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  EPILOGUE


  PART ONE


  TWO WOMEN


  1


  Emma was asleep, so easy for her, curled up in the backseat.


  Kate Cowell took a breath, her hands locked on the steering wheel. She was exhausted. Her eyes stung from fatigue. Strands of her straight blond hair, dirty, seemed glued to her head.


  I just want to stop, to rest. That’s not so much, she thought. That’s all I want.


  She looked up to the rearview mirror. Emma’s head rested against the door frame, lost to the world, the rude headlights of cars and trucks … the little girl was so tired.


  It’s good she fell asleep.


  I only wish I could stop, Kate thought. I’m not strong enough for this. Not—


  She looked at the dashboard clock: 4:30, and already it was dark. The colorful neon of the gas stations and the liquor stores, the garish blur of the fast-food restaurants, all glared in the sudden blackness.


  Let this be over, she thought. When she was a little girl, she’d close her eyes—before going to the dentist, or when the noises started from downstairs, waking her—


  Let it be tomorrow. Let me, magically, be past this time. So that it’s all over and everything is okay.


  “I’m kinda hungry, Mom,” Brian said.


  Her son, her big boy, sat beside her. “You’re in the shotgun seat,” she joked with him, trying to keep this thing light, trying to make it fun, an adventure. But Brian easily read her expression. She knew that. Brian was a smart boy and he knew that this wasn’t going to be fun.


  Not fun … because it’s dangerous, it’s illegal. Brian knew that. He was her big boy….


  But—and this was so important—he knew why she was doing it.


  “I know, Bri. I’m hungry too. I just—” Kate checked the mirror, losing the dark reflection of Emma in the blinding headlights now hugging tight to the rear of her car. More light bounced off the side mirror right into her eyes. So tired, so achy…


  “I need to find someplace to stay. First that, honey, and then we can get some food.”


  The lessons, the schoolgirl lessons she had to memorize and repeat, came to her lips. How to not get caught. How to keep going…


  Never stop during the day.


  Drive until it gets dark, and then find a motel.


  Don’t go to any motel chains, nothing with computers. Go someplace small. Don’t worry about whether it’s clean. That’s not important. Pay in cash. You’ll have cash. Use it for the room, for your food, and—listen—especially for your gas.


  Don’t use the plastic, your new credit cards. Keep them … for your new home.


  The words, the warnings were burned into her mind. Kate repeated the drill until she knew—without thinking—how to handle every situation.


  I know it, she thought. But can I do it?


  The stoplight ahead turned red. Kate slowed, and anxiously checked the rearview mirror. The car was still crawling up her back. God, I don’t need an accident, Kate thought. I don’t need to test my new driver’s license, the new registration, all the other new pieces of paper.


  New pieces of paper with new names. And we have to start using the new names … we have to practice.


  Then the blistering headlights of the car disappeared from her mirror. The car was that close behind her. Kate looked around, wishing she could escape. Raise her hands up and just fly away from here, fly away…


  Like when she was a little girl in Schuyler, New York, and she’d open the windows at night, the terrible noise coming from downstairs. She’d hold her arms out, feeling the frigid winter cold, wanting to be pulled up and away, far away….


  Knowing, feeling that there could be no escape.


  Coils of smoky car exhaust gave an eerie, otherworldly look to the road, lined with chain stores and bars and—


  “Oh, Mom! There’s a Burger King. Please, c’mon … can’t we—”


  “No,” Kate snapped, her voice sharp. It was something that she did a lot of lately. Snapping at Brian. Sometimes she raised her hand as if to hit him. He questioned everything, always questioning. It made this too hard.


  She told him, “I’m doing this for you. You see that, don’t you?” He had nodded, looking confused, guilty.


  This was screwing him up, Kate knew. When this is over, he’ll need help, he’ll need someone to repair the damage.


  And so will I. I know that now.


  I just have to get through this. Somehow pass from today to tomorrow, and then the next day, without feeling anything. Always running toward the day after…


  The light turned green, but Kate—lost, dreaming—noticed it too late. The car behind her honked loudly, rudely.


  Kate quickly slid her foot to the accelerator pedal, gunning the engine awkwardly. Her car jumped forward, lurched, and Emma stirred.


  “Umm … we’re there? We there yet?” Emma said, sounding so sleepy with her little girl’s voice.


  Brian answered. “No. And Mom won’t stop for food. She doesn’t care how hungry we are.”


  Emma picked up the theme. “Mommy, I want some dinner. Look, it’s dark out. It’s late. It’s time for dinner.”


  Kate shook her head. She scanned both sides of the highway. No, it’s not time to eat, not by the rules of this game. We have to find someplace to stay.


  She had passed a number of chain motels. Days Inn … a Marriott… Nice, safe-looking places. Not what I’m looking for, she thought. Not at all.


  “I said when we get someplace to stay. Now, Brian—be quiet.”


  Brian groaned—Kate felt that anger again. She looked over at him. He shook his head and put his foot on the dash in protest.


  Kate turned back to the windshield, seeing all the red lights and the Ohio license plates. I must stick out, she thought. My car … with New Jersey plates. I’ll stick out wherever we go.


  Then she saw a place. A small motel directly ahead, no big lights, no cheery familiar logo, a real dive.


  The motel was on the right, so she had to change lanes. But there was no opening, no way to get over—the Friday traffic was too thick. Everyone wants to start their weekend, have all the fun they worked so hard for.


  A dark eighteen-wheeler lurked next to her, with giant tires, tall enough so that it could easily swallow her car whole. Kate flipped on her turn indicator. She craned her head around, thinking that if she could make eye contact with the driver behind the truck, if he’d see her—


  But that driver, a black shape in the shadows, hugged as close to the back of the truck as possible, as if he wanted to cut her off. And Kate was sure that the driver right behind her was growing more angry, more pissed off at her.


  Maybe he’d bump her, just to show her. A little nudge, saying “Get going….”


  “C’mon,” she said. Psychic communication. “Let me in. Come on, let me get over—”


  “Mommy—” Emma said.


  “C’mon…. Don’t be a bastard.”


