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For Mom

Thank you for not being honest about how awful that first “novel” I wrote in fifth grade was, in turn keeping my dream alive.

Hopefully, this one is worth the read.
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“—DEEP SHIT...”

My grip tightens on the file in my hands as I lean closer to the door. For a moment, I can’t discern whether it was Kyle or Collin who just spoke. They’re whispering, despite the door being shut tight. But, my fiancé’s voice comes through clear as crystal, even if his reply does not. 

“—spent it all” are the only words I can make out. 

So, it’s money they’re arguing about in hushed yet vicious tones. 

My blood flow slows to a crawl as I imagine the alarmingly vast realm of possibilities. I’m so lost in thought—especially that of whether or not the vaguely familiar redheaded woman and strange blue-eyed man who stalked out of this very same door the moment Collin and I arrived at the office might be somehow connected—that I don’t notice Jim staring at me until he whispers my name.

“What’s going on?” he mouths, lingering by the water dispenser with a furrowed brow. The corner of the hallway conceals them, but I sense Peter and Kenny’s inquisitive eyes on Jim’s back. Through Jim, three pairs of eyes look to me for explanations I can’t give, just as they have since they trickled into the office behind us and saw Collin’s coat, keys, and briefcase tossed haphazardly on his desk. 

Not that I don’t wish I had those explanations. If anyone’s itching to know what’s happening on the other side of this door, it’s me. 

Jim, Peter, and Kenny just want to know what on earth enticed Kyle to arrive before nine o’clock, let alone meet with who we can only assume were clients.

But I’m the one on the verge of breaking off an engagement with one of the parties. 

I can muster only a shake of the head. “I don’t know.” 

Jim shifts his gaze from me to the closed door, as if he could glean any details better than me. They themselves are mouthing, if speaking at all. 

Verity will also start asking questions if I stay here any longer—she’s got a prime view of Kyle’s door from her desk. I’m lucky John, Edwin, or David haven’t noticed me yet. 

I’ve already completely forgotten about the Reynolds meeting tomorrow, blanking out when she asked about the missing cover letter on the return. The last thing I need is to clue her in on what’s making me so scatterbrained this morning with my eavesdropping. I straighten, try to relax my grip on the cover-letter-less Reynolds file, and return to my desk. 

As the minutes stretch into hours without Collin reemerging from the hall, I reprimand myself for being so stupid—so stupid to accept his lazy promise of a shared lunch from Lieu’s, our favorite Chinese restaurant, and to think for a moment that I won’t have to give the speech I’ve been rehearsing in my mind for nearly a month today. To think that he would sit down with me, hold my hands, look me in the eyes, and finally come clean about whatever it is that he’s hiding. That we could tackle the root problem as a team like we used to. 

To think these things in spite of the way he weakly squeezed my hand before we disembarked the subway; the way we switched on “work mode” as soon as we reached street level. 

Not only should Kyle’s presence before office hours have told me otherwise, or the strange clients holding my gaze for an unnervingly long moment before stalking out the front door without uttering a word to anyone else, but Kyle’s immediately sticking his head out from the hall, barking at Collin to “get in here,” and slamming his office door as soon as Collin followed the order like a soldier following that of a drill sergeant. 

Regardless of my obtuseness—and my internal reprimands—neither Collin nor his lazy boss emerge from the hall. Not until one o’clock: Collin’s lunch hour. 

The knit in his brow tells me that his promise to pick up General Tso’s chicken and bring it back for us to share on the building’s terrace is already broken, but I suppose I knew that as soon as he disappeared into Kyle’s office. 

It’s his breaking character that raises my hair on end. 

He trains his gaze on me and only me. Our coworker’s raised eyebrows and half-finished questions go unacknowledged, forced to follow him all the way to my desk. 

Collin’s hand shakes as he rests it between my shoulder blades and leans in close enough for his lips to tickle my ear as he speaks. 

“I love you,” he whispers. “More than anything.”

