

[image: cover]




For my mother,
Terrilynne Kempf Boling




[image: cover]




1 Day one


The sky grows dark as I drive.


I tell myself to concentrate, to focus on the two narrow lanes of smooth, black asphalt and the double yellow lines that divide them.


The road feels like a tunnel, carved between walls of brown cornfields which flank the road on both sides and go on as far as the eye can see. Darkness now hovers above and below, and from side to side. It’s everywhere.


I hear the woman on the radio talk of the storm, but she is muted by thoughts that will not relent as the events of this terrible day unravel in my mind.


This stretch of Route 7 passes through an endless chain of small New England towns—not the quaint villages farther south, but the old industrial hubs that have been left to decay.


Neglected farmland, dilapidated houses, abandoned factories— they stand like tombstones. I wonder where people live. Where they buy groceries. Where they work and go out to dinner. Why they don’t leave.


The unease causes my shoulders to rise and my back to straighten. It’s the same every time I pass through. These towns will haunt me well into the night.


There’s a gas station up ahead. The Gas n’ Go. It sits at the intersection of Route 7 and an eerie road that leads to the heart of one of these towns. I have never been down that road, and I don’t ever intend to. Still, this seems to be the spot where outsiders find themselves in need of gas as they journey from southern Connecticut into western Massachusetts. There must be half a dozen boarding schools and small colleges which are accessed from Route 7. Sometimes I recognize cars, even faces, when I have to stop.


And I will have to stop today. The gas light has been on for miles now.


After the Gas n’ Go, it’s two hours to my home at the southern end of the state. I have already passed the green welcome sign. Welcome to Connecticut.


Home.


It will be just after nine. My husband, John, will likely be out. At the gym. At work. Having drinks with a friend. My daughter, Nicole, will also be out somewhere. Anywhere that’s not near me. She just turned twenty-one so she has options now. Options that keep me up at night, watching the clock. Listening for the door.


The dogs will bark and jump on my coat. They’ll only want food. They save their affection for my husband. He was the one who brought them home after Annie died, so they’ve been his dogs more than mine.


The house will smell like Fantastik and lavender dryer sheets because it’s Thursday, and on Thursday the cleaners come. I wonder if they’ll remember to clear the ashes from the fireplace in our bedroom. It’s late October and cold enough for a fire. John likes to sit in bed with the fire burning while he watches television. He had one going last night. He was asleep by the time I made it up the stairs, though now I remember that the fire had a fresh log. Conclusions are quick to follow and one hand now covers my gaping mouth.


Am I too sensitive? Am I just being too me, too Molly? I hear these thoughts with John’s voice. Stop being so Molly. He has come to use my name as an adjective that allows him to dismiss me. But, no—I’m not wrong about the log on the fire. He was pretending to be asleep.


The day unravels and I can’t stop my thoughts.


My son, Evan, attends one of the boarding schools off this road. He was recruited as a freshman to play football. He’s a junior now, and a starting lineman this season. I make this trip every other Thursday to watch his home games. The season is half over and they are leading the ranks. They may win the entire league this year.


The drive is four hours each way. John tells me I’m crazy to make the trip twice a month. He tells me Evan doesn’t care. Nicole has harsher words for me. She tells me Evan doesn’t want me there. That I embarrass him by going. That he’s not a little boy anymore and he doesn’t need his mommy watching him play.


He has changed. She’s right about that. He knows the power he has on the field. I hadn’t seen it before today. It was in his stance, his walk. It was in his eyes.


And it was in his cruelty. I wonder when that began. If it’s new. Or only new that I can see it.


I waited for him outside the field house where the team enters the locker room. I picture him now, as the day plays out again, slowly, painfully.


How he walked with his friends, the enormous bag hanging over his shoulder, high-tops unlaced, baseball hat turned backward, and a mischievous smile that probably had something to do with talk about a girl.


In that moment, before his eyes caught sight of me and his face changed, I felt my heart fill with pride.


These thoughts come, and like the log on the fire, they don’t go. My boy, my sweet Evan, the easy middle child, walking like he owned the world. A smile pulled clear across my face as I waited for his eyes to turn and see me at the door.


And they did turn. And they did see.


And then they widened and looked away. He grew closer, and still, they did not return to me. He positioned himself between two of his friends and passed through the door, leaving me in awe of his dismissiveness.


It is just now, one hundred and eleven miles later, that I feel the bite of it.


My vision blurs. I wipe away tears. Christ, I hear John. Stop being so Molly! He’s a teenager.


But the thought won’t leave, this image of his back turned as he walked into the building.


I look up at the dark clouds stirring in the sky and see the sign for the Gas n’ Go sitting atop a giant pole. The storm is a hurricane. I am driving right into its path.


John said this was another reason I shouldn’t make the trip today. The school could cancel the game if the storm got too close, and even if they didn’t, I would surely run into it on the way home.