  She slowed more, nearly stopped. More horns honked. Now the truck and the car glided past her. Another car behind them hurried, as if it wanted to join the fight to keep Kate out of the lane, to keep her from the motel.


  The entrance was close, only yards away.


  “No—” she started to say.


  She hit the gas pedal and her mousy-brown Toyota leaped into the right lane. Kate heard the squeal of brakes—from both lanes. But she was in the right lane.


  Winning is everything, she thought.


  She went another few yards and hit the accelerator again, swooping into the driveway of the motel. Horns beeped at her like angry geese.


  “Great driving, Mom,” Brian said. Kate waited…. “Not!”


  “Are we staying here?” Emma said.


  Yes, here, Kate thought. She pulled beside the office of the Gateway Motel. A purple neon vacancy sign flickered nervously while the red “Office” arrow pointed down to a door that looked like it led to another shabby motel room.


  No question, the Gateway Motel was not the finest lodging in Youngstown, Ohio.


  Probably wasn’t the worst either. Probably…


  “Yes,” she said. “We’re staying here.”


  The motel clerk was from central casting.


  Not that he was a Norman Bates look-alike, rooting around in his bag of nuts while contemplating cutting up the next female guest. No, the clerk was your basic, bloated loser of indeterminate age.


  His eyes widened when he looked up at Kate. He’s having difficulty hiding his interest, his surprise, his pleasure, Kate thought. His normal clientele must fall somewhere lower on the evolutionary ladder.


  She wanted to back out. Turn around and leave this dump.


  “I’d like a room,” she said.


  The man’s expression fell into a stupid, unbelievable grin—as if asking, “Here … you want to stay here?”


  “Jus’ yourself?” the man said. His leer grew even more repellent. “Yes, for me and my kids. They”—she went on in explanation—“are too tired to go another mile. It’s only for a night.”


  The man opened his mouth and made a fish face. Oh, I understand. Couldn’t go any farther, so we stopped at this fleabag motel, where the neon lights sputter and the sheets are changed once a week, whether they need it or not.


  “Forty-four-ninety-five a night.”


  Amazing price, she thought. So … exact. Forty-four … ninety-five. Did the owner work that out with a calculator, to get an exact price? Is that what—


  There was a noise from outside, and Kate turned to look at her car. She hadn’t been watching the kids. Now—like a tight cord whipping her back—she turned around, expecting to see a police car there, an Ohio state trooper leaning into an open car window.


  “Say, where are you kids from?” he’d ask, talking to Brian and Emma, asking them questions.


  Brian would be okay. Brian knew what to do. But Emma … It would be hard for her to lie.


  But there was no one by the car.


  The clerk cleared his throat, waiting for his money.


  Kate dug in her purse and pulled out five, no—she counted the slick bills again—six tens. She quickly stuffed one bill back in her purse. She felt the man’s eyes on her wallet. There was a lot of cash there, and even more money hidden in her bag. A lot of cash—but would it be enough?


  The clerk slapped down a key.


  Number 24. The gold number on the plastic tag was nearly worn away.


  “It’s around the back,” he said. “Nice and quiet. Away from the highway noise.”


  Kate nodded. As if that’s what I want. She’d rather have something right in front, close to the greasy smell of fast-food French fries blowing from across the highway and gasoline hitting the icy ground. Close to cars and people.


  “Around the back?” she said, nodding, deciding against asking for a change.


  Don’t call attention to yourself.


  Another rule. Drilled, memorized.


  Kate took the key.


  “Oh, miss—” the clerk called as she got to the door.


  She turned. “Your change.” He grinned. The clerk held out a five-dollar bill and a nickel. Kate nodded and walked back to the man. She took the bill, and he brushed his hand against her.


  I’m imagining that, she thought, like I’ve imagined so many things these days.


  The lawyers accused me of imagining things. The judge, a gray-haired woman, looked at me as if I was making things up. It happens all the time. In court, people will say anything. The judge didn’t even believe Brian.


  Imagining things. Like the voices from downstairs when she was a kid, the sounds of yelling, the slaps, the moans. Just imagining things, that’s all. Had to be imagining it, because no one ever said anything, no one ever explained….


  Kate left the smelly office, filled with the stale stench of cigarettes.


  It was January 2. A new year. And the wind was cold and wet.


  Brian played with the TV controls.


  “It only gets three dumb channels, Mom. God, and look at the junky picture.”


  “Mommy,” Emma said, “the bathroom’s yucky. I saw a bug run into a hole. I don’t like this place.”


  Kate sat on the bed, a dangerous thing to do, she knew. If she sat on the bed, she might lie down. And if she lay down, she might close her eyes. She was so horribly tired … but the kids were hungry.


  She took Emma’s hands in hers. Her little girl was having so much trouble understanding this. It was too much to ask. The small hands felt cold.


  “It’s only for one night, Em. One night, and tomorrow we can stay someplace nicer.”


  Emma pulled her hands away. “I don’t want to go in the car anymore. I don’t like it. I want to—”


  She’s going to say it. Kate knew that there was nothing she could do about it. Emma was going to say it….


  “I—I want to go home.”


  “God!” Brian groaned. “No HBO.” He turned around from the TV. “This place is a dump.”


  Kate tried again.


  “Emmie—we’re going to a new home. You know that. And it will be someplace nice. I promise. You’ll like it.”


  Imagining things … the way Kate’s mother sat at the breakfast table, a dark blue splotch on her face. Looking at Kate, staring at Kate until Kate felt—this—this is happening because of me.…


  Emma shook her head. “No I won’t. I won’t like it.”


  Then Brian came and stood beside his sister.


  He put a hand on his sister’s shoulder. “Yes, you will, Em. Mom showed us pictures of where we’re going. Don’t you remember? It will be great.”


  Kate looked up to Brian. That’s it, she thought. Way to go, Bri. Good work. Just keep telling her. Brian was her big boy. He understood what was happening—what might happen.


  Emma looked up at Brian. Sometimes they fought terribly, hurting each other. But now Brian squeezed Emma’s shoulder and put a hand on her head, brushing her fine, dirty-blond hair.