I’m too stunned to return the sentiment, but it doesn’t seem to matter. The front door’s ringer announces his exit before I can process the strangeness of the interaction. I’m left to settle for only a text. 


What was that all about???


Not one minute passes before the read notification pops up. 

He doesn’t reply. 

I lock the phone, toss it in my desk drawer, and clench my jaw to keep from crying. When the door I know to be Kyle’s shuts once more, I swallow down the ache in my throat and promise myself that I’ll drag Collin into the break room the minute that door ringer chimes again and rip him the new asshole he deserves. 

This promise—or the fact that only I can break it—doesn’t make me feel better, but it’s easier to hold back the tears when I concentrate on being angry instead of heartbroken.

I print off the missing Reynolds cover letter, get Verity’s signature, and spend the rest of the hour perfecting the package without breaking. 

When two o’clock arrives and Collin does not, I catch up on my unanswered emails. 

Two-thirty rolls around, still without Collin, but I contain my simmering rage in another text message. 


Where are you? 


He reads that one, too.

Three o’clock. Another text. 


Lieu’s? Anything? I’m starving.


Read. 

This time, I place my phone face-down—just in case he finally replies with I’m so sorry babe, I had to catch another train because they’re doing maintenance, I’ll be there in 10 and we can zap it in the microwave or something else that can quell the churning in my not-at-all starving stomach for just one moment—and create folders for the handful of W-2s we’ve already gotten this early in the season. 

Three-fifty. 

I pick up my phone with as little hope to crush as possible. 

Still, the unread message notification deals another blow when I find the sender is my grandmother, and the message is a request to call her and discuss plans for wedding dress shopping. 

I swipe away the notification, promising myself I’ll call Omi later. She’ll understand that I was busy at work. 

If not that, she’ll understand my distress over the fact that Collin had yet to come back from lunch three hours after he left. 

Verity’s voice tears my attention away from the phone. 

“Bevy.”

“Hm?” I lock the phone and place it face-down on the desk once more, pretending not to notice the guys peering at me over their computer screens. 

“It’s almost four. Have you been to lunch yet?” Verity asks, absently tapping her nails on the stack of folders she’s dropped. 

I smile despite knowing she’ll see right through it. 

“Haven’t had time yet,” I answer. “Was just catching up—”

“Well, I’m making you time,” she cuts me off. “Shoo. Don’t come back until you’ve eaten something.”

I’ve had no appetite all day, despite not consuming a single calorie aside from burnt breakroom coffee. But no one argues with Verity, especially not her dutiful albeit scatterbrained assistant.

“Of course. I won’t be long.”

“Eat, Bee. Not an option,” she demands, eyes following me all the way to the door. 

As I wait for the elevator to ascend the required forty-two floors, I tap out one last text to Collin.


We need to talk.


Despite that I try not to raise my hopes, having already permitted myself too much that today could be a normal day, my stomach churns when the fourth read notification pops up. 

I bite my lip to keep it from quivering when the elevator arrives and I have to cram myself inside amongst four suited men. 

As the elevator beeps with each passing floor, I begin stringing together the lines of my dreaded speech. By the time I reach floor twenty and the terrace on which I won’t be having the promised lunch date with Collin, I’ve begun rehearsing in my mind, still biting my lip and blinking away the stinging in my eyes. I recite the strings of words for the rest of my unwanted lunch break and the work day. All the way back to our apartment building, I practice. 

“I love you,” I’ll begin when he stumbles in at midnight reeking of scotch. It will resemble a scene from a movie: I’ll wear a bathrobe and wait on the couch, half-empty glass of wine in hand, and stare straight ahead at the black-screen TV. I’ll be positioned just like that when he turns on the light.

“I love you, Coll, but I don’t even know what we’re doing anymore. You don’t talk to me. You hide from me,” I’ll say, just the right amount of shaking in my voice. Dignified, but leaving nothing of my pain to the imagination. “I know you’re hiding something. I need you to tell me what it is. And don’t tell me it’s nothing for me to worry about.” In light of this morning’s events, I’ll add, “I heard you and Kyle arguing.”