The storm, Evan not caring.


And Annie. He stopped short of saying it, but the words lingered between us.


Today is the anniversary of her death. Five years ago, on this day, we lost our youngest child. She was nine years old.


No. I will not think of Annie. I will not go backward. I will go forward.


Put one foot in front of the other.


I learned this in grief counseling. I used to be a middle school science teacher, where the focus is on learning to analyze problems by breaking them down into pieces and forming hypotheses—so I studied the grief this way. Objectively. Clinically. We are not wired to witness the death of a child. To endure it. To survive it. But like every other human defect, we have used science to outsmart our own biology. We can take a brain that is shredded ear to ear and we can put it back together with mantras like this one. Mantras that have been tested in clinical trials. Vetted in peer articles and TED Talks and now appear in self-help books.


You just put one foot in front of the other, Molly. Every day, just one more step.


Had I not had other children to care for, I would not have been able to take these steps. I would have died. Let myself die. Found a way to die. The pain was not survivable. And yet I survived.


Forward.


But the day continues to unravel, back now, to the morning.


Nicole was just coming in from one of her nights. I don’t know where she slept. Her skin has gone pale, her hair long and unruly. She’s become lean from running. She runs for miles and miles. She runs until she is numb, head to toe. Inside and out. Then she sleeps all day. Stays out all night. She is a lean, fierce, unruly warrior. And yet the pain still gets inside her.


Where have you been all night? I asked. The usual exchange followed, about how this was none of my business … but it was my business because she’s living in my house and what about her GED class and trying to dig herself out of this hole … but it’s my fault she’s in the hole; she’s in the hole because of Annie and her grief and because not everyone can just get over it … but when is she going to stop using her sister’s death as an excuse for getting expelled from her private school senior year, never going back?


She shrugged, looked me straight in the eye. When did she become like this? This soldier, ready to fight off anyone who comes too close?


What about you? When are you going back to work? she asked.


She likes to remind me that I, too, stopped living—breathing, yes, but not really living.


I had no response to my daughter this morning. I had no response to my son this afternoon.


I didn’t even see Evan after the game. I waited by the door but he must have gone out a different way. I almost marched straight to his dorm to tell him what I thought of his behavior. To do what a mother does when she knows she’s right and when her child needs to learn a lesson.


The sign for the Gas n’ Go grows closer, the clouds darker as these thoughts come. I didn’t find him. I didn’t do what I now think a mother should have done. A good mother.


Suddenly, I know why.


The car slows. I step on the gas, but it doesn’t respond.


I am not a good mother.


I can’t hold them back now, the thoughts of my dead child. Annie. Not that they ever really leave me. They are always lurking, hiding, wearing disguises so I don’t see them as they sneak up.


I steer to the shoulder. The wheel is stiff. The car is dead. When it stops, I try the ignition, but it won’t turn over.


I see the message on the dashboard. I have run out of gas.


How long has the light been on? I have been preoccupied by this day. By these thoughts. John was right. I should not have made this trip. Not today.


I look down Route 7 and see the entrance for the station. It can’t be more than thirty feet. The wind whips hard, rocking the car. I can see the rain coming on an army of clouds. A blanket closing over the sky. I can’t tell how far away they are. How much time I have.


Thoughts exploding. Heart pounding. What have I done?


Now comes the thought about the fire last night. We have four fireplaces in our house, all of them wood burning. I have been making fires and stoking fires since we moved there twelve years ago. I know what a log looks like when it’s just been placed on top of the flames.


I have no umbrella, just a flimsy jacket. I put it on anyway. I reach for my purse and tuck it inside. It’s only thirty feet.


I open the door, get out, close it behind me. And I run, clutching the purse. I run into the wind which is more powerful than I imagined.


I run and think about that log which had just been put there— last night—on the fire. John wasn’t asleep. John was pretending to be asleep so he wouldn’t have to see me, even just long enough to say good night.


It’s not the first time.


Flashes of the fight with Nicole break free as my body pushes through the wind. We fight every day now.


Open your eyes!


The fight had been so fast and furious, I had not processed each word. But I do now.


They are open. I see you clear as day, Nicole.


Not to me. To your own husband!


I can’t see what’s right in front of me. He never comes home for dinner. He pretends to be asleep when I come into our bedroom.


My husband doesn’t love me anymore. My husband loves someone else.


This thought feels old, like a jagged stone I’ve been carrying in my coat pocket, trying to rub it smooth. But no matter how much I dig my fingers in, the edges never soften.


And then, the words I had not heard before, but had felt many times. Still, hearing them from my own daughter twisted the knife.


I hate you!


Tears fall as I run.


Annie. Wispy blond hair resting on delicate shoulders. Big, round eyes and long lashes. I can still feel her in my arms. Her life just beginning. Annie.


Annie!