  Emma tried to say something, to hold on to her dream of going home, back to her own bed, to her dolls left behind, and to her friends—forgetting all the bad things.


  But Brian rushed on. “Now Mom’s going to take us for dinner, right?”


  Kate nodded. Only then did she become aware that she had been crying—tiny drops falling from each eye as she fought to keep her feelings in control. Kate nodded. “Right. Let’s get cleaned up—and out we go.”


  “I want a Kids’ Meal, okay?” Brian said. Such things had long ago ceased being important to him. He was nine. He didn’t need a small toy with his hamburger.


  But it got Emma to smile excitedly. “Me, too, Mom. Me too! I want one too!”


  Kate stood up, secretly wiping at her eyes, removing the evidence. No one would know….


  “Sure, sweetheart. Whatever you want.” Kate went and got her coat. “You can have whatever you want,” she lied.


  2


  Highway 70 out of Denver had been quickly cleared of snow. What was left of last night’s storm—the great, still-white piles of plowed snow—lined the highway. Now only small crystalline dust devils danced in the road.


  As if they’re lost, Mari Comas thought.


  Lost, searching for the mountains of snow plowed so efficiently by Colorado’s crackerjack highway department.


  But I’ll be getting off soon, Mari knew. Then who knows what I might find. A shitload of snow had been dumped last night.


  Ahead, she saw low gray clouds merging with blackish-gray mountains. It was an ominous sight, as if there was plenty more snow to come. Though she had the Taurus’s heat on full blast, she still felt chilled. Her fingers, her feet, the tip of her nose—all felt the cold.


  Maybe, she thought, I should have put this visit off. It was Friday. Heading near four, and a lot of people were thinking about a drink or ten after work.


  But there was no reason for Mari to rush. Jake was at his best friend’s for the weekend—a sleepover—and Mari would be alone.


  There was a brief flicker of self-pity. Poor me…


  She thought of the woman she was on her way to see.


  Mari had called twice today—once at lunch, listening to the phone ring and ring. Then again at two o’clock, and still there was no answer.


  Maybe there’s something wrong with the lines. Phone lines go down, systems fail—especially when you get into the foothills of the Rockies in bad weather. And Coldwater Springs was close to the real mountains, close to the mountain blizzards and the mountain cold.


  No skiers hunted out Coldwater Springs. The tourists searching for Native American artifacts, or geodes, or fossils, were distant memories of summer—along with their money.


  Mari knew all about places like Coldwater Springs.


  It was just like the town she grew up in. Coldwater Springs was a hard place filled with hard people. The men wore desperate, failed looks in their eyes, while the women—always complaining—were weathered, old before their time.


  The exit ramp appeared quickly, sneaking up on her, interrupting her thoughts. Mari looked ahead to see what the roads off the highway looked like. A layer of slick-looking snow covered the road, dotted with shiny icy hummocks, speed bumps that would eat her Jeep’s traction.


  Mari slowed and wondered why she had come. She didn’t have to.


  But that part was easy.


  A year ago Mari had been asked to work for a new project out of St. Paul’s Hospital. It was a federally funded project for early intervention in cases of child and spousal abuse. There were workshops and counselors, and there would be people like Mari, caseworkers to help the families … to stop bad things from happening.


  A normal report of abuse—whether against a child or a wife—might bring some Child Welfare action four, five months down the road. And sometimes that action simply consisted of a letter or a phone call.


  How are things … any better?


  Too often the action was way too little, way too late.


  This new program would be different. Mari got to help people. She had found homes—not shelters, but real homes—for women and children who were trapped. It was good work, important work.


  Mari knew that. And she needed it so badly.


  Her station wagon slipped to the left. One tire whined while it lost traction. Mari turned into the skid, and then quickly pulled out, moving slowly over the crunchy snow.


  She went down a curving road that led to the hollow—a steep valley that was the sleeping tourist trap of Coldwater Springs.


  Most of the motels had signs up—closed for the season—but one motel was open with a lone snow-covered car parked out front, probably the manager’s car. A flickering sign giddily offered FREE HBO.


  The gas stations were deserted, the self-serve pumps patiently waiting for spring.


  The snowy road zigged left and then right. The depression was steep and the twisting road led to Main Street. Here, a row of shops that might have looked rustic and frontierlike under the warm sun and clear blue sky of summer simply looked silly. This wasn’t Central City, with its jewel box of an opera house.


  She drove down Main Street.


  Ahead, she saw the small Museum of the Old West, next to it the Mountain Man Restaurant. Both establishments looked closed. Icke’s Tavern—neon lights advertising beer ablaze in the window—looked filled. Winters were long here. You did what you had to do….


  Mari’s station wagon slid again, and she quickly came to attention. The road she was looking for was close, a narrow street crossing Main and running up to the foothills.


  The sky turned grayer, darker. Damn, she thought. It will be night by the time I get there. Pitch-black and cold, and there’s got to be a better way to spend my Friday evening.


  Some of her friends wanted her to date.


  Sometimes friends can be stupid.


  The town’s one traffic light stopped her right next to the Coldwater Springs Trading Post. Cheap western and Native American bric-a-brac filled the window. A hand-lettered sign offered HOT COFFEE AND NEWSPAPERS.


  The stoplight took forever, as if the wait might urge someone to stop and sample the wonders of Coldwater Springs.


  When the light finally changed, Mari turned left and the tourist shops quickly vanished. She passed a service station, a place with pickups parked to one side and brooding, banged-up hulks, a dozen or more, stretching off into snowy fields that probably drew a stray elk or hungry bighorn sheep from time to time.


  He works there, Mari knew. The husband. Alex Russ. One sick puppy. She had met him once. And she had tried to talk with him many times after that. But that one time she spoke with him had scared her.


  She hadn’t been scared only for his wife, Elaine … and for the two kids. Alex Russ could seem like a normal, good-looking guy, muscular, with a nice smile. Then—as if a gear kicked in, his face would change. As if everything had somehow been spoiled.


  Mari asked him about slapping his wife, the bruises, trying to help … his eyes changed quickly. She knew something bad had gone off inside Alex Russ’s head.