Then, I’ll put down my wine and stand.

“I’m giving you one chance to tell the truth. If I find out you lied to me tonight, I will leave you. It’s going to kill me, but I’ll do it.”

I’ll break into the sob I’ve been holding in all afternoon.

“I have to do what’s best for myself. Even if it hurts,” I’ll finish, stepping closer. I’ll hold his cheeks in my palms and look him so deep in the eyes that it will remind him of the first time we made love, the memory now tainted. 

I’ll make him sick, like he’s made me sick.

“Please,” I’ll plead. “Please, don’t make me leave you.”

That’s how I’ll say it. I’ll approach him with what I only know to be the truth: I love him. I love him so much it hurts. It hurt even before he started avoiding me. It hurt when he smiled, pulled me into his arms, and proclaimed I was the love of his life. 

That’s how I say it aloud. Just a mutter under my breath, over and over on the walk to our building.

“Please, don’t make me leave you.”

My hand shakes as I raise the key to the doorknob.

“Please, don’t make me leave you.”

The key catches halfway into the lock, refusing to budge further. 

“Please, don’t make me leave—”

It’s unlocked. When I grab the knob to brace myself and shove the key in, it turns like a dream.

I let the door drift until it’s wide enough for me to step inside. 

“Coll—?”

“Shh,” a deep, raspy voice slithers through my ears. A cold, damp rag reeking of chemical fumes covers my nose and mouth, pushing me backward onto the speaker’s chest before I can think to scream.

My vision blurs, darkening as another person steps out of the kitchen. He speaks, but the words distort too much to mean any-thing.

By the time the gravity of what’s happening crashes over me like a raging tsunami, everything has gone black.
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“BEE.”

Timmerman frowns over his coffee at me—the frown he makes when I zone out.

I don’t need to ask if that was or wasn’t the first time he tried to catch my attention.

“Hm?” I answer.

“You alright?” he asks.

I nod before he finishes the question—before I fully root myself back in reality—and try to smile.

I refrain from reminding him that yesterday was the anniversary of Collin disappearing, tomorrow is the anniversary of the goons from my apartment dumping me behind his father’s office with a cassette tape in my pocket, that Sunday is the anniversary of my meeting U.S. Marshal Timmerman, entering Witness Protection, and relocating here to Bernd Springs, or that every day I must pretend none of it happened. 

He’s already on high alert for that. 

No, Tim, I’m perfectly fine, I think, wishing he could read my mind. 

But, he can’t. His expression remains screwed. 

I blame my zoning out on negligence to refill my medication on time again. I tell him I wrote a reminder on a Post-it note, stuck it to the medicine cabinet mirror nearly a month ago, and still managed to forget until this morning when I opened the oxy bottle and found only one tablet left. 

But, I’m fine. 

“That why you’re so quiet? Hands hurting?”

Like a reverse placebo effect, the aching in my knuckles flares. The pain snakes through my fingers as I clench and unclench them into fists. The scars from the pins and screws pop a little brighter against my pallid skin than usual. 

Still, I smile and nod again as though the reconstructive surgery left not a trace of my torture.

“Been practicing, like we talked about?” Timmerman slides the brown paper gift bag from Jeanie with green tissue flowering from the top across the table. Aside from sliding it, he pays it no mind, hinting at my obligation to answer with something besides another nod before opening it.

I answer affirmatively. The pain spreads to my wrist in the nodding motion of the American Sign Language “yes.”

“Tell me how your day’s going, then,” he challenges, a knowing twinkle in his eye. “What’re your plans for this trip into town, besides getting lunch with this old man?”

I take his willingness to change the subject as a good sign, and meet him with a smirk before signing my reply: “My plan is to get groceries. My day is cold and wet. I am out of everything.”

This answer satisfies him well enough. “How’s that card treating you? Still getting use out of it?”

“I have no choice. No one here knows ASL.”

He waves his hand in a come-hither motion.

I unhook the laminated card in question from its carabiner on my purse, and hand it to him. Along with a dry-erase pen and the few words I can still say aloud, it comprises my only means of communication with non-ASL-speakers. 