And now I know why the thoughts have all come. They have been leading me to this one, last thought. This naked admission.


I am not a good mother because I did not drive four hours to watch my son play football so that he would feel loved. I drove four hours so that I could feel loved.


The log in that fireplace. My daughter’s words. I hate you.


Evan was all that was left. I had to see his face, see him thriving, so I could validate my life.


Gasps of breath. The wind is strong and the air cold. My lungs are on fire.


Maybe Evan knew. Maybe he could sense it seeping from my skin. The need I wanted him to fill which must have felt like poison. A mother shouldn’t need things from her child.


I caused Nicole’s demise. She is certain of it and it now feels real, though disorienting. I went to my son under false pretenses, caused him pain. Caused him to lash out with cruelty. My husband pretends to sleep so he won’t have to look at me.


Yes, I think as the grief spins violently in my head. I am a bad mother. This is an objective fact. There’s no way around it.


I let a child die.


I am at the entrance to the Gas n’ Go. I look up and see there are no cars. No lights on inside the store. Orange cones stand in front of the pumps.


The rain comes suddenly. The blanket covering the sky is now a broken dam. It’s dark but I can still see the writing on a cardboard sign. Closed for storm!


I stop and let the rain wash over me as I stare at these words.


Evan, Nicole, John. I am a burden to them now because they don’t love me. Because they can’t love me.


It’s been five years to this very day that they stopped.


Five years since Annie died.


Five years since she ran into the road.


Five years since I struck her with my car. Since I killed her.


Tears, rain, wind. I walk a few paces to the intersection, to the road, Hastings Pass, that leads to the town. There is nothing but pavement and dirt riding over hills, and the dead cornstalks in fields that go on and on. Not another car in sight.


The hurricane is a category four. That’s what they said on the radio. I remember the voices now. I remember the name of this town. Hastings. I have driven into the eye of the storm. I hear the mantra in my head. Don’t give up. I feel the weight of my guilt like a rock I hold above my head. How I fight to keep it from falling. I think now that maybe it’s time. Maybe I can just let it fall.


Maybe I can just walk away.


These words bring a sudden, jarring euphoria.


Walk away. Just walk away.


The road with the brown cornfields, darkened by the angry storm, is now a thing of beauty. An oasis. An escape. My legs begin to move, pulling my body. My mind is in a trance. Sedated by these words and the promises they offer.


You can leave all of this behind.


You can start again.


You can put down the rock, the burden you carry.


I walk along this road until I am part of the storm. Numb to the wet. Numb to the cold. Numb to the truth about the promises. And for the first time since I killed my child I am at peace.


Please let me go. Let me walk away. I feel the words in my head like a prayer.


Please, they whisper. Don’t look for me.


I don’t know how long I walk, or how far, when I see light coming from behind. I turn to find headlights moving slowly toward me. They’re high and bright. It’s a truck of some kind. Tall but also long. And in spite of the trance I am in and the peace it has brought, I feel both of my arms rise above my head and wave wildly, the purse still clutched in one hand.


The truck pulls in front of me and comes to a stop.


I walk closer until I am inches beside the passenger window. There are two figures inside.


I make a shield with my hand, just above my eyes to keep the rain from my face. I lean in closer and see the window come down a few inches.


 “The storm’s coming, you know—you shouldn’t be out here.” It’s a man’s voice. Friendly. But also urgent. “Do you want a ride to town?”


Another voice calls from the truck. The window comes down a few more inches.


The voice of a little girl. The face of an angel.


“Well? Do you or don’t you?” she asks.


I stare at her, at her blond hair and bright eyes, and beyond her to the man.


I stare at her, this young girl, and, God help me, for a split second I see my dead child.


And then I see this road for what it truly is. A mirage. An illusion. And the words that caused my legs to carry me away from my life—liars. Their promises nothing more than cheap deceptions.


The guilt will never leave me. I will never leave my family.


“Yes,” I say.


The passenger window of the truck closes and the girl disappears. But now I hear the click of the locks opening. I reach for the handle of the door to the second row, desperate to be out of the storm. Desperate to get back to my family. To forget what I have almost done. This storm might have killed me. The wind and the cold. Then the guilt would be theirs to carry. John, Nicole, Evan. How could I be that selfish after everything I’ve already done to them? I will never think of it again.


I climb inside, close the door. Relief fighting with despair.


And before I can clear the rain from my eyes and see what’s really before me, I hear the click again. The doors locking.


Locking shut.




2 Day thirteen


The phone rang. Stopped. Rang again.


Nicole Clarke awoke, felt a body beside her. It didn’t stir.


The ringing was loud. The daylight bright, even through closed eyes. Remorse crept in as her hand reached toward the sound.


She pulled the phone to her ear, eyes pinching tightly together, then moved herself closer to the edge of the bed so she was no longer touching the stranger she’d brought home.