  Click.


  He had no record.


  But she didn’t think that was because he hadn’t done anything.…


  Mari had had to take a breath, standing in the kitchen. Click … she heard his gears locking into place. She took a breath, and then quietly she asked him about hitting his five-year-old, hitting Tom, smacking him for no reason, lost in his crazy anger.


  Mari watched the light in Russ’s blue eyes fade even more. His eyes turned cold and dark, like the mountains, like the clouds—and God, she was so scared. Alex Russ was more than an ignorant man with a temper. There was something very wrong here….


  Alex Russ scares me, Mari thought.


  So Mari started making plans to move the woman out, to get the family the hell out of the house. Elaine, the wife, didn’t understand. She blamed herself. So typical. It’s the money, the debt, the pressure. Mari shook her head. No. It’s something else and you have to leave.…


  Then, a few days ago, something bad happened. Though it must have happened before, Russ had somehow covered it up with Elaine’s help. A family secret, covered up…


  Russ had knocked his boy out and then couldn’t rouse him. He wouldn’t let Elaine bring the boy to the hospital near Golden. No, that might have triggered alarms. That hospital knew the Russ family.


  Instead they brought Tom to a small clinic. Russ told the young doctor that the boy fell off the deck while playing. Damn, always climbing up on the railing of the deck. I warned him.…


  But the doctor was suspicious enough to put the child’s name in his computer, and “Tom Russ” was found in the data base. The new Child Welfare laws had done some good. The police came then and they talked to Russ. He might have been arrested … he should have been arrested, but he wasn’t.


  Cases like this were hard. There were agencies to deal with them. The local cops didn’t want to break up families. There were real crimes.


  They had their litany of excuses. Mari had heard them before. In her own apartment, talking to Rob. There were real crimes, her husband said. People getting shot up, heavy drug deals. Real crimes and people got shot. Sometimes even cops got shot.


  But this time, at least they had notified Mari.


  Mari had been working to get Elaine into a home, not an overcrowded shelter, where even more abuse could happen, but a real home. But now she couldn’t wait anymore. She wanted Elaine and her children out. Now. Tonight. Where Russ couldn’t find them.


  And—if I have to—I’ll stay with them, Mari thought. Even though Alex Russ scares me, God, I’ll stay with them.


  The snow grew deeper as the town’s plows lost interest in carving a neat path up the small roads to the mountainous nowhere, well away from Main Street.


  Mari’s station wagon struggled to climb up the slippery slope of the hill. A yellow sign with a black squiggle on it announced that curves were ahead. The sign was riddled with bullet holes. Things get boring and the locals take their fun any way they can.


  She neared the crest of one small hill. In her rearview mirror she saw the town behind her. The lights were on and the depressing town was now an oasis compared with the barren landscape ahead.


  Soon there’d be a turnoff—a dirt driveway lined with deep ruts cut by a pickup going back and forth over the same place, carving out a big hump in the dirt.


  A bit of light flickered in the mirror.


  She looked up and checked her mirror. But she saw nothing, thinking: How stupid. There’s no one else out here. Thinking: I didn’t used to be scared. Not when Rob was with me.


  She chewed her lip.


  Rob isn’t with me. When will I accept that?


  Sometimes even cops got shot….


  Mari slowed and carefully turned into the driveway. The new snow had filled in the deep ruts and the bottom of her car wasn’t scraping the center bulge.


  “Okay,” she said. “I made it. We’re okay, ladies and gentlemen.” She talked to herself. It made the loneliness, the mountains and darkness less forlorn.


  “We’re okay.”


  She saw the Russ house ahead. There were lights on. Good, she thought. I didn’t make this trip for nothing.


  The house was a small dirt-brown wood house with a ramshackle addition built on. Two old cars sat on cinder blocks to the left. Mari had watched Elaine’s kids play on them. The new deck, a pointless improvement, was in the back.


  “Okay … the lights are on … she’s home.”


  Mari guessed that Alex Russ was still working at the service station, Bob O’s Tow and Service. Doing an oil change, fiddling inexpertly with someone’s transmission.


  Getting Russ to stay away from his own home involved the courts—and that could take forever. Moving Elaine out was the best way….


  Russ had been warned by the cops. He said that he’d be on his best behavior. He said that he had a temper


  But that wasn’t it at all.


  There were many reasons people abused children. There were ignorant people who couldn’t cope, who just couldn’t handle a baby’s crying when it didn’t stop. So they’d plunge their screaming little baby into a big pot of boiling water, or snip at his toes with a scissors—snip, snip—or punch the baby’s stomach.


  That will teach you.


  There were the emotionally stunted men and women who put their own needs first, who saw their “bad” children as hurting their own life, their own pleasure.


  There were mentally deficient people, the mildly retarded. There were disciplinarians. All of these Mari could understand, could deal with—no matter how horrible the things they did.


  But there was one type of abuser that terrified her. Someone who could be fine for months, even years, and then simply snap, in a violent explosion, due to a deep imbalance, an illness, that got worse with time, building.


  Call them psychotics. Or—after they started hurting people—psychopaths.


  Alex Russ belonged to that club. Alex Russ got angry, he got frustrated. He only wanted things to work out, that’s all. But when they didn’t, he hurt people. Though he had no record, Mari was certain of that.


  Mari shivered.


  She stopped the station wagon by the front door of the house. A stone slab served as the single step to a doorway. The screen door—gotta keep those giant mountain flies out!—was still up. Mari checked the windows for movement inside the house … Elaine Russ in the kitchen, fixing dinner, nervously waiting for her husband to come home.


  A grim parody of weekend. Mari imagined the terror Elaine felt, living on the edge, waiting for the next explosion.


  But no shadow crossed in front of the kitchen window.


  Mari turned to the living-room window, a tiny room barely large enough to hold a beat-up sofa and the twenty five-inch TV set. Again there was no movement.


  But lights were on … everywhere.


  Mari got out of the car, and the heat was quickly snatched away by a clammy cold that surrounded her. Might be more snow on the way, she guessed. The dark clouds looked closer and it felt like snow. If you lived here long enough—you could smell when snow was coming.


