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Praise for 
These Things That 
Walk Behind Me


“David Surface’s stories are organic and unstoppable, an itch that has to be scratched, and it’s more than an itch, something other, and you’re not quite sure what it is, but it’s growing, possibly in response to your attention, but you can’t stop scratching, no matter how hard you try to ignore the change arising from within, and your complicity in what is about to happen. Simply put, these are horrifically beautiful stories. Savor them.” 

Eric Schaller, author of Voice of the Stranger

 

“What makes these stories so powerful is Surface’s commitment to the realistic and the strange, and his understanding that they are adjacent and intertwined. These are nimble and satisfying stories that take the best qualities of literature and genre to create a creature that is its own dark thing.” 

Brian Evenson, author of A Collapse of Horses

 

“In These Things That Walk Behind Me, David Surface gathers dark and haunting tales that explore the thin line between nightmares and daydreams. From unsettling encounters with the past to eerie whispers of otherworldly beings, each story lingers with a sense of dread and anticipation. A chilling exhibition you won’t want to miss.”

Christopher Barzak, Shirley Jackson Award-winning author of Before and Afterlives

 

“Disturbing customs, otherworldly beings, grief, loss, revenge, and ghosts of the past fill the pages and make for a chilling good time. These unique stories hold a wondrous mix of anticipation and dread.”

Irene Cole for Well Worth a Read 

 

“What Surface does really well in these stories is create ordinary-seeming worlds where an overwhelming sense of wrongness slowly drifts up from deep below. That unnerving quality intensifies as the stories move forward, until it becomes almost unbearable. The themes of the stories–grief and loss, growing up, trauma, mental illness, feelings of powerlessness–are so strong and clear that they often threaten to send the stories into the realm of allegory. However, the specificity of the worlds that Surface creates always succeeds in anchoring the stories to their own strange little realities.”

Rowan Lee for the Harvest Maid’s Revenge

 

“Confirms that he’s an extraordinary new talent in the area of horror short fiction.” 

Mario Guslandi for HellNotes

 

 


Introduction:

 

The Strange Darkness of David Surface

 

 

 

 

 

 


    	There’s no one behind you.


    	Nothing behind you—sorry.


    	You may be reading this on a plane, a train, a bus, or even in a car. You may be sitting on a living room couch or a favorite chair, in a booth at a diner, or on one of those long rows of plastic seats they have in airport waiting areas. You may be crossing a bridge, entering a tunnel, or sitting absolutely still. And, of course, in any of these scenarios, someone may be seated to your rear, maybe a family member or friend, scrolling through their phone while you read, maybe a fellow traveler, sharing the ride for a few stops, or possibly all the way.


    	That isn’t what we’re talking about, though, is it?


    	David Surface has described his terrific stories as “strange” and “dark;” he’s identified some of them as ghost stories, quite deliberately constructed as such. To use the word strange in the context of the kind of fiction Surface writes is to evoke the example of the great Robert Aickman (1914-1981), whose application of the adjective to his own idiosyncratic compositions single-handedly set up a new stall under the big, billowing circus tent of horror. As all such namings inevitably do, it organized a constellation of writers around itself:  Franz Kafka, Jorge Luis Borges, Walter de la Mare, M. John Harrison, Linda Rucker, Simon Strantzas, and Michael Wehunt, to name a few. To the extent that any kind of compositional principles might be extrapolated from reading and studying the work of Aickman and these others, three elements stand out:

First is the selection of a reasonably quotidian protagonist—as often as not male—of a reasonably quotidian sensibility. No raving Lovecraftian lunatics here, nor Dunsanian poets, nor Howard-esque strongmen. This is room, though, for post-Freudian neurosis. Plenty of room. (In this regard, these stories participate in the larger generic trend of featuring more down-to-earth protagonists.)    (I suppose you could argue that fits with the even larger literary focus on such characters.)    For the protagonists of these strange stories, essential portions of their psyches are obscure, perhaps by choice, perhaps not.

Secondly, this type of character is brought into similarly occluded situations, whose entireties elide full perception. Generally speaking, these situations center on buildings—houses, hotels, apartments, fair tents, churches—which are never fully seen, experienced only as fragments.

Finally, the occluded characters and occluded situations are moved through one another. Here, Aickman’s stories—and those of the writers working in this vein—achieve their particular effect. In a traditionally constructed horror narrative, the protagonist and the situation in which they’re involved collide, resulting in a transfer of metaphor, whereby the situation becomes a trope for the character. (Think Jack Torrance and the Overlook Hotel in King’s The Shining:    the hotel with its rooms of ghosts and boiler on the verge of exploding embodies the man full of his own ghosts and on the verge of exploding.)    (Or think Straub’s Ghost Story, in which Alma Mobley and her monstrous kin draw power from their ability to reflect the protagonists back to themselves.)    This transference results in a moment of illumination, in whose glow the text’s depths are made more distinct. In Aickman’s work, in contrast, the character and situation flow into one another, become entangled, and then pull apart without such a clear symbolic exchange. Instead, the situation sprawls and metastasizes, spilling over the bounds of a more straightforward relationship with the protagonist. You could say that what comes into (partial) view is the situation’s unconscious, the parts of itself of which the situation, even in its figurative dimension, is unaware. The result of the meshing of the insufficiently (self) aware protagonist with the occluded aspects of the situation feels deeply strange and disorienting, in part because we still recognize in the unfamiliar elements of the situation traces of what they are replacing. When all is said and done—but that’s just the point. At the end of the story, nothing is said and done, not with the definitiveness that trite expression implies. We’re left with strangeness humming through our brains.