She managed a hello. Her voice was hoarse.


“Nicole Clarke?” a woman asked. She seemed nervous. “I’m calling about the disappearance of a woman in Hastings.”


The name of that town. Adrenaline, nausea. Nic didn’t answer.


Then came the flashes from the night before.


Vodka shots … the man at the end of the bar … now in her bed.


She’d told him to leave in the early morning hours. Or maybe she’d passed out before she could.


The woman continued.


“My name is Edith Moore. I hope this is the right thing to do, but I may have something … I may know something about that woman—your mother, right?”


The man groaned, draped a heavy arm over her chest. Nic pushed it aside.


There had been a moment last night when his arms couldn’t hold her tight enough. Now they repulsed her. It was always the same.


She rolled onto her side and pulled her knees to her stomach. “Hold on,” she said, waiting for the nausea to recede.


The calls about her mother had begun to slow. Most of the crazies had moved on to other things. Other ways to feed their appetite for attention. The psychologist had explained it to them, why people feel drawn to these stories, to other people’s grief, and why they seek ways to get involved even if they muddy the search for the truth with their lies. Their made-up stories. Their bullshit.


There was also the reward money. A million dollars for her mother’s safe return. Five hundred thousand for tips leading to her “whereabouts.” Nothing brought out a liar like cash. Her father had hired an investigator to manage the tips.


The woman continued.


“I live in Schenectady, which is two hours from Hastings—over the border into New York. I was on my way home from a trip to Manhattan. I met some girlfriends there. That’s why I was on the road.”


Nic began with the questions that would likely end the conversation. What day? What time? What road?


The callers never did their homework. They usually got the town right. Sometimes the make and model of her mother’s car—an Audi Q5, light blue. Stopped just before the gas station.


Edith Moore rattled off the answers. It was the last one that made Nic pay closer attention.


Hastings Pass.


Most people said they’d seen Molly Clarke on Route 7. That was where her car was found. That was the road that led to the casino where her credit card was used. It was always the best guess for the crazies. And the liars.


This was something new.


“What were you doing on Hastings Pass?” Nic asked. Her tone was harsh. “It’s completely out of the way if you were heading to Schenectady from Manhattan.”


Nic knew every inch of that town. Hastings. She knew every road, every field, every abandoned well her mother might have fallen down as she sought cover from the hurricane.


“I was trying to stop for the night because of the storm. There’s a place there, the Hastings …”


“Hastings Inn.” Nic was sitting up now.


“Yes—the Hastings Inn. I got to the inn around seven, but it was already boarded up. I knew I had to get out of the storm path, so I turned around, back toward Route 7. I was on Hastings Pass and I think I drove right past your mother.”


Now came another voice. The man in her bed who’d overstayed his welcome. Who’s on the phone?


Nobody … you need to go.


Nic waved at him, then toward the door, then to his clothes littered across the carpet of her bedroom. When he looked at her with confusion, she made it clearer.


“Please—just get out.” But then, “I’m sorry.”


She said it again. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, until he started to move.


And she was sorry. For last night and the nights before and the nights to come. She was sorry for so many nights since Annie died.


Back to the woman on the phone.


“Why didn’t you come forward sooner? It’s been two weeks.”


“Like I said, I don’t live in the area. And I don’t really follow the news. But then a few days ago, I was catching up with one of the friends I met in the city and she asked me if I got caught in the storm, and then she mentioned a woman who went missing.”


Nic listened carefully as she watched the man move about the room, grabbing a shirt, pants, underwear. These nights had to stop.


She knew they wouldn’t.


Edith Moore continued, her voice trembling with excitement. “I looked up the story on the Internet and I just knew it was her! I saw her on that road. Hastings Pass—not Route 7. She was about a mile down the road. The rain had begun. She was soaking wet.”


Nic rested her head in one hand as the facts from the case flooded out.


The car abandoned just before the gas station. Out of gas.


Nothing inside but her cell phone, attached to the charger.


Every field, every home, everywhere searched and searched.


Then, two days later, her credit card used at a nearby casino resort.


And her clothes, still wet, found in the hotel room—along with the note.


The note which explained everything—and nothing.


“And you didn’t stop? You didn’t help her?” Nic asked.


The woman rambled on about how she slowed to a crawl, but then a truck came from the other direction.


“A truck?”


“Yes. It was a pickup truck. Dark color. It stopped and she got in.”


Nic was on her feet, then quickly buckled over.


“I read everything I could find,” the woman said. “About the car found the next morning and the gas station closed and then the winds and blackout. Oh, and how the town searched for her everywhere until they found that gut-wrenching note in a hotel room. Your poor mother and everything she’d been through. And then the case was closed, or reclassified, I think it said. They were calling it a ‘walk away’ in the press.”


That was exactly how things had gone down.