  She shut the car door and the solid thud was loud, an alarm to whoever was in the house.


  Mari walked to the step. She had left her gloves on the dash and her fingers quickly felt the cold. She walked up the stone step and pressed the buzzer.


  She heard a faint, pathetic sound. As she waited the wind blew at her face. Mari licked her lips. She pressed the buzzer again. When nothing happened, she raised her hand and knocked on the door.


  “Elaine,” she said. “Elaine. It’s Mari Comas. Elaine…”


  Her voice sounded thin out here, lost in so much openness. She knocked again, the red paint flaking off the splintery door. Her cold hand made a dry sound. A twisted clump of brush rolled past her car. It stopped there a moment—hesitated—and then rolled a few more feet until snared by a wheel rim of one of the wrecks perched on cinder blocks.


  “I guess,” Mari said quietly, “no one’s home.”


  She backed away from the door.


  No one’s home. That’s the story here, boys and girls. Elaine Russ has gone, taking the kids. But where? The girl had no relatives, no one she could stay with—or want to. She had no friends.


  That was always the way it was. The women were isolated. All they had were their children and a husband. They became passive—complicit in the crime, playing their role.


  Mari backed up a bit more. The lights from the windows glowed more brightly in the growing darkness.


  Time to get the hell out of here, she thought.


  She backed off the step. She started to turn to her car.


  And she stopped.


  No, if Elaine had gone someplace, she would have left a message. Mari was her only friend. Elaine Russ trusted her, she knew that Mari was working to help her, help her kids. She wouldn’t simply disappear.


  Unless something happened.


  Mari clenched her fists, trying to coax some warmth into her fingers.


  She wouldn’t disappear….


  Mari walked back to the door. She knocked one more time. Then she tried the doorknob. It didn’t move, but Mari expected that. Of course it wouldn’t move. She pushed against the door.


  This is illegal, she thought. I’m not a police officer. I can’t barge in here.


  There was a backdoor, Mari knew, up on the deck. That might be open. Sure, but she’d have to climb up to the deck—there were no stairs. And somebody might see.


  Still—the front door was locked. It was worth a try. If nothing else, she could leave a message. Elaine Russ had her home phone number. But maybe she had lost it.


  Mari walked on the crunchy snow, so deep here it reached the top of her boots. It was easily a foot of snow and she saw animal tracks. Birds’ footprints and the dark, eyelike hollows made by bighorn sheep.


  She turned a corner and saw the deck.


  Now, behind the house, the town could no longer be seen. Mari felt truly alone. The deck—small, useless, overlooking a barren field and giant chunks of granite and sagebrush—didn’t have a stairway to the ground. The bottom of the wood deck was waist-high.


  Mari reached up and grabbed two slats of the deck.


  The wood slats shook a bit in her hands. They might break off when I pull on them, she thought. Alex Russ was no carpenter. They might send me flying back into the snow.


  Go home, girl, a voice whispered. Go home, order in a pizza from Domino’s, have a glass of cold white wine, maybe two, watch some TV.


  Go—


  She tightened her grip on the wood slats and pulled herself up. Her arms felt weak and her weight seemed too much.


  “Oh, God,” she said. “I’m so out of shape it’s pathetic.”


  Never time to do anything anymore, to run, to lake some jazzy aerobics class. No time … no interest—


  But she lodged a foot on the one-inch edge of the deck floor that protruded past the slats. She pulled with her arms while the toe of one boot dug into the space between the slats.


  Mari was off the ground and she reached around to grab at the other top of the slats.


  “C’mon,” she whispered. “C’mon.”


  With her hissed words of encouragement, she pulled herself up miraculously—and then quickly swung her legs over.


  She stood there, huffing, making clouds of vapor bloom in front of her mouth. There was a light from the door—the back of the kitchen was there. A snow-covered barbecue looked like an alien object, its shape, its purpose hidden by the untouched snow.


  Standing there, looking at it, she thought about the footprints she saw outside.


  Birds, sheep, mule deer.


  But—where were the kids’ footprints? The waffle shapes made by their boots as they tasted the snow, rolling in it, enjoying cold fluffy snow the way only kids can?


  Where were those prints?


  There were some big footprints leading from the front door to where the car might have been. But all around the house—there was nothing.


  Nothing.


  She walked to the backdoor. She turned the doorknob and it was locked. But the lock looked easy to open. She thought: I only have to get something in there, something to press against the curved bolt, to push it back. Something like a credit card…


  Mari dug out her wallet from her coat pocket and removed a much-abused and over-the-limit charge card.


  I don’t care if it breaks, she thought. It’s useless anyway.


  The card fit into the space between the door and the frame perfectly. Almost too easily the door popped open.


  Before Mari could notice anything else, she heard a sound. An engine, a car, a truck engine … out there, passing by the house.


  Mari looked at the open door, wondering whether she should pull it quickly shut.


  For a moment, though, she simply stood there and waited, listening….


  3


  “Brian, go get some napkins.”


  “I don’t need a napkin,” he said. Kate looked around the Burger King at a sea of strange faces, the men looking at her. It was crush time, people lining up to have it their way, and all the precious tables were occupied, with no maître d’ controlling the flow.


  “Bri—please. I don’t want to leave Emma sitting here alone.”


  “I’ll watch her,” the boy said between chews. “No problem.”


  “I don’t need watching,” Emma said. Already she had dollops of secret sauce trailing down her chin, landing on her dress. Emma was about as dainty as a lion.


  I’m being stupid, Kate thought. What’s the problem with getting up and walking to the service islands with napkins, straws, foil packets of ketchup and mustard.


  What could happen?


  But she didn’t want the kids out of her sight—or hearing. She was especially concerned about Emma. Emma could—often did—say anything.


  “Okay. I’ll be right back. Watch her, Bri.” Kate got up, thinking: The smallest thing turns into an adventure.


  Brian nodded. “Mom, could you get us some shakes? I’d like chocolate—”


  “And I want strawberry!”


