatiently until 9 a.m. to call the number Earl had given me.

“H’lo,” he said, obviously still groggy. Even country people sleep in on Saturdays.

“Hi, Earl,” I said, my voice too high pitched for my liking. I cleared my throat and tried again, willing my voice to sound more calm than I felt. “Something weird happened over here last night and I was hoping you could help ease my mind.”

“I’ll surely try,” he said, sounding a bit more awake now. “What happened?”

“Uh…well…this is going to sound kind of crazy, but I think someone was trying to look in on me in the tub. I heard these weird shuffling noises, like walking? And then when I tried to look outside, they ran into the woods.”

“What?” He was all the way awake now. I heard Lillyanne’s voice in the background and Earl covered the receiver momentarily, talking back to her in a muffled voice before coming back. “I’m gonna call up Wiley Goodrich, one a’my friends who’s a cop. And maybe Laurie out at Wildlife and Fisheries for good measure, I tell you what. That bathroom window is high, even I can’t see in it tall as I am, so if it wasn’t a guy with a stepladder, it was definitely some kinda animal. Though I’d be hard pressed to think a’one. Y’ok, Claire?”

I was so relieved not to be called dramatic and have someone instead ask how I was, that I almost started crying again. “Yeah, I’m OK. I’ll feel better once I know what it was.”

“Me too. Stay inside till I get there with Wiley and Laurie, you hear?”

“I hear.” And I did. I didn’t want to be outside by myself right now, even in the daytime. It felt like my haven had been violated. Like nowhere was safe. Usually I had a very keen mistrust of the police and their many questions (How did you get those bruises, ma’am? Did you fall? Clumsy you!), but this time was different. I wanted very much for Earl and his friends to get here as fast as they could.

I waited nearly an hour before I heard the distinct rumbling of four-wheelers coming up the path to the cabin. I twitched back the curtains and saw Earl on one, and two people I didn’t know on the other. The second four-wheeler was driven by a slight man in his mid-fifties that I presumed was Wiley, who bore the brown uniform of all small-town police officers, a gun on his hip and a walkie on his shoulder. He spoke into it as the person riding behind him swung a leg over and dismounted, brushing leaves off the front of her green trousers and windbreaker before re-tucking her orange shirt, emblazoned with a deer’s head and a fish. This was Laurie, I reasoned, as I watched her tuck her long brown ponytail through her cap and reseat it on her head. She was smiling and chatting with Earl, and looked younger than both men, but had an air of kindness that made me feel brave enough to open the door.

“Hey there, Claire!” Earl said, waving. “Come on out and meet two’a the ne’er-do-wells I know.”

I stepped carefully down the stairs and came over to Earl, who swept a hand in the direction of the brunette. “This beauty is Laurie Kemper, daughter of the dumb bastard, pardon my French, that I call my brother.”

“Daughter-in-law,” Laurie said, and reached to shake my hand. “Stop making us sound like a bunch of inbred hicks, Early.” She shook my hand warmly, her own in padded gloves. “Nice to meet you. Early tells us that you came here all the way from New Orleans? And you’re staying a whole month?”

I gave her a nervous smile. “That’s right.”

Laurie whistled. “Choo. Can’t imagine what we have up here in Homer that could ever compare to a city like that.”

I resisted the urge to tell her I was more interested in what Homer didn’t have, but instead said, “I needed a break. New Orleans is so crowded, all loud and busy. Unless you’re a drinker, it’s not that fun of a town to live in.”

“And I suppose you’re not a drinker?” A voice like sandpaper spoke up from my left and I turned towards it, to the man still straddling the four-wheeler, with his hands stuffed in his armpits for warmth. His eyes were steely blue, much like Judge Clement’s, but instead of holding any kind of compassion, he had that beady-eyed stare cops have that tells you you’re guilty until proven innocent.

“I don’t. Well, not much anyway,” I replied truthfully, but I was already sweating under that stare despite the cold. “Maybe a drink or two when out with my friends, but that’s it.”

He scrutinized me, his craggy jaw working. “Did you happen to have a drink or two last night, as well?”

Had you been drinking the night you said he

“Wiley Goodrich!” Laurie said tersely, smacking him on the arm so hard he rocked in his seat. “This young lady is not here being interrogated.” She turned to me, shaking her head. “Fuckin’ cops. Men cops. Am I right?”