Nic and her father had been there with the search parties. Four days in Hastings that had become a blur of images. Rough sketches of cold air and stiff cornstalks, stale bitter coffee on folding tables brought by the local residents. The bar across from the inn. Vodka. Tequila. A stranger in the back hallway—the bartender. It had not been pretty.


Then came the slow reveal of the family’s bad behavior on the day of the disappearance.


Nic’s cruel words in the kitchen overheard by the cleaners. Evan’s shunning of his mother’s visit witnessed by the kids on his team. And Molly Clarke’s husband, John, who didn’t even notice that his wife hadn’t come home because he’d fallen asleep.


And why would that be? He had a million excuses. It took everything inside Nic not to give them the real one—that he didn’t love his wife anymore. That he was having an affair. Nic had seen his car in town when he said he was at the office. She’d seen the way he avoided looking at her but then was suddenly polite and considerate, covering his tracks. There were so many changes, and they were recent. They were new, subtle changes. Except for the one that screamed out to be noticed. For the first time since his wife killed his daughter, he seemed happy.


All of this bad behavior had come on the anniversary of Annie’s death five years before.


It was against this ugly and unforgivable backdrop that her mother’s note was interpreted. Chicken-scratch words on a page from the hotel notepad found in the room. Words Nic had read just once, though she could still close her eyes and see the shape of each letter.


My beloved family, I am so very sorry. I couldn’t make it home, and then I thought maybe you are better off without me. I pray you don’t look for me. I pray for your happiness.


She signed it with her full name. Molly Clarke. The police said she had probably done that to make sure it found its way back to them—so the hotel would know who’d left it.


But she’d paid for the room with her credit card. It was in her name. And the words, the phrases—they didn’t sound like her mother.


The note was sent to a handwriting expert. It matched the samples they’d provided. It matched the writing of Molly Clarke.


Still, she had fought against them. The local police. The state troopers. Even her father. They’d given her the statistics which supported the walk-away theory. Most adult women who disappear were trying to leave their lives behind. They came home when, if, they were ready.


What did she have to fight with? Remnants from the past, fragments of memories about a devoted mother who could never cause her children to suffer by leaving them? The truth was, Nic had no idea what was in her mother’s head, what was even in her heart, or what narrative had been taking shape inside her—that she was a burden to them and they would be better off without her.


Nic had said as much to her face the morning before she left them.


The belief in her mother’s betrayal had come as a shock, but then settled in quietly, burrowing into the hollow spaces alongside the grief and the guilt that Annie’s death had carved. They were amorphous, covering every inch of her, living in every cell. And they had an insatiable yearning to be filled. The men and the alcohol were barely touching them anymore.


Evan had fared better. There’d been tears, but then his quick return to school. Her father had done his duty by wearing a somber face and taking care of his wife’s elderly parents. They lived in a home and were already in the throes of dementia. Nic envied them. Now, nearly two weeks later, friends had stopped bringing casseroles. Everyone was returning to normal life because it was unbearable to remain in a state of grief and loss. Evan at school. Her father back to work and his after-work activities. And Nic, back to her nights.


Only they’d been getting worse.


Now the woman again. “The driver of that truck may know where she went.”


Yes, Nic thought. The driver might know why she left us.


“Is there anything else you can tell me? Any details about her that you noticed? I have to ask.”


“Yes, of course,” Edith Moore said. “Let me think … well— there was something she did, and I don’t know if it helps …”


“What?” Nic asked, suddenly desperate to have this be real. “What did she do?”


“When she waved at the truck—she used both arms, over her head, crossing back and forth. She had her purse in one of her hands, so it was odd, you know? That she didn’t just wave at the truck with one hand. I remember thinking that it was strange.”


Nic closed her eyes and saw her mother from years ago. At a cross country meet, standing at the finish line. Waving just like that—two arms overhead. She did it at Evan’s games too. And when she was trying to get their attention at a pickup, or when they ignored her walking through the kitchen and she asked them how their day was.


They had all poked fun at her. And yet, they had all found it endearing.


Years ago—when there was still room for endearment.


“What about the purse?” Nic asked.


“It was orange. Very bright—oh, and there were letters on it. NEA. At the time, I assumed it was a monogram, but after I read about your mother and saw her name, I thought maybe it was the name of the designer.”


“They’re our names,” Nic said. “The names of her children.”


Her mother had ordered the purse herself. No one else would have been that morbid. And that’s exactly what it was. A bright, bold, daily reminder that she had three children. Nicole. Evan. Annie. Three children, not two. And that one was dead. The giant gold “A” to punch her in the gut as she went about her day. That purse followed her everywhere.


Nic opened her eyes and let the truth find her.


This is real. This woman saw my mother.


“Why don’t you come and meet me?” Edith Moore asked. “I can show you exactly where she was when the truck picked her up.”


The thought was unbearable. Hastings …


“Maybe you can meet with the local police,” Nic offered.