    	There’s still no one—nothing behind you.


    	It is, yes, a bit of an indulgence on the part of someone writing an introduction to a book of short stories to spend so much time on such a technical description of another writer’s technique. Yet it seems necessary to me in order to avoid the accurate but insufficient shorthand of comparing David Surface to Robert Aickman and leaving it at that. (“The Aickman of Cornwall-on-Hudson.”    “Aickman’s Hudson Valley Successor.”    “Aickman with Better Hair.”)    What Surface achieves in a significant number of the stories collected here (and in his excellent previous book, Terrible Things) is to understand and employ Aickman’s narrative strategy in the composition of his own striking fiction. This accomplishment informs Glen Hirshberg’s description of the “disturbingly contemporary sense of bewilderment” Surface’s work evokes, the feeling of “a world tilting out of true.”


    	Were my desire to avoid spoilers not stronger than the desire to discuss how Surface’s stories bring forth their particular strangeness, there is a great deal we might say. In addition, a decent discussion would take us beyond an introduction to a critical essay. While Surface’s work invites and deserves such detailed attention, it exceeds my remit here. (That said, as you read these stories, watch out for bridges and tunnels, both literal and metaphorical, and spend some time thinking about the way that things flow in both directions over such passages and how sometimes things get stuck on them, too.)


    	Before bringing this introduction to a close, there is one more subject for us to return to, and that is the other word Surface has used for his stories:    dark. Even in the context of strange and ghostly stories, it’s an elusive term. Unlike “strange,” there is no specific writer or group of writers who use the word to delineate their aesthetic. Rather, it’s a modifier we might apply to all the entertainments grouped under horror’s big tent, as well as to work under a number of adjacent marquees. Whereas an appreciation of “strange” benefits from bringing an analysis of Aickman’s stories into consideration, Surface’s choice of “dark” requires (re)reading his fiction.


    	Nothing behind you. No one, either.


    	Ironically, an immersion in Surface’s work returns us to the strange, with its emphasis on the unconscious areas of characters and situations—to those parts of both that remain unilluminated. Yet where the darkness of the typical Aickman protagonist is based on unacknowledged drives, the darkness in Surface’s characters arises from incomplete and even repressed knowledge, knowledge of those spaces of the self and the world that are troubling and disturbing. Darkness within is, in part, a response to darkness without, a failure of recognition, if not an outright evasion. In his lexicon of horror, The Darkening Garden (2006), the critic John Clute listed amnesia as among the key markers of the field, and darkness as it applies to Surface’s characters is of a piece with Clute’s idea. The narrative mechanisms of these stories might be described as a character being brought into a situation that disturbs them but whose full outline remains obscure for reasons having as much to do with their psychology as with how the situation occurs. The tension their continuing interaction with the situation generates escalates until something, some important element of the situation, is brought into view. But this revelation only reveals how much more darkness lies beyond the end of the story, inside the protagonist and out. Mystery solved yields a mystery still more profound.


    	So strange stories, yes, and dark, too. Stories with fine prose and sympathetically drawn characters give them an emotional heft and resonance not always found in this fiction stripe. Stories that follow you.


    	Nothing—no one behind you.


    	But there will be.





 

John Langan

 

    

 


 

 

 

 

 



Give Me Back 
My Name

 

 

 

 

 

When Rob woke, the room was pitch dark, with nothing for his eye to hold onto. His brain flashed through a series of other bedrooms he’d slept in, other houses, apartments, and motel rooms, each quickly dissolving into the next while he lay still and waited for the objects around him to become clear. The familiar shape of a bureau to his right. The solid rectangle of a framed picture on the wall. Carrie’s body breathing next to his.

He lay there for a moment longer, letting the relief of knowing where he was soak into him, then got out of bed and went downstairs to start the coffee.

This was his favorite part of the day, the quiet in-between time before anything had started when it felt like he was the only person in the world. He enjoyed this morning ritual, filling the kettle, striking a match, lighting the blue flame on the stovetop, and setting the kettle on it. Then, the patient waiting for the flame to do its work while the blackness outside the windows turned blue.

The coffee was ready and waiting in the two big mugs by the time Carrie came downstairs, bleary-eyed and carrying her big shoulder bag stuffed with students’ homework. She took the mug from his hand, dropped onto one of the kitchen chairs, and took a deep and grateful sip.

“God, that’s good,” she whispered.

“Ready for another big day at school?” he smiled. 