I let out a breath I was previously unaware I was holding and nodded vigorously, making her laugh. It had an infectious, musical quality that got me laughing too, as much at her calling me young lady as at her assessment of men and cops. Then Earl caught the giggles. Wiley groaned and rolled his eyes, but that only made us laugh more, and soon he was chuckling too.

“OK, OK, I came on a bit strong,” he said, waving his hands as he pulled one long leg over the four-wheeler and stood. “My apologies, ma’am. Now would you like to tell me why myself and the lovely Mrs. Kemper are out here freezing our cheeks off on a Saturday morning?”

“Sure,” I said, but then my mouth stalled out. How did I explain what I saw, what it felt like, the notion that my ex-husband might be out there in the woods, waiting to beat and rape me into submission? I couldn’t bear the thought of watching their faces change with that knowledge, especially pleasant-faced Earl who might stop speaking to me the way my father had, all because he didn’t know what to say. I cleared my throat. “Last night I was in the tub, and I heard what sounded like footsteps outside the window. When I went to look out, whoever or whatever it was ran away. The sound of it was big, heavy, you know? And I called Earl because…because…”

“Because you’re a woman alone, who’s so used to city sounds that every sound in the woods seems like a threat, and you got scared,” Wiley finished, nodding. “Yuh, seems about right. I can tell you, ma’am, that the likelihood of there being a person who came spying on you is slim, but I’ll investigate anyway. More likely it was an animal of some kind.”

“That’s where I come in,” Laurie piped up. “And Wiley’s probably right. Whatever came by for a visit probably wasn’t human. There have been reports from other people in the area of something big doing damage to fences, equipment, and the like. Mike Dooley had two sheep carried off just the other night, in fact. So we suspect a bear or a cougar is to blame. Dangerous, sure, but only if you go outside to try and get a peek. Can you show us the bathroom window, please, Claire?”

I opened my mouth to protest, to tell her that no bear or cougar could cover the light of the window if Earl was too short to do so, but thought better of it. Maybe I wanted to be wrong about what I’d seen, maybe being told that it was nothing to be afraid of would be just the kind of comfort I needed. Like Laurie had said, an animal, even a deadly one, couldn’t harm me unless I went outside to confront it. “It’s over here.”

We walked in a group to the back of the cabin, me in front, Wiley and Laurie behind me, Earl bringing up the rear. I remembered walking through the courtroom in a similar way a couple weeks back, to be handed a very different kind of verdict in regards to my future. Here, the stakes weren’t as high. Here, no matter the outcome, I was going to win.

Better luck next time, sweet cheeks

When I rounded the corner and saw what was there, I pulled up so short that Wiley collided with my back with a grunt.

“Choooooo,” Laurie said over my shoulder, awe in her voice. “Something big paid you a visit. Been digging too, so that’s probably what you heard. I’m gonna have to log this one in.”

Directly under the bathroom window, the earth was hollowed out, as though a giant hand had scooped it up, four long, spindly gouges at the top of the hole.

Six

It was hard over the next few days to get anything done, so plagued was I by the thought of what had left that hole behind. Laurie had assured me that “Wilds n’ Fishies” was on the case, and that my story would light a fire under the chief’s ass to find whatever had been roaming around in the woods causing trouble. Officer Goodrich had told me he’d keep a wary eye on things too, just in case, and had given me a business card with his personal mobile number on it before he left. Earl had hung back for a few minutes after they’d gone to ensure I felt safe out there alone. I said I did, but I lied, and spent four days jumping at every sound from outside. Nights weren’t much better. What sleep I did get was plagued by dreams of Dane, all the things he’d done to me over those five long years, and I woke up sweating and aching like I’d been hit all over again more often than I woke up rested.

On day five after my night visitor, I sat on the porch, sipping my coffee with shaky hands, listening to birds chatter to one another in the trees. It was one of those rare cloudless Louisiana days, and no longer as cold as it had been, but a light breeze blew.

Such a perfect day, I thought, I’m glad I spent it with you.