  Kate shook her head. “Look at the line. I’m not getting back on line for that. We’ll just eat and then—”


  She left the sentence unfinished. Eat—and what? Run back to the sleazy motel? Let the kids watch their shows, the sitcoms ABC labeled TGIF? Sit there, and think, and doubt…


  And wonder if this is all wrong.


  Is this a bad thing that I’m doing? We never talked about anything like this in Sunday school. No, there it was all so easy. You don’t steal, you don’t lie, and later—in youth group—you don’t kiss with your mouth open, you don’t heavy pet, and you sure don’t—


  She looked around. Across the room a man in a white Harley Davidson shirt, sitting with his own family—drab-looking wife scruffy kids—was watching her.


  Kate shook her head at her kids. “No milk shakes.”


  She weaved through the close-packed tables to the front of the Burger King, to the napkin holders.


  It took her only a few seconds to get there.


  When she turned around, jerking out handfuls of napkins packed tight into the holder, she saw someone talking to Brian.


  It was a tall black teenager. He had his baseball hat on backward. I’m going backward. I can go in two directions at once, just look at my cap. The kid’s floppy, oversized jacket was open and he held a tray.


  Kate hurried back to the table.


  “Can I help you?” she said, realizing that she must sound like a clerk in a department store’s lingerie department. May I help you, sir? Anything in particular you’re looking for?


  “Yo—I was looking for a spare seat. I saw your table, y’know.” There was a fourth chair, unoccupied. The kid stood there, his tray loaded with two big Whoppers.


  “Er, sure,” Kate said. “There’s an extra chair.”


  The kid nodded. “Hey, thanks.”


  He sat down, joining her family.


  Don’t call attention to yourself. Rule number one. Blend in, become part of the scenery. Am I blending in? Kate thought. Is this blending in?


  She passed some napkins to Emma, who grabbed a bunch and inexpertly dabbed at her cheeks. Brian shook his head. “God. she’s a pig.”


  Through the napkins and a mouth full of semi-chewed bits of burger and bun, Emma responded. “I am not a pig. You’re—you’re—”


  “Emma, Brian … come on. Stop—”


  “You’re a big do-do head.”


  “Oh, not that! God, call me anything but that!”


  Their dinner guest was grinning, hunched over his Whopper, shaking his head.


  “Stop it,” Kate said. “Stop it now,” controlling her voice.


  “Mom, don’t you see the way she eats? It’s like going to the zoo. God!”


  They throw God’s name around like a ball. I’d never have done it, Kate knew. No, if I had done it—


  “Finish up, Em. Finish—”


  Kate happened to look up. Two Ohio state troopers walked in slowly. They both had their hats on—so straight. They looked at the people, scanning the tables.


  They’re just here for some free coffee, Kate thought. That’s all. Can’t let myself turn to ice every time I see a cop. They’ll pick that up. Sure, police can pick up things like that, they can read guilt from a mile away.


  She felt flushed. The air in the restaurant, filled with the smell of hot grease and smoke, became unbreathable.


  “We’ve got to go,” Kate said. But as soon as she said it, she saw the black kid look up. He had noticed the police come in. His eyes went to them right away, hunched over his Whopper. She knew that he saw them … noticed them.


  He looked at her. His dark eyes, eyes with secrets, looked back at her. And she knew … that he knew.


  He knows that I’m hiding something.


  “Come on,” she whispered to her kids. “It’s time to go.”


  She turned around—away from the kid watching her, chewing on his burger, hunched over, hiding under his black cap.


  No, Kate thought. We can’t leave now. That would look weird, now, wouldn’t it? Two troopers come in, and I get up and leave. Wouldn’t that look weird? Maybe they’d watch me, they’d see me get into a car with Jersey license plates.


  All the way from New Jersey to Ohio. What on earth for? Maybe they’ll want to talk to us.


  “Oh, come on,” she whispered, flustered. The kids were clearing up their papers, rolling shriveled brown fries, wrappings, and unused ketchup packets into an unsightly ball.


  Brian ran to a refuse container—with big yellow THANK YOU on a swinging lid. He ran back. “Okay, Mom, let’s go,” he said.


  Kate stood up, trying not to look at the troopers. Paranoia—that’s what this is. Paranoia. I was warned about that. It’s your worst enemy. Paranoia.


  I’m not paranoid.


  Ha-ha. No, I just have a healthy fear of everyone.


  Kate reached down and helped Emma with her parka. The purple down coat looked electric under the brilliant fluorescent lights … calling attention to the little girl. Brian put his parka on, but, as usual, he left it unzipped.


  Kate took Emma’s hand and started to pull her away.


  “Yo—lady.”


  Oh, thought Kate, we forgot to say good-bye to our guest. Anything’s possible, yes, anything’s possible when your head is spinning.


  “Yes,” she said distractedly, not able to resist a peek at the troopers, now up at the counter. One of the troopers took a sack from one of the workers. The other trooper looked out at the very full restaurant.


  He looked at Kate standing there, standing on an ice floe in a sea of tables and people.


  “Yes?” she said.


  “Your little girl—hey, she forgot this.” The kid held up a plastic rabbit. A creature from cartoons, the prize that went with Emma’ meal. Kate reached out and took it, snatched it almost. Then she added, “Thank you. Thanks a lot.”


  The kid grinned again, a knowing grin, partners in crime. “Yeah word-up.” He stuck a hand up and made an arcane sign. Kate smiled back. She turned and started away with Emma.


  Feeling those eyes behind her.


  Watching us leave.


  It’s so hard, Kate thought … so hard to even walk normally. So hard when you have to think about every step, worrying that every step might betray you.


  She pulled Emma along, out of the restaurant. She pushed open a door. The cold air felt sweet in her lungs, even if it made the sweat on her brow turn icy.…


  Kate quickly got in the car and took her children back to the motel, ignoring their pleas for ice cream. There was work to do, information to be reviewed, studied, memorized.


  It was terrible to do this to them, she thought.


  The rush hour was over and now the highway wasn’t crowded. Even the slimy Gateway Motel seemed like a safe haven.


  4


  Mari stood there, her hand frozen to the doorknob, listening to this sound.