Carrie rolled her eyes. “Yeah… I gotta tell the kids a ghost story today.”

“Really? I thought you liked ghost stories.”

“I do. But the school wants me to keep telling the same one every year. You know, where the dead woman keeps saying, Give me back my golden arm.”

“You mean the one where you’re supposed to yell at the end and make everyone jump?”

“Yeah. The husband steals his wife’s golden arm, and, at night, he hears her calling, Give me back my golden arm. Give me back my golden arm. It’s so stupid. I mean, who has a golden arm?”

“I don’t know…” he said, “Will the kids even think that’s scary? A golden arm?”

“Maybe I should update it or something. Give me back my iPhone Six!”

After Carrie left, Rob went out and raked the front yard to let the cold October air wake him up. He spent the rest of the morning washing the dishes from breakfast, then sweeping and dusting. He liked to keep moving when he was alone. It kept his mind focused and sharp.

At twelve, he took a break to eat lunch and check his email and saw a message from a job he’d applied for. We’d like you to come in for an interview after you’ve agreed to submit to a routine background check. He deleted the email without responding, stood up, and went back to cleaning the house.

Rob had dinner on the table as usual when Carrie got home from school. Pasta primavera with marinara sauce and crusty bread. They ate while Carrie told Rob about her day.

“So, how did the ghost story go? Did you scare the hell out of those poor, defenseless children?”

Carrie took another sip of wine before she answered. “Oh, sure. Scarred them for life. Give me back my golden arm. Actually, I think I saw a couple of them jump at the end.”

“What does a ghost need with a golden arm?” he asked. “I mean, it’s not like she can go out and spend it or something because she’s dead, right?”

“I don’t know.” Carrie shrugged. “Maybe it’s like… the principle of the thing. You know. You take something from me, now you have to give it back.”

They were clearing the table after dinner when she asked him, “So, have you heard back from that security job yet?”

“Nope. Not yet.”

“Jeez,” Carrie said, “What’s taking them so long? Are they doing one of those background checks or something? They probably just want to make sure you’re not a serial killer,” Carrie grinned. “You’re not a serial killer, are you?”

“No,” he managed a wry smile, then bent down and kissed her forehead. “I’m not a serial killer.”

Rob usually looked at all the requirements before applying for a job. Whenever he found one that required a background check, he’d cross it off his list and move on to the next. He must have missed this one—he’d have to be more careful next time.

A simple job—that’s what he’d told Carrie he needed. One where he could work in peace and quiet without anyone breathing down his neck. And as usual, she’d agreed. People should do what they’re good at, she’d said. He was good at being alone. Low-profile jobs were the best. Construction. Maintenance. Security. Carrie didn’t seem to mind. It was one more reason he felt safe with her.

You must have been a shepherd in a former life, she’d said once. He’d smiled but felt the sting. His former life was gone. In fact, it wasn’t even his life anymore.

 

 

When he’d left the house that morning twenty years ago, he hadn’t known he would disappear. He was just going to go for a long drive to clear his head after another terrible fight with Ann. He was twenty-three years old back then; their divorce was almost final, and the future was a horrifying void. The legal bills and demands for support confused and terrified him.

They can’t make you give what you don’t have, a friend had told him. What his friend hadn’t said was what they could do to him. He was stunned when he understood how bad things really were, but it made a terrible kind of sense. Ever since he was a child, Rob had been haunted by the feeling that something bad would happen to him one day. Something he didn’t have the power to stop. Now he knew what it was. He was going to prison. Not today, not tomorrow. But someday. It was going to happen.

By the time he realized how far he’d driven, he’d gone nearly two hundred miles. The landscape around him had started to change, the look of the trees and houses. Even the sky seemed different. It was the feeling of newness that overcame him. He could feel his old life falling away, like the pieces of a cocoon he was shedding. Ann’s anger, the divorce proceedings, the lawyer bills. The threat of prison. They were all there in his rear-view mirror, like storm clouds gathering, but a storm that was happening somewhere behind him. He could outrun it. 

I could just keep going. That was the thought that rose in his mind and took hold of him. It was true. He could just keep going.

He’d done none of the things he should have done first to make disappearing easy. The fake IDs and social security number, the new name. He had to learn about all of it on the run. He’d thrown his cell phone into a river—he knew enough to do that—then found a library that would let him use the computer. It amazed him that he could go online and find complete instructions for how to assume a new identity. It had been written for women escaping dangerous, abusive husbands or boyfriends. He was surprised and reassured by how much of it applied to him. He realized you didn’t have to be a bad person to disappear. It was something that happened to good people, too.

He spent three days in a dusty cubicle, just taking notes in a spiral notebook. When his eyes and brain got tired, he’d look out the library window at the bright green lawn outside and the orderly white houses. Once, the door to one of the houses opened, and a man stepped outside. Rob watched the man walk to his mailbox and get his mail. An older man with graying hair, he was reasonably trim and fit and wore what looked like a blue track suit. Rob watched the man flip through his mail, then turn and walk back into his house, his movements unhurried and confident. The thought crossed Rob’s mind that this was how he’d like to look one day. An unhurried, confident man with attractively greying hair and no worries.