And then realization hit. I had rented this cabin for myself to get away, away from everything that had happened, away from everything I had been, and what was I doing? Falling into old habits. Jumping at shadows. Allowing some outside force to control my life and what I did with it. That bright red rage welled up in my throat again, as sizzling hot and bitter as bile.

“Fuck this,” I said out loud, and went inside to get dressed.

An hour later, after a hearty breakfast of bacon, over medium eggs, and toast to dip in the yolks, I stepped outside in my Converse, sweatpants, and an old The Damned T-shirt I’d bought at their House of Blues concert before I even met Dane. I looked at my GPS, which gave me an idea of where the waterfall was, pinned the location of the cabin, and headed out. Earl said you could get lost easily, but technology and daylight were well on my side this day as I found the path he’d said would lead me right to it.

It was slow going. I had to climb over fallen trees and go around underbrush too thick to slog through. The cold would keep the snakes inside their holes, but I made sure to make a lot of noise so as not to startle a raccoon or fox that might be waddling about nearby.

I sang to myself as I slogged along, a snippet of a song I’d heard long ago, “Little girl, little girl, don’t lie to me—tell me where did you sleep last night?

Laurie had told me that the thing outside my cabin might be a bear, and Google told me bears were more often than not deterred by loud noise, so I sang as I went. I soon got bored with the song swirling in my head and turned on Spotify. I kept the phone handy, watching the map lest I get too far away from the path, and found that the waterfall wasn’t as far away as I’d thought.

I’d brought my tote along, filled it with three bottles of water, two sandwiches, a protein bar, and an apple. I didn’t plan to eat it all, but I suppose subconsciously I was preparing to be lost in the woods for a while.

Prepare for the worst, hope for the best, was one of my mother’s favorite witticisms, and as much as I hated to admit it, in this instance it was pretty good advice.

I heard the waterfall before I saw it, a gentle trickling at first and then a rushing sound akin to traffic on the freeway, but more organic. I clambered over the trunk of a long-dead oak tree and there it was, cascading beautifully down over rocks and mossy banks, feeding the river below it with the river above. It wasn’t a very wide or deep river (in fact it was more like an overblown creek), but the water was cold and refreshing when I dunked my hands in, clean, clear, and lovely. I found a particularly flat boulder whose top was somewhat bafflingly free of moss, and sat cross legged on it, pulling out a bottle of water and a sandwich. I was halfway through it in a flash, ravenous after my athletic trek.

When I was done, I put the wrapper in my tote, stripped off my shoes and socks, and dangled my feet into the water. I lay back, allowing the crisp coldness of the river to flow around my wiggling toes, my arms pillowing my head as I gazed up onto the canopy above me. Birds flitted to and fro in the boughs, hunting, fucking, feeding their young, making homes with one another. I felt a deep loneliness watching them, longed for a life that had never been, and probably would never be, mine. That I might pair off with someone again in the future was the furthest thought from my mind.

I would rather be alone for the rest of my life, I thought, than ever again allow that kind of madness in. There’s too much risk with people. Too many unknowns.

The unknown. Wasn’t that always what I had been afraid of, what had kept me rooted in the house with my parents, and then kept me standing by the side of someone so hateful as Dane? Didn’t I always pick the devil I knew? The path of least resistance?

I growled in frustration, pressing my palms to my eyes. That had always been my pattern, and it was such a hard pattern to break. I couldn’t allow myself to think of a future version of myself that wasn’t alone, because I had no idea what to expect from myself now that I was. I’d divorced my husband, quit my job, and walked out on my mother crying for me to stay. These were all good things, certainly, but they left me firmly in the path of the unknown, and much to my chagrin, I found I was afraid.

I hugged myself, squeezing my leather jacket closer to me, the tears coming back to spill grief in cleansing tracks down my sweaty face. “I’m just gonna have to be enough for me.”

The snap of a twig brought me back, and I flipped over on my stomach, my legs coming up too, pulling me into a crouch. I had no idea I could move that fast, but I had, and now I was poised, tense, searching for whatever had made the sound.

There was more rustling to my right and I whirled around, shouting, “Whoever’s out there, I will fuck you up.”