But the woman insisted. “I don’t think that will go anywhere now, given what they believe.”


Silence then. Nic closed her eyes and tried to chase away the sickness in her gut.


Hastings …


“The thing is,” the woman said next, “no one is going to care about that poor woman on the road as much as her family.”


Ten minutes later, Nic was throwing clothes in a duffel bag. Jeans, shirts, sweaters, sneakers. What else? Pajamas, underwear.


She went to the bathroom for her toothbrush, shampoo.


A voice crept in, whispering, Is this just more running away?


The grief counselor had her theories about Nic’s behavior.


Don’t run from the pain. You have to feel it before it will get better.


But she did feel it. And it never did get better.


There were things she’d said that morning to her mother that she hadn’t told anyone. She couldn’t even think them. Things about Annie.


She’d wanted to see misery on her mother’s face instead of love. And she had succeeded. Now she had the image in her mind, placed there by Edith Moore—her mother standing in the rain, soaking wet. In the storm. A storm Nic had put her in with those horrible words.


And now, too, there was someone out there who knew where she’d gone. Someone who owned a truck. Someone who could help her get to her mother and tell her she didn’t hate her, and God, take back the other things she’d said that morning. She chased the voices away. The good advice. The well-meaning guidance she knew would be coming. She doesn’t want to be found. Take care of yourself, Nicole. But Nic knew things they didn’t, things she’d said to drive her mother away.


This was her fault and now she had to make it right. She had to find her mother.




3 Day one


The girl wears a mask. She pulls it up after I enter the truck.


It’s some kind of medical mask which I can see now only in the reflection from the side mirror. The man wears a wool hat, pulled down low.


We drive through sheets of rain. A violent wind pushes against the truck.


“Thank you for stopping,” I say. “I ran out of gas.”


The girl turns around.


“That wasn’t very smart,” she says. Her voice is perky, like she’s just stating the obvious and not rendering a judgment. Still, it is odd for a child her age not to know that she’s done just that.


“You’re right,” I say.


The man smiles. “No harm done. The town’s not far.”


I notice his eyes dart up into the mirror so he can see me. He quickly looks away and glances at his daughter.


Daughter … I wonder now. I am making assumptions. The girl keeps talking.


“I’m allergic to everything so I have to wear a mask when I’m outside the house. Does it make my voice sound funny?”


Her words pass through me. I look out the window wondering where we are, exactly how far from town. I can see nothing but the small pieces of road where the headlights strike the pavement. The sky is a canvas of black.


I smell gasoline and notice three plastic cans on the floor beside me. Otherwise, the truck is clean but old. The leather on the seats is cracked, worn all the way through in places.


“Hey!” the girl says, annoyed with me now. “Answer my question!”


My concern shifts quickly from the road and the black sky and the gas cans to the girl with the mask who has just admonished me for not paying attention and answering her question. I somehow pull the question from my immediate memory. Something about the mask and her voice … I take an educated guess.


“It sounds just fine to me,” I say. She looks at me through the side mirror with folded eyes and I imagine her whole face is in a scowl.


So I smile. A big, warm smile through lips that tremble from the cold and now, also, from the realization that I am locked inside a truck with strangers.


“What’s your name?” I ask. I try to be friendly. I just need a ride to town.


The girl looks at the man before answering. He nods and says, “Go ahead! Don’t be shy,” which is strange because she seems anything but shy to me.


She spins all the way around this time, smiling so wide I can see the creases of her cheeks poking out from the sides of the mask.


“Alice!” she says. I take a moment because the name sounds out something else in my mind. She says Alice but I hear Annie. And my heart skips just one long beat.


Alice again turns back to face the road, this time with a little bounce and the man tousles her hair. It’s playful but awkward, like he doesn’t do this often.


The truck slows.


I look through the windshield to where the headlights are shining and see storefronts with boarded windows. As we pass, they fade back into the darkness.


The truck rolls down the street. The man keeps his eyes ahead. “Is that the town?” I ask.


We pass a building that looks like a diner from the shape of the gray silhouette and the large sheets of plywood that cover a row of windows. Beside it I see a sign on a lawn. It’s merely a flash as our lights pass. It says The Hastings Inn.


“Maybe there—at the inn. You could just drop me …”


The man looks carefully out the window, scanning the street.


“Looks like it’s closed. Everything’s boarded up … and gosh— looks like the whole town’s lost power.”


My voice cracks as I ask the next question. “Can we go back to my car? Maybe I can use some of the gas you have here? Even just a gallon. There’s another station about half an hour away—at the casino, right? I saw a sign for it on Route 7 …”


Please, please, please! Let us go back to my car and then my life two hours from here, no matter what’s become of it. I crave it now and I don’t even know why. I crave my irreverent daughter who hates me and my cruel son who dismisses me. I miss my husband who pretends to be asleep when I come into our bedroom to be with him and I miss the dogs who want nothing but food. God help me, but I even miss the pain that never leaves.