Twenty years later, that’s exactly what he was. 

He’d never told Carrie about Ann. Or his real name. That was one of the rules for disappearing. Do not tell your new partner about your former life, no matter how much you are tempted. After they’d been together for about seven years, he’d felt tempted for a brief while, but the feeling had passed. After all, he was a new person now. The old one no longer existed.

One night, they sat outside, drinking and talking. Carrie was worried about her sister, who’d just separated from her husband. “I really hate it,” Carrie said. “It’s so sad. They used to be such good friends.”

“Yeah, well, that’s how a lot of marriages start out,” Rob said. “You think you’re such good friends with someone. Then one day you don’t even know who they are…” He felt himself descending into a familiar spiral but stopped himself. He was more drunk than he’d realized. When he looked up, Carrie was staring at him, her eyes growing wide with shock.

“Rob, were you…? Oh my God. You were married before. You were, weren’t you?”

He froze. A sudden panic twisted in his chest, like a wild animal caught in a trap. He wanted to lie, but he knew it was too late. She’d seen him.

“Yes. I’m sorry. But… it was a long time ago. I was just a stupid kid. It only lasted a few months.”

It was dark outside, but he could see her face turn pale. “Jesus, Rob, why didn’t you tell me?”

“I don’t know. I guess… I guess it was just too painful.”

“Why? What happened?”

“She died.” The words surprised him. He didn’t know he was going to say them, but once he did, he just kept going. “It was cancer. Ovarian.”

He could see her struggling with what he was telling her. “I’m… I’m sorry,” she finally said. “That must have been awful.”

It killed him how quickly she’d turned from shock to sympathy. She believed him. Relief rushed through him, mixed with shame. He hated to lie to her, but he did it to protect her. To protect them both and their life together. 

Carrie waited a moment, giving him some time, he supposed. Then she asked quietly, “What was her name?”

For a second, he almost said Ann. There was no reason not to. Then, almost before he knew it, the caution he’d drilled into himself took over.

“Hannah.”

He saw the impact that hearing the name made on her. The name made it real. He could almost see her flinch. Now, it was his turn to wait and give her a moment. When he thought she looked ready, he continued. 

“I’m sorry I never told you. I just… I mean, it was a long time ago. It was a really hard time, and I guess…I guess I just didn’t want to think about it. I’m sorry.” He was pushing his luck, he knew, but he asked anyway. “Forgive me?”

She looked at him for a long time before answering, and for a moment, he was afraid she’d seen through him. Then she sighed. “I guess I’ll have to, won’t I?”

That night he dreamed that he murdered Ann. 

All the planning and plotting he’d done in real life to erase his marriage, to erase her, came into play in his dream, and he moved through it like some kind of faceless killer, perfectly executing every detail of her death in the most cold-blooded, methodical way. In his dream, there was a box he had to put her body into. The box was too small to hold her body, so he started folding her in half, then again, and again, breaking her down and pushing the parts together until they fit. The box was made of clear plexiglass, so he could see the different parts of her inside, pressed up against it—a whorl of long brown hair, one flattened cheek, the fingers of one hand splayed against the glass like a starfish. He didn’t want anyone to see, so he took the box out into the middle of the ocean and dropped it in where it sank without a trace. Instead of waking up with his heart pounding or in a cold sweat, he woke feeling oddly satisfied and accomplished. Almost proud.

  

 

He began to notice Carrie acting strangely, a little preoccupied and distant. He knew she must be thinking about “Hannah” and the story he’d told her. Of course, it made sense—how could he expect her not to think about it? He supposed it would take a while for her to get used to the idea that he’d had another wife before her. Eventually, the thought would lose its rawness, and become part of the fabric of the past. Knowing she was alive somewhere would only make it worse. Carrie would dwell on it for months, maybe years. It was better to say that “Hannah” was dead. He’d actually done her a favor.

Then the thought occurred to him—how did he know that Ann wasn’t really dead? It was possible. After all, it had been twenty years—a lot could happen in twenty years. Cancer. Car crashes. All kinds of things. Why shouldn’t one of them happen to her? 

He began to think of Ann as gone. Truly gone. At first, he felt a twinge of the old regret, but that faded, and he almost came to believe that it was true. Not only that, but that he’d somehow made it true. By telling that lie, it was the same as if he’d killed her.

One day, Carrie asked if she could talk to him about something. She never asked if she could talk to him unless it was something difficult and important. This time she seemed nervous, more nervous than usual. He stroked her arm and told her it was okay, she could ask him anything, while he braced himself of whatever she was going to say.

“I just wanted…” She stopped herself and then started again, “I was wondering if you can tell me… if you don’t mind telling me… about Hannah. Where is she buried?”

He froze. Of all the things she could have asked him, this was one he did not expect. He struggled to find something quick to say.

“Idaho,” he blurted out. He was going to say Indiana, but that felt too close. Idaho was farther away. Idaho was perfect. He watched Carrie take in this piece of new information.