What I meant I had no idea, seeing as I wasn’t exactly the musclebound type, nor did I possess even so much as a butter knife to use as a weapon. The crunch of leaves coming closer made me draw in a sharp breath, and I clutched the handle of my tote bag, ready to ditch my shoes and run barefoot through the forest like a hunted hare if a human being stepped out of those trees. The sound of heavy footfalls got louder, and I thought this was it, the thing from outside the cabin must be here, it was ready to claim its meal and my bones would bleach on this rock until time wound itself down and then…

…then, from between two gnarled and ancient cypress trees, stepped the largest and most beautiful deer I’ve ever seen. He was huge, at least two hundred pounds even now in the winter when most deer are thin, with antlers so expansive he had to turn his head to step between the trees. His fur was a dark sable, deep black in places on his back, his throat and stomach a pale, delicate speckled grey. His eyes, watery black pools, caught mine and held them, his ears tipping forward as he chewed thoughtfully on foliage.

A giddy chuckle of relief escaped me. “Oh, buddy, you just scared the shit out of me, you know that? Jesus, Buck.”

I sat heavily back down on the boulder, wrapped my arms around my knees, and watched him. He was utterly majestic as he bent his long neck down to take another nibble of clover, and when he came back up, still regarding me, his rack looked like two huge, gnarled, black hands pointed to the sky in supplication. I had this warm feeling spreading through me despite the wind picking up, with those wild eyes on mine, a sense of peace. Here was a creature for whom the unknown was home. He lived with uncertainty, not knowing if there was a hunter nearby ready to kill him for his antlers, unsure where his next meal was coming from, with no family to speak of, and yet he lived. He trusted that his home would provide for him, trusted that I wasn’t his enemy.

“I want to be more like you, Buck,” I said to him, and it was true. I wanted to trust in my own senses to protect me. I wanted to trust in my own judgement. I wanted the freedom to choose where and with whom I spent my time. I wanted to be as wild and gentle as the buck that stood, chewing, twenty feet away.

But equally, I knew that all of that would take time, take effort. There was an uneasy peace in the knowledge that the enemy of my growth was, now, only myself.

The deer snorted loudly. He pawed the ground, making divots in the soft earth, then bobbed his head up and down as if to confirm my thoughts. His ear twitched back, listened to some secret sound in the woods only he was privy to, then turned his bulk back to the forest and disappeared into the leaves as suddenly as he had appeared.

I put my shoes on, gathered my things, and began the trek back to the cabin, lost in thought, singing to myself.

“In the pines, in the pines, where the sun never shines—we’ll shiver the whole night through.”

Seven

I made myself dinner, feeling lighter than I had in days. I ate with gusto, polishing off an eight-ounce steak, a pile of mashed potatoes with mushroom gravy, and a forest of roasted broccoli. After eating, I took a shower to wash the dirt and sweat from the day’s exertions off of myself, not even thinking about the beast that had come to the window nights ago. It felt like the person who’d been afraid was a different entity altogether—remote, far in the past. Once dressed, I retired to the porch to read and smoke a couple of cigarettes from the “emergency” pack I kept in my purse.

Men don’t like it when girls smoke. Sends the message that you’re easy.

Christ, Claire, you taste like an ashtray. If you want to burn, I’ll show you a burn.

There was no one around to punish me for my pleasure, and I sat on the porch, rocking, buzzing with nicotine, full, content. I’d brought myself two books to read—the new Stephen King and a worn and spine-broken copy of The Princess Bride—and discovered that I’d soon need to go to town to get a few more. Having the quiet surround me, having the time and space to read what I liked

Why do you read such trash? Ugh, these aren’t books for young women.

was a precious thing indeed. My brain soon caught up to give me back my reading speed from high school, when I’d average five books a month. I made a mental note to ask Earl if there was a Books-A-Million in Homer. Even if there wasn’t, the thought of a jaunt to Shreveport wasn’t as daunting as it had been a week ago. I took a last long drag and got up to stub my cigarette in the grass.

Clump. Clumpclump. Clump.

I froze. The sound had come from directly ahead. I sat, hardly daring to shiver, in the rocking chair and peered out into the woods. The wind whipped my hair into my eyes. I made no movement to push it away. My eyes began to water, my vision blurred. I could only see the first row of trees; the rest were steeped in pitch blackness. The moon was all but gone now, its weak light no help at all as I tried with my paltry human vision to squint into the copse of trees and make sense of the sounds I was hearing.
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