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  Chapter 1
   Let’s Go!


“Hurry! I want to get at least to Buffalo tonight. I packed some snacks, and we can buy more on the way.” Sara twirled around smiling, and her happiness was contagious. Her long blond hair shone in the sunshine that filtered through the open doorway to their small single-family house.  
“I’m ready whenever you are.” Granger grinned as he looked at her new bride. They had decided to take a road trip for their honeymoon instead of reserving a hotel room in an exotic location. He was a tall, muscular man, the kind you’d see in the Baywatch movie, with golden tan skin and a contagious smile. He closed the door after Sara danced from the front steps down to the driveway toward their car.
Their twenty-year-old, maroon-colored minivan was packed with their luggage, fishing poles, and two cameras, as Sara was a keen photographer. She wanted plenty of pictures to choose from for her new project, including images of America in different cities and villages, not fancy postcard pictures, but real people with wrinkles, stooped backs, homeless people, stray dogs, and cats. That was one of the reasons they planned to use their honeymoon to advance her career and get her plenty of material for the project. 
Granger was a football coach at a local college, and he had taken some time off from work. Everyone understood that the newlyweds wanted to spend time together.
Granger opened the passenger side door to Sara, and she gave him a quick kiss before settling down on her seat. She had a small compact camera in her lap to take pictures while they drove. 
Granger opened the driver’s side door and sat down. “Did we forget anything?” 
“No, I don’t think so. We have everything we need,” Sara replied, patting the camera on her lap. 
Granger started the car and backed from the driveway to the main road. 
It was a gorgeous, sunny day with a few fluffy clouds in the cerulean blue sky. Nothing could go wrong on a day like this, Sara thought. She chose some happy rock music on the radio while Granger headed toward the East Coast. 
Sara had wanted to see the lighthouses so that was the reason why they went towards the coastline. Of course, attractions like Niagara Falls and the casino there were on their list, but they didn’t plan to overnight there. A smaller place with cheaper hotel prices would suit their budget better. They had not made any reservations anywhere as they didn’t know what they would see on their way there, and if they decided to take a detour to somewhere else. No restrictions on the travel plans were the best part. This was more like a honeymoon adventure than a planned trip. 
The first part of the journey went smoothly, and they drove past the bigger cities where Sara took a few pictures of the shady sides of the cities with full trash containers, homeless people pushing their carts, and tent cities filled with either homeless or immigrants. As the day turned to evening, they stopped at a small and cozy roadside diner ate some burgers and slices of apple pie, and then continued their trip. It didn’t matter where they went as long as the road ahead was not blocked with trucks and other traffic, and they could see different sites.
Three miles from the rest stop, they saw a sign for a motel with a vacancy sign lit on. 
“Do you want to stay overnight here wherever we are now?” Granger asked.
“No, we can keep on going for a little bit longer.”
“As you wish.”