“Because…” she began again, “If you… if you ever wanted to visit there… I mean, visit her… for any reason, you should do that. I mean, there’s no reason for you not to do that now. If you want to. Right?”

The awfulness of it, her selflessness, how good she was trying to be for him, hit him like a blow. He closed his eyes, waiting to recover from it. He thought of what it must look like to her, that he was overcome. He was, but not in the way she thought.

“Thank you,” he said, “But, I don’t… I mean, it’s been so long…”

Carrie stepped forward, put her hand on his shoulder and gently rubbed him. “That’s okay,” she said. “Just… if you ever want to. Whenever you’re ready.”

For the rest of the night, he felt shaken. The lies he’d had to tell Carrie over their years together had actually been very few. His name, where he was from, not much else. His marriage to Ann had always been a lie of omission. He’d simply never brought it up, and Carrie had never asked. Until now.

Why hadn’t he just denied it? That would have been the end of it. But part of him knew that Carrie would always have that doubt in her mind. Saying yes had been his way to get around that. Now it felt like a crack was forming in the ice under his feet. And every question she asked and every answer he gave felt like a hammer blow, making the crack spread faster.

The next night, Carrie asked him, “Did you and Hannah… did you have any children?”

“No,” he said. He gave a silent prayer of thanks—not for the first time—that at least this much was true. Then he remembered. When he and Ann were first married, they’d bought a cute stuffed dog as a “pet” because they couldn’t afford a real one. Sometimes he thought it was a substitute for the child they hadn’t had yet. They’d lay in bed and tease each other with it, making it talk in funny voices, playing together like children. A few years later when their fighting had become ugly and violent, when he was packing to leave, he’d found that stuffed dog in the closet, preserved carefully in a white shoebox wrapped with a gold ribbon. It was the only time that he’d actually wept, falling to his knees on the floor with the toy in front of him, sobbing like a parent grieving the death of a child.

The next day they drove out to the country to pick up some garden supplies. On the way home, the traffic slowed down to almost a standstill, and they crept along at five miles an hour. “What’s the hold up?” Rob grumbled. He craned his neck to see if he could spot construction signs or police lights ahead, but the long line of cars disappeared around a curve; whatever was causing the holdup was hidden.

Something on the right side of the road caught his eye. It was one of those little shrines made of tinfoil and painted wood. It seemed like he saw them everywhere lately. All those names and brief sentimental messages. Kristal—Forever in Our Hearts. Crosses with artificial flowers, sometimes real ones, held in place with twisted wire. 

“I don’t understand why anyone would want to do that,” he said. I mean, why would you want to commemorate the spot where someone was killed? That’s horrible.”

“Well, they do it on battlefields, don’t they?” she said. “Like Gettysburg and Antietam.”

The traffic crept forward slowly, then stopped. He glanced over at the little shrine again, the typical, white-painted cross with fake flowers and some kind of stuffed animal tied to it. As they got closer, he could see it was a stuffed dog. He noticed the eyes, sad and droopy, the large brown pupils turned upward in a look of supplication, like a saint at prayer in an old painting. They were the same eyes that their stuffed dog had. His and Ann’s.

He looked closer. It was the same toy. The same one.

Panic flooding his brain, he pulled the car over onto the shoulder, pushed the gas pedal to the floor and sped alongside the other cars toward the exit far ahead, gravel crunching and spitting under the tires. 

“What are you doing?” Carrie yelled, but he kept going until he pulled off the highway and eased the car onto a two-lane road.

“Why the hell did you do that?” Carrie asked. “What’s wrong with you?”

He knew he should tell her something, offer some kind of explanation. But he couldn’t.

When he thought about it later, he realized how foolishly he’d behaved. That toy dog he’d seen by the side of the road—they must have made hundreds of them. Maybe thousands. There was nothing strange about it. Nothing at all.

That night he told Carrie he needed to go for a walk. She looked up for a moment, her eyes red from the onions she was chopping. “It’s going to rain, isn’t it?”

“I don’t know… maybe,” he said, heading for the door. “I’ll make it quick.”

“Supper’s at seven, okay?” he heard her call out behind him. He headed down the driveway to the street, turned left and started walking as fast as he could. All the stress and anxiety he’d felt building since his talk with Carrie, it was all chemical, he knew. Just hormones. Fight or flight. It would fade in time. Everything would fade in time. Carrie’s shock over finding out he’d been married before. Any lingering suspicions she might have. They would all get worn away under the steady, grinding pace of their daily lives. No matter how upsetting something might seem at first, there was nothing that time wouldn’t take care of.

He’d only gone a couple of blocks when felt a cold drop hit his forearm. He took a quick glance up at the sky saw heavy gray clouds rolling in, then started walking faster to beat the rain and to get his heart rate up to clear the poisons out of his system.

It seemed like more cars than usual were speeding past him. People on their way home from work, he guessed. Not too many people out walking like him. Just the old man across the street who never smiled, trimming his hedges. A young boy with a backpack getting home late from school. A woman standing in the middle of the street.