Timmerman frowns as he studies the dingy, crinkled corners and peeling edges. “I’ll ask Jeanie to make you another one,” he assures. “What about your marker? Dried out yet?”

“Almost.”

If I could remember the signs—knew them at all, if I’m being honest—to say, “I can go to the store myself and save you the trouble,” I would, but he would deduce that my practice sessions haven’t been as fruitful as I’m putting on. 

“We’ll get you some more of those, too.” He returns my card and nods toward the gift. The corners of his mouth crinkle into a wry smile. “Go on. I know you’re eyeballing it.”

Meaning it this time, I return the smile and remove the tissue paper.

Inside are two objects wrapped in plain brown paper: both a bit weighty, and fragile judging by the clinking sound they make when I place them on the table. Beneath those is another paperback book: Charles Frazier’s Cold Mountain.

If I knew the signs to say, “I read that one in high school and couldn’t finish it,” I wouldn’t have the heart to say so. 

The first wrapped item is a snow globe made from a baby food jar. A little figurine, a woman in a baby-blue dress and matching bonnet similar to the ones Omi collects, dances in the silver glitter storm when I shake the jar. A royal-blue ribbon ties around the lid in a neat bow. 

The label on the bottom reads, To: Beezus, From: Beezus.

I look at Timmerman inquisitively. 

“Jeanie’s got a new student that just moved,” he explains, watching the glitter settle. “She goes by ‘Beezus’ too. Other kids were making fun of her, but Jeanie came to the rescue. Told everybody her niece was named ‘Beezus’ and it’s a more common name than they think.”

I chuckle weakly, shaking the jar again and setting it back down. “Did Jeanie help make this?”

“Was a little Christmas project they did. Little Beezus took it home for her mom, but apparently she’s got a brother with behavioral issues. Mom said it would be safer with someone else. Of course, Jean thought you’d be the perfect home.”

I sigh and force myself to smile.

Timmerman urges me to open the other package: a mug, also homemade, but by Jeanie’s skilled hand rather than one of her special-needs kindergarteners. Its rich teal glaze shines in the foggy light of the windows. I add tea to my mental grocery list so I can have a cup in it when I get home. 

“It’s beautiful,” I sign. “Tell her I said ‘thank you.’”

Barb, the well-seasoned spinster of a waitress who calls us both “baby,” arrives with our orders: steak and eggs over easy for Tim, pancakes and bacon for me. She refills our coffees and leaves us to eat in silence.

According to Timmerman, official protocol requires contact with the Marshals only once a year. Still, we meet for lunch here at least every other week, the only restaurant in town besides Subway: a kitschy diner that hasn’t seen so much as a fresh coat of paint since the fifties, and serves every meal at all hours of the day. We always order the same food, drink the same coffee poured by Barb, and he asks all the same questions. How is work going? What am I up to this weekend? Am I making any new friends? What did I think of the book Jeanie sent last time? The one before? Would I be willing to finally take him up on an invite to her second-Saturday book club?

The dreary mid-afternoon gray of January provides little enough natural light that the lights are actually turned on—something I’ve only seen done before sundown once or twice. Flurries of the forecasted snow swirl at threatening speeds, but melt upon hitting the window. They slowly trickle down into the cakes of still-frozen slush in the corners. I watch droplets race one another until merging like I did as a child in the backseat of the car. 

Timmerman clears his throat, gently crushing my hope that we would finish the meal without touching the one topic I have no desire to discuss. 

“I actually have some news for you,” he says grimly, pushing remnants of egg around his plate. 

“Good?” I dare ask. “Bad?”

He gulps and wipes his mouth. When he meets my gaze, he’s got that frown on his face again. I almost ask how many times he said my name before I answered. 

“Norton called this morning,” he says. “Fresh leads.”

My eyes narrow at the mention of the FBI detective handling my case’s investigative side. “What?”

“She’s managed to trace your goons within county lines.” He clears his throat. “Not sure exactly where, but you need to be on alert.”