  God! It’s Alex Russ coming home, she thought. And there’s no graceful way out of this. He’ll see my car, catch me clambering off the back of his porch. And Alex Russ will lose his temper. With no one around…


  He’d have every right. Damn, I’m trespassing. I’m breaking into his house.


  Mari stood there, and waited, listening.…


  She felt like a child. A kid, caught doing something silly. It was so cold out here, the wind whipping off the hills, the snow, the smell, the feel of snow in the air.


  The sound!


  The engine—it was a truck engine, Mari was sure now—was moving away, chugging up the hill, up the twisting road to nowhere. Some drunken cowboy heading home with a big dent in his paycheck from hours squatting on a bar stool, drinking and buying useless scratch-off lottery cards.


  Mari listened to the engine sound fade away into the distance. She thought that she should turn around and leave. Go back home, girl, a voice urged. Go the hell home….


  Instead she pushed open the backdoor. The warmth reached her fingers and she stuck her head in. “Elaine? Elaine—it’s Mari Comas.”


  Maybe she was giving the kids a bath. The two kids looked like they had infrequent encounters with soap and water. Elaine Russ had other priorities.


  “Elaine?”


  Mari stepped into the kitchen. She had expected to smell food, tonight’s dinner bubbling away, or the stale smell of last night’s meal, already festering in the garbage can.


  She took a sniff. There was a smell.


  It wasn’t food.


  Mari moved through the kitchen, and it felt dreamlike. It was like a dream you might have, she thought. A deserted house, sitting in the darkness and the cold. An empty house. Only, in the dream, the nightmare, it would turn out not to be so empty….


  She walked past the kitchen to the narrow hallway and on to the stairs leading to the bedrooms on the second floor.


  There were three small bedrooms, all close together, where Elaine could hear every cough of her kids as they picked up all the childhood colds and fevers and flus, while her husband ordered her to keep them quiet.


  Keep them the fuck quiet!


  That’s what Elaine told her he said. He didn’t want noise.


  Near the stairs, Mari checked the living room. Toys and clothes were scattered on the floor. A big Magnavox TV—the most expensive thing in the house—sat staring wide-eyed at the tattered sofa, the empty sofa.


  She’s gone, Mari thought. Elaine Russ had been hurt enough and she left with the kids.


  No. Mari shook her head. Where could she go? Elaine Russ had no one—no place—to run to. Where the hell could she have gone?


  The heat was on in the house. Mari smelled the hot, forced air. A dry heat, sucking all the moisture out of the wood, out of the skin. A heat you could smell. But there was still that other smell….


  Mari looked at the stairs.


  As she looked she realized that there was one possibility that she had pushed away. Another possibility… What was the word?


  Come on, Mari. You know the word. From clinical psych. Sure, you do. It’s called repression. We repress things that we don’t want to deal with. Especially—especially when they hit a bit too damn close—


  She took one step. She grabbed the handrail.


  Close to home.


  Another step, moving up the stairs now, ever more dreamlike. There’s always stairs in dreams. Seems like you’re always climbing up or climbing down in dreams. Some bullshit about the part of your consciousness that you’re dealing with.


  Mari only had one nightmare lately, the same nightmare, the same movie always playing. A replay of that night, over and over again. The phone call. And Dan’s voice, Dan, Rob’s partner, speaking quietly—she could barely hear him—slowly, until Mari realized, Hey, he’s crying. Big lunkhead Dan is crying. Why the hell—


  Another step, and another, and again—the smell ever stronger, growing almost sharp. There was no light on up here.


  I’ll have to find a light switch, she thought. See if I can find something that tells me what happened to Elaine and her children. Where they might—


  “Elaine?” Mari called out. Just to hear the sound, any sound amid so much stillness.


  There was a door to her right, partly open, with darkness behind it. Mari’s hand felt the wall, searching for a light switch, finding nothing.


  There will be a light inside the open door, she knew. If I get a light on, it will be a lot easier. She moved to the doorway. She reached in and felt for a light switch.


  “Damn,” she said. “There’s got to be a—”


  Her hand went up and down, and she stepped into the room a bit more.


  What am I repressing now? she wondered. What am I keeping away because if I admit it, if I allow—


  Her fingers brushed against the switch. She threw the switch quickly. Urgently.


  A light bulb in the ceiling flashed on.


  Kate closed the Berenstain Bear book that she was reading to Emma. She had hardly been aware of the story—Too Much Birthday. The little bear, the boy bear, had gorged himself on cake and presents and festivities. He learned that you can have too much of a good thing.


  We won’t have that problem, Kate thought. Will we?


  She turned to Brian, who was watching TV. Some actress has said something funny about breasts. Breasts, on regular TV. It’s not right what the kids see… If we were home, Kate thought, I would have shut the TV off.


  But we’re not at home.


  “Bri, shut that off, please. I want—”


  “Oh, Mom, come on. I want to see the end.”


  He fought her on everything, and for now she didn’t do much about it. Later there’d be work to do. It would be hard. Kate had spoken to other women who had run and disappeared. They all told her that the children would need help, to repair the damage, to get them whole again.


  “Bri—Emma has to go to sleep. Besides, I need to talk to you.”


  Brian shook his head in disgust and then pushed the button silencing the TV. “Thanks, Mom. Thanks a lot.”


  She kept looking at him. “Come here, Bri. Come sit with us.” Brian stormed over and sat on the bed.


  Sometimes, Kate thought, I feel as if they could slip away. Like the life I thought I had, the safety, the feeling of being protected cared for, melting away, like snow, like cotton candy…


  Kate took a breath. She felt Emma watching her, total concentration on her face. Which is exactly what I need, Kate thought. Exactly. “Tomorrow we get another early start, guys. I want to get near St. Louis, if I can hold out.”


  “Is that where our new home is?” Emma asked.


  Kate shook her head. “No.” She brushed Emma’s hair. “But it’s closer, a lot closer. Another day, maybe two after that, and we’ll be there. I promise. We’ll be at our new home.”


  Brian was on the other bed, still sullen over his missed show, Kate looked at him, making eye contact. “I want to go over a few of the rules … again.” Brian groaned. “I know you understand them. But just to make sure. So…” Make it a game. Nice and light. A game, all in fun. “Who can tell me what rule number one is?”