  
  Chapter 2
 The accident


As they drove along the highway, the sun was setting, and it was getting dark. They were close to the shoreline. Granger decided to drive ahead to get to the oceanside as the road ahead was clear, and they were on their own schedule, not expected anywhere.  
Granger was driving. Not many passersby went by. It was a lonely highway at nighttime. The inky darkness swallowed the surroundings, with only the faint illumination of the van’s headlights and the distant glow of stars piercing the black curtain. The hum of tires on the road became a tiresome and haunting tune in the darkness. The road stretched out endlessly, disappearing behind the hills and continuing again when you drove up the hill and descended it. The forest beyond the road seemed shrouded in thick bushes, trunks, and branches of nearby trees. Everything behind them was hidden from view.
Sara was curled in the passenger seat. She had her eyes closed, half asleep. Her long hair hung loose, covering her shoulders. Her camera was on the seat next to her. 
Granger had his headlights on but was distracted as he fiddled with the radio station, causing him to miss a deer leaping out of the forest ahead. He slammed the brakes forcefully, but the deer collided with the front bumper, shattering the windshield and sliding over the car. Unfortunately, their aging minivan lacked airbags.
The abrupt halt sent Sara's camera tumbling to the floor, and her seatbelt prevented her from lurching forward due to the sudden stop. Meanwhile, Granger felt the seatbelt's strong resistance as it stopped him from colliding with the windshield. He knew he would be bruised and sore the next day in the shoulder and around his ribcage where the seatbelt injured him.
“Sara, are you okay?”
Sara nodded, rubbing her neck. “My neck hurts. Whiplash, maybe.” 
“Sorry about the crash. I hit a deer. It happened so fast that I just couldn’t stop before I hit him.” He opened the seatbelt, adding,” I’ll go outside to check up on our car and the deer.”
He already knew the windshield was a mess, but he didn’t expect to see the bloody carcass of a deer on the roadside, his neck twisted. The blood was splattered on the dented hood, which was partly ajar due to the impact. The car had a partially dislodged bumper and an apparent inward bend in the left tire. Additionally, the left side fender showed significant denting and was pressed against the tire. He rubbed his chin and looked around. A dark forest, with no signs of houses or towns anywhere. What should we do? he wondered. We could call a tow truck, but we don’t even know exactly where we are, I’m not sure I can drive this car further. I could try, but even if it starts, that left wheel and the fender will give me a hard time. It needs a mechanic to fix it. 
The loud buzzing of cicadas and clicks and chirps of either bats or nocturnal birds added an eerie soundtrack to the scene, creating an otherworldly vibe. Granger was not a country boy, so whenever he heard a screech or a howl, he turned his head, trying to see into the darkness, but couldn’t see what had caused the sound. 
Sara opened the passenger side door and asked, “How does it look?”
“Not good.” 
Sara took a step forward and lifted her hand on her mouth as she saw the twisted body of the deer on the roadside. “Oh, we killed him.”






  
  Chapter 3
 Where to Go?


“Have you checked your cell phone?” Sara asked as she pulled out hers and started fiddling with it. “I can’t get any signal here. It’s like we’re off the map and out of reach of any satellites.” She lifted her cell phone higher in the air and walked a few steps to get a better reception to her phone, but it had no bars or connection. “We can’t call anyone to help.” 
“We’re in the middle of the forest and hills, so that might block the cellphone reception,” Granger replied. 
“These nighttime sounds around us,” Sara started, and her eyes surveyed the roadside. “Are they cicadas or something else? I hear buzzing and clicking sounds.” 
“Yes, it could be cicadas. There are nocturnal cicadas in certain areas, but most likely, they are crickets, katydids, or bats," Granger replied. Adding, “It’s an unnerving sound, isn’t it? The darkness, no humans or cars around, no light except the stars above, and the rhythmic buzzing sound.”
Sara gave him a stern look. “Now you’re making me scared of being here alone with a broken car,” Sara said, hugging herself and shivering as the chilly night breeze penetrated her thin cardigan. “I’m going back inside the car.”
Her eyes darted back to the dark forest engulfing the roadside. She was sure someone was watching them from over there. Perhaps it’s just my imagination, she thought, although she was sure she saw movement behind the tree line. It could be another deer or some other animal, she thought. She sat back inside the car and closed the door. 
With the nighttime cricket sounds, the world seemed to have changed into a deserted world with no humans, no buildings, and no lights. Their headlights were still on, but they only covered a short strip of the road ahead, leaving even darker shadows outside their perimeter.
Granger viewed the damage closer. The left side of the fender looked bad. He tried to pull it away from the tire but couldn’t. Can we even drive when it is pressing against the tire? 
He walked to the back of the car and took out a string. At least I can tie that bumper, so it won’t fall off when we drive, he decided. 
After doing that, he asked Sara, “Hand me a water bottle. I have to rinse my hands.”
Sara pulled a bottle from behind the seat and handed it to him. He opened it, poured the water over his hands one after the other, and rubbed them together. And then poured some more. When he had got the blood rinsed away, he sat back inside.
“Let’s try to start this again,” Granger muttered more to himself than to Sara. 
The engine kicked off without a hitch, but as soon as he hit the gas and began to drive, he sensed the left tire's struggle to turn. "Come on, don't let us get stranded out
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