He paused and peered ahead at the woman, wondering what she was doing there. At first, he thought she must have dropped something while crossing the street, but she didn’t appear to be looking for anything. She was just standing there on the white line in the middle of the road, staring straight ahead in his direction. She was too far away for him to get a good look at her face, but there was something familiar about the outline of her body and the way she was standing that made him feel uneasy.

As he watched, the woman tilted her head to one side as she looked at him, the way Ann used to do. A cold feeling crept up inside of him. It can’t be, he thought. She’s dead. It took him a second to remember that wasn’t true. Still… how could it be her? It wasn’t possible. He felt frozen in place like an animal seen by a predator. He didn’t dare to move or breathe.

He heard the rain before he saw it, the sharp popping in the leaves of trees, slow at first, then faster, more cold drops hitting his arms and neck. He saw the old man put his clippers aside and hurry indoors, but the woman didn’t move. She was still standing in the middle of the street with the rain falling all around her. His own shirt was already wet and clinging to his skin, but from a distance it looked like the woman’s hair and clothes were still dry.

The hiss of car wheels in the rain came fast from around the sharp curve behind him, and he stepped out of the way as a red SUV blew past, spraying water as it hurtled toward the woman. He braced himself for the terrible thud, for the sight of the broken body flying through the air. But when he looked again, the car was speeding on its way around the bend, and the woman was still standing in the center of the street. Still looking in his direction.

That was when she began to walk toward him.

He turned and started walking toward home, not looking back. When he couldn’t stand it anymore, he broke into a run and didn’t stop until he burst in through the kitchen door, wet and breathless. Carrie was still standing at the oven, stirring the onions. She looked up, an alarmed expression on her face.

“Jesus… what happened to you?”

“Nothing,” he panted, “Just trying to get out of the rain…”

He waited till she wasn’t looking, then locked the door behind him.

*

 

Later, he found Carrie at her desk, peering intently at her laptop screen.

“What town did you say Hannah was buried in?” 

He’d just come to ask if she wanted a cup of tea or something, but her question stopped him cold.

“What are you doing?” he asked, trying to keep his voice as normal as possible.

“I just want to see where it is.”

Why? That was what he wanted to ask. But he didn’t. If he asked why, she’d know he didn’t want to tell her. Still, he had to say something.

“Carlton.” It was the first name that popped into his mind. A half-second later he realized it was the name of his high school English teacher. He listened to her fingers clicking busily on the keys, then pause.

“It’s not here.”

“Well, it was a really small town,” he said, hoping that would sound reasonable. Her fingers clicked some more. Then she leaned back and frowned at the computer.

“I can’t find it.”

“Really? That’s weird.” He didn’t know what else to say. Then he remembered why he’d come into the room. “You want me to get you some tea?”

She looked up at him, still frowning. “Yeah,” she finally said. “That would be nice.”

 

 

Leaves began to pile up in the yard and choke the gutters that overflowed like waterfalls, but he stayed in the house. There was plenty of work to do indoors, he told himself. The truth was that he didn’t feel safe outside. It reminded him of how he’d felt when he’d first come here years ago, when every person on the street looked at him a little longer than he thought they should, and every police siren went right through him like a knife. He felt that way now.

“I’ve been thinking about going to visit my aunt in Portland,” Carrie said one night. 

“I didn’t know you had an aunt in Portland.”

“Yeah. I thought we could go out there for a visit. You know, see some of the sights. It’s really beautiful out there.”

He felt an alarm go off somewhere inside his body. “I don’t know… You know I don’t like to fly.” He didn’t really mind flying. What he didn’t like was having his ID checked so many times. He’d done it before when he had to. But there was no point in pushing his luck.

“No,” she said, “I thought we could drive.”

“To Portland? How long a trip is that?”

“Only three days. There’s a lot of pretty land between here and there. “I mean…” she paused and put her hand on the back of his. “You seem a little stressed. I think maybe you could use it, right? A little time away from here”

And just like that, he felt a door open somewhere inside him. A little time away from here. Thunder rumbled somewhere in the distance. He could hear the rain tapping at the windows again, trying to get in.

“Sure,” he said, taking the hand she’d offered into his. “That sounds nice.”

 

 

The first five hundred miles are the longest.

That was the joke that came into his head as they crossed the state line from Iowa into Nebraska. He didn’t say it, because he was afraid that she might see what he was seeing—the long days and nights he’d spent on the road twenty years ago when he’d left his old life behind. It unnerved him, how much it looked the same. The same flat, colorless fields. The same ribbon of blacktop stretching all the way to the horizon.

Carrie liked to stop at odd little restaurants and shops she found along the way where they’d sample the coconut creme pie and buy corny postcards. He could tell she was trying to make this a fun trip to relieve some of the pressure of whatever had been bothering him. But to him, her efforts felt stiff and forced. There was something else on her mind. He couldn’t tell what it was, but he didn’t want to ask. He just wanted to get through this trip and then make it back home.