The color drains from my face. My achy hands go clammy. I don’t bother struggling through the signs.

I unhook the carabiner and write on my card, 

I thought she hadn’t even figured out who they are yet?

“Another thing I’m not privy to,” Tim replies. “But, if she’s figured something out, I’d rather her at least give me the heads-up so I can pass it along. Even if she doesn’t give the full spiel.”

I shake my head, avoiding his gaze for a moment. For the past two months, it’s been nothing but “classified material” as far as his updates go; more than once, I’ve debated reaching out to Norton myself. 

But, she’ll only tell me the same thing she did the first time I attempted cutting out the middleman: for my safety, information must be conveyed through the correct channels, and that she promised “with all her heart” everyone was doing everything possible to get to the bottom of it. 

“What else?” I ask.

He sips his coffee, gulping it down painfully and bringing his mouth into a taut line.

Is it possible that whatever he’s about to tell me is worse than the fact that those who kidnapped me are within spitting distance?

“A body was dumped behind Theo’s office... same injuries as you had, except a bullet in his neck.”

As the half-eaten stack of pancakes curdles in my stomach, he forces himself to look in my eyes. 

“They’re pretty sure it’s Collin.” 

I don’t respond right away, not even to ask if there was another cassette tape. 

For an entire year, I’ve steeled myself to hear those words, or some variation: it’s Collin. There was a body dumped—it’s Collin; we caught someone at the Canadian border—it’s Collin; we figured out who orchestrated the kidnapping—it’s Collin. 

Yet now, at the moment of truth, my gut recoils. 

“Theo hasn’t ID’d him yet. Kitty’s out of town and she would want to be there.” Tim shakes his head in frustration. “That’s what he says, at least.” 

“Same?” I ask. “Hands and tongue?”

He doesn’t need me to clarify my question—crushed hands and severed tongue—and nods. 

“Hey.” He seeks out my gaze and leads me to realize I’ve unfocused my eyes. “I’m always a call away. Alright?”

I gulp before nodding along with him. If I knew the signs for, “the fact I can call you and say ‘movie’ and you’ll send in the cavalry is hardly comforting,” I still wouldn’t bother saying them. 

“You keep that gun handy?”

I nod again.

Tim sighs. “Look, Bee, I didn’t want to scare you. I just thought you should find out from me first,” he says. “You’re probably going to get a call from Norton within the next couple of days. I didn’t want anything to come as a surprise.”

My face flushes and I clench my jaw.

When he asks again if I’m alright, I say, “yeah” aloud without thinking.

The alien sound of my own voice flings me into a spiral. I fold my arms and dive into them, seeking the safety of their darkness, and knock a couple utensils off in the process. 

The first time I did this, Tim put a fatherly hand on my shoulder. Now, he knows better.

I hyperventilate into my sleeves for a few moments; just long enough that I won’t burst into tears when I emerge and see the pity in Timmerman’s expression.

Once I gather myself enough to hold it until I reach my truck, I quickly sign a “thanks for lunch” and escape the diner. The trinkets rattle in the bag, as I didn’t wrap them before making my rude exit. 

He always gives me more grace than I deserve. He never gets angry with me, or at least not that he shows. He talks to me like a teenager, but in a comforting paternal way rather than a condescending one. His wife sends him with gifts on our check-in lunches; sometimes spa-themed care packages with face masks, Epsom salts, and the like, other times artwork from her students. Always, books and loving reminders that her book club is always open to new faces. 

Sometimes, the gifts make up for his lack of updates. Others, they don’t, but that never stops him from offering a shoulder to cry on or taking no offense when I run off in a panic like today.

When I arrived at the diner, I parked out of view of any patrons for this exact scenario. I’m now grateful for the privacy of my Silverado’s cab.

The Cranberries’ “Dreams” crackles through the radio when I crank the engine. 

I finally tumble over the edge.

On the increasingly rare occasions I suffer the misfortune of hearing this song, the phantom weight of Collin’s arms holds my waist just as it did when we danced around the kitchen in the wee hours of the workday morning. 