It comes from a hidden place. A primal instinct. This missing of things.


The truck makes a turn and picks up speed.


“They’re empty,” he says now. “We were on our way to get them filled but the station was already closed.”


I look at the gas cans. I swear I can hear liquid splashing inside them but maybe I’m mistaken. Or maybe what I hear is nothing more than a few drops left at the bottom.


Why would he lie? The gas station was closed.


“What can we do?” I ask now.


“Road’s blocked. Tree just came down. Didn’t you hear it on the radio? Only one way to go now.”


I didn’t hear anything. I can’t hear a radio over the sound of the engine. And how was it reported so quickly?


The girl seems to know where we’re headed.


I open my purse to grab my phone. I have to tell them what’s happened, John and Nicole. I dig through the contents—wallet, brush, mints, tissues. I take them out and place them in my lap until the purse is empty.


Now I remember—the phone was in the charger, out of the purse, sitting on the seat.


I have no phone. A new kind of fear rises.


I ask now—


“Do you have a cell phone I could use? My family is probably very worried.”


Alice looks at her folded hands which sit in her lap.


And the man shakes his head.


“No. Sorry. I left it at the house. Don’t worry. We’ll be there soon. You can make your call and we’ll see what can be done about getting you home.”


“Or you could just stay with us tonight!” Alice says. Again, turning back. Again, with exuberance.


The man is smiling now.


“One thing at a time,” he says.


And so we drive. We make turns. Left turns. Right turns. Deeper into the woods.


I can’t bear the silence. I can’t bear not knowing what this is. So I do what I think would be normal if my mind weren’t running in circles.


“I’m Molly, by the way. Molly Clarke. I really appreciate your help.”


Alice giggles nervously. The man stares ahead.


I try to catch his eyes in the rearview mirror.


“Can I ask your name as well?”


He looks at Alice. Alice stares back at him and pokes his shoulder with her finger.


He shrugs, his attention returning to the road. His face is amused.


It’s Alice who answers.


“His name is Mickey Mouse!” she says. Then she laughs.


The man smiles and I realize this is a little game they play. Alice gets to make up his name for strangers.


I play along, though I feel ill.


“Should I call you Mickey or Mr. Mouse?”


He laughs out loud but doesn’t answer.


The truck moves slowly through the storm. The storm moves quickly around us. Time and distance lose their calibration.


I cannot see beyond the headlights. The wind is powerful, rain blowing sideways. Falling hard. Turns and turns, avoiding fallen trees, the man tells me, though I can’t see them from the second row.


He does not make conversation. He does not ask the obvious questions, like who I am or where I’m from. I think then that he is just nervous about the storm, about getting Alice home safely.


I taste the blood on my lip from where I have bitten down too hard. I am warm now but I can’t stop shaking.


The truck slows again and this time stops fully. Alice perks up. She looks out and sees what I see—a tall metal fence. There is a gate with a lock and we are stopped in front of a dirt driveway.


The man gets out. Alice doesn’t ask why. He pulls up the hood of his jacket but it does little to keep him from getting drenched. He runs up to the gate and stops at a large chain that winds between two of the fence posts. It looks as though he’s turning a manual lock. One hand holds steady. The other twists, then pulls hard. He unwinds the chain and a section of the fence swings open.


I look at the lock on the car door which brushes against my right arm. It did not release when he left the truck, but still, I slide my hand to the handle and pull as softly as I can. It does not click open. A child lock must be on. I see through the console and wonder if my body will fit between the seats—if I can climb over into the driver’s side and make an escape through that door. Alice is too small to stop me. But loud enough to call to the man and, surely, he would catch me in fewer than a dozen strides.


Then I stop myself. We are at a house. A family lives here. Maybe there’s a wife, more children. Alice and her father were just out to get the gas in the cans which sit on the floor beside me. And some bottles of water. I see them in the front seat by Alice’s legs. They happened upon me. They offered me a ride.


Stop being so Molly, I tell myself. But Molly killed her child. Molly knows that unthinkable things can happen and now she has thoughts that are sometimes not realistic, that are hyperbolic, as John would say. Still, she thinks them. Because one time, they were real. And they did happen.


Molly.


I think about the log in the fireplace last night and wonder if that was a crazy, senseless thought. And Evan with his cruelty … and Nicole—does she really hate me?


Alice speaks now.


“We’re home!” She sounds victorious.


The man runs back. He gets in and closes the door.


“Wow! That’s some storm!” he says, shaking off the rain.


He pulls the drive shaft down and the truck moves through the open gate. On the other side, he stops again. Gets out. Runs to the fence to put back the chains. And locks us here, inside this property on this dirt driveway.