The next morning after breakfast, Carrie insisted on driving. He’d driven most of the way yesterday, she pointed out, so it was only fair. He agreed, reluctantly. He liked to drive, it was true, but more than that, he didn’t like being driven by someone else, sitting in the passenger seat with nothing to do.

When they crossed the state line into Idaho, Rob felt a stir of some nameless anxiety in his chest but couldn’t figure out what it was. Carrie, who was usually talkative in the car, had been unusually quiet. About an hour after they crossed into Idaho, he was surprised when she took an exit off the interstate onto a smaller state route.

“Where are you going?” he asked. She said nothing, but he could feel her gathering her words, trying to find the right ones.

“We’re going by Carlton,” she said. “I just thought… since we’re so close, we might as well drop by there. Just for a minute.”

Carlton? He tried to remember where he’d heard that name—then it hit him. It was the name of the town where he’d told her his first wife was buried. The one he’d made up.

There is no Carlton, he wanted to say. It doesn’t exist. Instead, he did his best to swallow the panic rising inside him and tried to control his voice.

“Why… why do you want to go there?”

“I just thought…” she stopped to swallow and take a breath—clearly, this was difficult for her. “I just thought we should stop, just for a minute, and… pay our respects. To your wife. To Hannah.”

His mind went blank for a second, then the urge to rage at her, to jump out of the car or take the wheel from her hands, all overtook him.

“Jesus, Carrie. I can’t…” he began, trying to summon up the anger he needed to distract her and throw her off. “I can’t believe you’re just doing this without telling me. Why the fuck… why would you do this without telling me? Without talking with me about it first? What if I don’t want to do this? Did you ever think about that?”

“Of course, I thought about that,” she said, her voice rising. “I know you don’t want to do this, Rob, but I think you should. I think you need to. Ever since you told me…” She stopped, and he realized she was trying not to cry. “Ever since you told me about Hannah, about you and Hannah, you haven’t been the same. There’s something wrong, Rob. I don’t know what it is, but I can tell. Something’s wrong. And, I don’t know, maybe I’m wrong, maybe I don’t have the right. Maybe I’m crazy, but I just think if we do this, it might help you. It might help both of us.”

That was when he understood. This had been her plan all along. To fix him. To fix the two of them. It was horrible. What would she do when she realized that the town wasn’t there?

He was trying to summon up the courage to tell her the truth when a road sign appeared in the distance and moved past them. CARLTON.

His mind went blank as he read the letters. What was happening? How was this possible? Could there be a real town with the same name he’d made up? What were the odds? Had he seen the name somewhere before and forgotten it?

He heard the click click click of the turn signal and felt the pull of the car as she slowed down and turned off onto the exit.

He stared out the passenger window at the broad, empty streets lined with old buildings and chain stores. When Carrie pulled over at a market, he thought she was going in to use the bathroom, until she emerged a minute later holding a small bouquet of yellow flowers. His heart hurt when he saw them.

They turned off the main street and made two more turns. Then he saw the cemetery.

Carrie drove the car through the iron gates and proceeded to roll through the rows of headstones as if she knew where she was going. He pictured them searching through the headstones for hours, then finally giving up. He’d tell her that he wasn’t sure it was the same cemetery, that it was so long ago. She’d understand. She wouldn’t be happy, but she’d believe him. And that would be the end of it.

Carrie finally parked the car and turned off the engine. She sat for a moment, then looked at him, her eyes full of concern. “Are you ready?” she said quietly. He realized his heart was beating very quickly. He felt dizzy and short of breath. She would probably take it for emotion. He nodded, then they both got out and started walking. Carrie held the bouquet of yellow flowers in her hand.

He quickly scanned the cemetery and tried to gauge how big it was. He was trying to calculate how long it would take before she gave up, when she stopped suddenly, and a strange little sound came from her throat.

There to the right of them, no more than four feet away, was a shiny headstone engraved:

HANNAH MARTIN.

Rage—that was the first thing he felt. A wave of rage surging through his veins. Who was doing this? And why? It was horrible, some kind of cruel, sadistic joke. He looked wildly around as if there might be a camera crew hiding behind a tree, recording his terror and humiliation. But the cemetery was empty—–they were the only people there.

He looked back at Carrie, half-expecting to see an evil grin on her face—is she in on this? She was staring solemnly down at the grave. She looked up at him and he was stunned to see tears glittering in her eyes. Then she held out the little yellow bouquet toward him.

“Do you want to…” she said in a soft whisper. He stared in horror at the yellow flowers and shook his head. “It’s okay,” she said softly, then stepped forward herself and leaned down to prop the little bouquet up against the gravestone. At that moment, he would not have been surprised to see them vanish or burst into flame. She stood with her hands folded respectfully in front of her, still gazing down at the grave. He tried to imagine what was going on in her mind but couldn’t—his own mind felt like it had exploded and was a jumble of fragments now, jagged pieces that couldn’t connect.