  Emma smiled, enjoying the game. “Don’t talk to anybody.”


  Kate smiled. “Right. Even if I’m there, don’t talk to anyone. You might let something slip.” She checked Brian again. “Got that, Brian?”


  He nodded “Duh. I’ve only heard it a million times, Mom.”


  “And rule two?”


  “Never go off alone.”


  He can snatch them back, they had said. That happens a lot. And these paid snatchers aren’t very nice…. Don’t let your kids out of sight.


  “Good girl,” Kate said. “And rule number three?”


  Emma grinned. “I’m Emma Martin.” She smiled broadly, displaying a mouthful of baby teeth. “That’s my name.”


  Kate turned to Brian. “And I’m—duh—Brian Martin. I’ve always been Brian Martin.”


  Kate nodded. It was her worst nightmare, either one of the kids letting slip their real name, Cowell. They kept their first names—it was too hard for kids to pick up a new name, too easy to slip up. But the last name—they didn’t use that as often.


  There were other rules, but those were the big three.


  Kate’s own rules could fill pages, page after page of small things that couldn’t—shouldn’t—be done. I have to remember them all, she thought. As she often did, she said a little prayer, begging God to help her, to protect them.


  She leaned down and kissed Emma’s cheek. Her little girl scrunched a fluffy white rabbit close. Half her luggage had been filled with softies that simply couldn’t be left behind.


  Kate shut the bedside light off. Another lamp, by the front door, was left on. “Night-night, Emmie.”


  “‘Night, Mom.” The girl turned away from the light, toward the wall.


  “Mom,” Brian whispered.


  Kate turned to him, feeling bad that she snapped at him. “You can watch a bit more TV, Bri. Keep it low. And then you go to bed too.”


  Brian turned to the TV and huddled close, the volume just barely audible.


  Kate sat there looking at Emma, then Brian, and the drab room, while listening to the sound of the road outside, and all the cars roaring into the cold night.


  The light flickered on, and suddenly the small bedroom, the curved shapes of shadows, clothes, blankets, a jumble of toys on the floor, was visible.


  Mari’s hand froze on the light switch. She heard herself breathing. Strange to be breathing so loudly, she thought. As if the air was thick, unbreathable…


  It filled her nostrils. The smell was so much stronger now. When she finally looked at the curled lump on the bed, the sleeping child, Elaine’s not-quite-two-year-old boy who always seemed to have a runny nose, she knew—


  Oh, God, she thought. Oh, sweet God.


  No.


  She reached out for the blanket covering the boy, keeping him warm during the cold and windy night in this drafty house. She grabbed at the satiny fringe and pulled it back, slowly, so slowly.…


  Don’t want to wake him up.


  She felt something tugging on the thin blue blanket … as if it was stuck. Mari saw her hand shaking. But she kept pulling the blanket back, tugging a bit now, until she saw the boy’s head, Bobby’s head. Bobby, an all-American boy’s name. Little Bobby…


  There was a hole in the forehead.


  A bole that I could stick my finger into.


  Dried streams of blood flowed away from it.


  “No,” Mari said.


  She thought: I have to get to a phone. Have to get the police here, and—


  Bobby’s eyes were open, staring into the distance, looking at a wall, looking into forever. Looking for Mommy.


  Mari let the blanket fall. It didn’t cover his head.


  She backed out of the room, gagging. Then, her heart racing gulping the air, she quickly spun around.


  The hall was dark. It felt as if the walls could close in on her, squeezing her.


  Like a dream house, she thought. A nightmare. And all I have do now is get out.


  She stepped into the hall. The stairs were just there, so close.…


  I should get to a phone, she thought. Before I do anything else—yes, that’s what I should do.


  But there were two more bedrooms. The older boy, Tom, had his room ahead, opposite the bathroom. Mari stood there, stock still, then turned and walked down the hall.


  She passed the bathroom, and without knowing why, she threw on the bathroom light.


  Then, another few steps, to Tom’s room.


  She walked in, and her hand slowly moved on the wall, not too eager to find the light.


  Then it was on and, a horrible surprise party, she saw Tom, his body sprawled across his bed, dressed in a Broncos T-shirt. The orange shirt was matted with a dark purplish stain.


  He might have been getting out of his bed when he was shot … just like Bobby. In the head…


  Mari brought her fist to her mouth and she bit down hard, moaning into her fist, needing some other sensation.


  Like that call in the night. Dan’s voice heaving until Mari said “What, what, Dan? What’s wrong?” … until the cold chill settled on her. Animal-like, it came into her dark bedroom.


  “Rob,” Dan said, struggling to do this right, wanting to tell her before it was on the news.


  How many times did she say, No? No. No. No. Over and over, moaning, howling, all of them doing no good at all.


  Like now…


  The boy’s hand stretched down to the floor, brushing it. Mari backed out.


  The nightmare continued.


  Go out in the hall, she told herself. Go downstairs. Just turn, and go downstairs. You don’t have to look in the last bedroom. You don’t have to see.


  Because you’ve seen enough.


  But she walked—so slowly—to the bedroom of Alex and Elaine Russ. Each step made a small creaking noise on the wood floor. She remembered that she had left the light on in Tom’s room.


  I should have shut it off, she thought. That’s what I should have done.


  She stopped at the door to the large bedroom. Again she searched for the light switch.


  But she could see it already. She could see the ugly twisted shape on the bed. Black, rumpled shadows twisted, turning on themselves, a great confused pile. Mari could see it already.


  “Please. God … no …”


  Mari found the switch and the overhead light—colored by a magenta Oriental shade—came on.


  She saw Elaine Russ.


  Elaine Russ had heard something. Mari could see that. Maybe one shot. She woke up in the middle of the night, frozen with terror—wondering: What was that? Did I hear something or—ha-ha—was it just a dream?


  While her smallest boy was already dead.


  Then there was another shot. Bang.


  Maybe Tom yelled, and Elaine was already getting out of bed, maybe stupidly looking for her slippers. Maybe she had drunk a few glasses of cheap wine
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