He gets back in and we drive. I pay close attention this time. I watch the speedometer hover at twenty-eight miles per hour. I count the seconds in my head. I count them like a school girl. One Mississippi … two Mississippi …


I count to twenty. That’s maybe a sixth of a mile—a sixth of a mile to get from the road to the house.


I try to store this information somewhere inside my scrambled mind. I try to picture what it means for this property and the house that I can see now in front of the truck when it comes to a stop.


The man shuts off the engine and removes the keys.


He gets out and runs to the passenger side. He opens my door, then Alice’s, and he scoops her up. She wraps her arms around his neck and squeals when the rain hits her face and her body. She presses herself against him the way a child does in the arms of her father, and a wave of relief takes me by surprise.


Alice loves this man and he loves her. Where there is love, there cannot be danger.


“Come on!” he calls to me now. I get out and follow behind them. I feel myself pull my inadequate but fashionable rain jacket up over my head as far as it will go and I laugh because I am over-whelmed now, with this relief. The laughter brings tears, which I stifle before I catch up to my rescuers.


I see little as we walk. Just the shadow of a large porch with posts and wide steps with no rail. I watch my feet as I climb. One, two, three, four …


Six steps bring us to the porch floor. Three steps bring us to the door, which opens without a key. A waft of dry air emerges, smelling of must and wood.


When the door closes again, we are all three inside, immersed in the darkness. The rain pounds on the roof but it is quieted by the walls which absorb the sound. The man sets Alice down and walks to a side table. The darkness is suddenly broken by the bright light of an electric lantern.


“I’m gonna try to start the generator,” he says. “I think there’s enough gas in there to last the night. Alice, why don’t you show Molly to the guest room. Get her a towel from the closet.”


He says my name so casually, like we’re old friends.


Towels and guest rooms and lanterns. There are no other family members here, but this will do. Yes, I think. This will do—until I can make the call.


He hands me the lantern and goes back outside. Alice takes off her mask. It’s a white medical mask, the kind you can buy at the drug store. I’ve used them before when painting a room, though that was years ago, when John and I were just starting out. When we used to do things ourselves because we had more time than money.


The thought of my husband steals my breath as the feeling rushes in. I still love him. Even if he has stopped loving me.


Alice has bright blue eyes and soft blond hair and skin like snow. It never sees the sun. Still, she is not gaunt. Her cheeks are rosy from the cold. And all of these colors—the blue and yellow and white and red, they are stunning. The colors of youth. The colors of a little girl. It fills my heart, then empties through the hole I made five years ago.


I carry the lantern and follow closely behind her through a living room and past a door to a kitchen on the right. Then down a hallway where we stop. She opens a closet which holds towels and blankets and sheets. Normal things. Normal.


She pulls out a worn white bath towel and hands it to me. I take it with one hand and wipe my face dry.


“Come on!” she says cheerfully.


I look down the hallway but don’t get my bearings. There are doors which are all closed.


I want to be dry. I want to be warm. I want the man to return so I can use the phone and call my family. These things all feel close now and so I want them with greater urgency.


We enter the first room on the left. It has a bed and a dresser and an oval mirror which hangs on the wall. The bed is neatly made with a quilt and two pillows. It has a private bathroom which I can see through an open door. The one window has been boarded with plywood. For the storm, I tell myself. Like the diner back in town.


“This is the guest room. You can sleep here tonight,” Alice says. “I sleep right next door.”


I smile at her. She smiles back. But I have no intention of sleeping in this house.


John will come for me—even in the storm. Even if he doesn’t love me.


“Can I wait with you?” she asks.


“Sure,” I say. The house is dark. I understand. But then we both hear footsteps moving about. Stopping, shifting, moving again. A new light comes down the hall and suddenly the man is there in the doorway.


“Go get ready for bed,” he says to Alice. He holds two lanterns and he gives one to her. She obeys, leaving us alone.


Then he speaks to me.


“I turned on the generator. It’ll run the heat. Use the lantern to get around tonight. There are some clothes in the dresser. You can wear those if you want.”


I stare at the man now, the towel pressed to my face all the way up to my eyes.


“I need to make that call—I’m sure my husband will find a way to get me home.”


Even as I ask, I already know the answer. I know because he hasn’t offered me a phone and that is strange. Not Molly strange, I think. Truly strange.


And then the answer comes.


“The thing is—we don’t get cell reception out here and the landlines are down. I just checked the phone in the kitchen.”


I nod and manage a polite smile. I don’t know why I do this. A habit from living where I live, in a culture of emotional suppression.


“Can we try, at least? Maybe a different part of the house, or outside? Or I can borrow the truck and call from the road, farther down?” And then I continue, rambling now. “Because my husband and daughter are going to be very worried. I was supposed to be home over an hour ago and I left my car on the side of the road. I’m sure people are already wondering whose it is. I imagine the police will be looking for me and I would feel terrible using up their resources like that.”
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