He became aware that she was saying something. From the tone of her voice, he could tell it was a question, but he didn’t quite understand it. She had to say it twice before the words made sense to him.

“Are you ready?”

Ready? Ready for what? She stepped back and nodded toward where they’d parked the car and he understood.

“I mean…” she said, “We can stay a little longer… if you want to.”

“No.” It was the first word he’d been able to speak. He turned and started walking back toward the car, his mind still spinning. A touch on his arm made him jump; it was her, of course. She’d come up to walk silently beside him, one hand resting gently on his right arm, like they were leaving a funeral.

The drive to the motel was long and mostly silent. Carrie drove. This time he was glad. He didn’t feel quite capable of driving yet. His mind was still in a turmoil. What was happening to him? Had he seen the name of that town on a map or in a book somewhere, forgotten that he’d seen it, then had it echo back to him when he needed it? And the other name. The one on the gravestone. How was that possible? How many Hannah Martins could there be in the world? He knew that a Google search usually turned up a long list of even the strangest name. How strange was it, really, to find a gravestone with Hannah’s name? Then he remembered—there was no Hannah Martin. It was the name he’d invented when he needed something to tell Carrie, the way he’d invented a new name for himself when he’d first disappeared years ago. Robert Martin. For years it felt fake on his lips. Now it was who he was. For a terrifying moment he couldn’t remember what his real name used to be.

“Are you okay?”

At first, he wasn’t sure if he’d heard her correctly. He turned and saw her glancing over at him with a concerned look on her face.

He tried to answer but couldn’t. His mind had stopped working. They drove along in silence for a moment. He could feel her gathering her words again.

“I know…” she started, “I know that was hard for you. I just thought it was something we needed to do. You and me.”

You and me. Rob and Carrie Martin. There was no Rob Martin, but that was who he was now. And what about her? Half of her name real, the other half not. He wondered if she could feel it.

The motel was a few flat buildings scattered at the edge of the highway. It was right out of an old movie, with its near-empty parking lot and old purple neon sign with one letter burnt out. It looked, he thought, like the kind of place that a person might come to end their life.

He got out of the car and squinted at the single harsh floodlight above that was surrounded by a halo of moths and other insects swirling round and round endlessly. Looking around, he felt as though he’d been here before. It was the kind of place he’d stayed back when he’d first gone on the run, holed up in a musty room with the shades drawn, cutting up his driver’s license and credit cards, shedding the last traces of his old life.

They opened the door to their room, the smell of mildew covered with a thin veneer of disinfectant rolled out to meet him, and the anxious feeling of being trapped rose up inside of him. For a moment he wanted to turn and leave, ask her to find someplace else. But he was so exhausted by everything that had happened today, he wasn’t sure if he could even make it back to the car. All he wanted was to lay down, close his eyes and turn off the panicked thoughts that were still racing through his mind. He took a deep breath and walked inside.

It was worse than he’d imagined. The awful striped wallpaper, the ugly brown carpet worn thin by decades of lonely, pacing feet. As he looked around the room, a terrible feeling stirred inside him. He knew this room. He’d been here before. Twenty years ago, when he was first on the run. But that was in another state. Like the name of the town, and the name on the gravestone, it wasn’t possible. Motel rooms look the same, he told himself.

Then he saw it—the jagged tear in the ugly wallpaper, there in the same place near the cheap digital clock. The torn place looked like the shape of a hand. Twenty years ago, he’d spent hours looking at it, afraid of what it might do if he turned out the light.

Carrie was already in bed. He locked the door, snapped off the lights so he could no longer see the awful striped walls, but the smell of rot and chemicals was still there, hovering all around him in the dark. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, trying to put himself to sleep. To hurry the morning light when they could leave this place.

“Rob,” she said, her voice in the dark startling him. It took her a long time to speak again. At first, he thought it was because she couldn’t tell if he was still awake. For a moment, he thought of pretending to be asleep, but there was something in her voice that told him she wasn’t going to let this go; she was going to keep going until she’d said whatever she had to say.

“I’m glad I know about Hannah now. I wish you’d told me a long time ago, but that’s all done now, and I’m glad I know.” She paused again, but only for a moment. “If…if there’s anything else, anything you haven’t told me, you can tell me about that too. It doesn’t matter what it is. You can tell me. You know that don’t you?”

Laying on his back, he shut his eyes tight against the dark, against the feeling rising inside his chest. He could feel her waiting.

“And if you don’t want to tell me…” she continued, “Whatever it is, whatever the reason. If you don’t want to tell me, if you never tell me, that’s alright too. Rob? Do you know what I’m saying?”

He dug his fingers into the sheets, clutching them tightly like he was trying to stop himself from falling. After a while, he heard her sigh and roll over, and a few minutes later, her steady, even breathing.

He’d been exhausted, but now a nervous energy flooded his veins. He got up as quietly as he could and slipped into the bathroom to relieve himself. He didn’t turn the light on, but even in the dark, he could see that the toilet seat was metal, like in an army barracks. Or a jail cell.

She knows, he thought. Or, if she doesn’t yet, she
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