I haven’t had an episode like this in almost six months. I’ve shredded and deleted every photo we ever took together, including the engagement photos, and trashed or sold every article he left at the apartment before I moved out. I stopped listening to every song he told me he loved. “Dreams” was one of them.

I thought I had screamed all the demons out. 

Still, traces remain of the liar I once loved, like bloodstains on concrete. Despite my diligent efforts to forget, a tinge of brownish-gray lingers, forcing me to scrub harder. Even if I scrub until my fingers bleed, the illusion I’ve built of him finally being gone is shattered. A liar and a dead liar are two different things. 

A liar can be spurned.

A dead one must be mourned. 
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THE SEVERE WEATHER watch alarm’s slow, garbled bleeping unsettled me enough as a kid, even when it was still just a sound that could be silenced with the click of a button. Crashing thunder and howling wind scared most kids, but that alarm was what scared me. Something about it unnerved me, the way it bled through and silenced everything else within earshot. When we sheltered in the cellar during the really bad storms, Mom monitored a hand-crank radio while Erik and I slept. All I remember of those nights is the sound of the alarm. It scratched my ear like a starving rat trapped in a wall.

When I lost the hearing in my good ear, I thought it would stop scaring me.

But now, I just feel it.

My spine still shivers and I can’t stop fidgeting. I swivel my head around as though looking for a monster hiding just outside my peripheral vision. The alarm vibrates deep in my bones as it blares through the subwoofer wedged behind my seat. 

Jordan tells me to relax again and lights his third cigarette. I’ve lost count of how many times he’s told me.

“I’ve got a bad feeling,” I answer. “Something’s up.”

He takes the reeking cigarette in his teeth so he can sign. “It’ll be another thirty hours before we run out of gas. Then, we’ve got the cans in the back,” he says. “Just relax, man. We’re fine.”

“It’s not the gas I’m worried about.” I sandwich one hand under my armpit and pick up my phone with the other. Solitaire doesn’t calm my nerves, but it gives me something to look at besides the dull blur of gray, white, and nothing-but-trees outside.

I only manage two moves before asking if he has to smoke in here.

He smirks. “You recall it’s negative eight out there, right?”

“Ten, now,” I correct, reading off the dash thermometer. The storm’s rolling in faster than we thought. 

“Exactly.” He turns toward his window and exhales there, as if it’ll make any difference. “You’re welcome to get out and freeze your balls off.”

Snow bunches in the corners of the windshield and slices through the headlight beams. Only the trees break through the bleakness. They darken the landscape as the sun sinks behind them.

“No, thanks,” I gripe, unlocking my phone again. I start a new game, win, and repeat the cycle over and over. It doesn’t distract me from the conversation Jordan brought up again earlier. 

Twenty minutes of debating finally taking him up on his offer pass before I’m ready to crawl out of my skin. 

“Let’s just go,” I urge. “If they were going to show up, they would have by now. I mean, how much is the payout supposed to be? Fifteen?”

“These aren’t our usual clientele,” he says with a head shake. “If they get here and we’re not, it’s not going to be good.”

I narrow my eyes. “Neither is being out here in the middle of a blizzard with no food. I don’t like this, J.”

“Come on, man,” Jordan tries to assure before cracking the window and dropping his spent butt in the snow. The wind blows it right out of his fingers. “Tell you what. We’ll wait another hour, then I’ll text Karris. Sound good?”

I check the dash clock before answering. 5:19. 

We’ve been here over four hours.

The thought of waiting another and having to face Karris’s wrath over no payout is hardly comforting, but it’s not my choice to make. 

“Fine,” I answer, still shaking my head. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you if shit hits the fan.”

Jordan smirks again. “The alarm’s bugging you, isn’t it? How about some music?” He grabs his phone and reconnects it to the AUX-cassette converter. Something fast-paced and visceral blasts through the sub and he starts clicking the fast-forward button like he’s speaking Morse code.

The abrupt, choppy vibrations and the last of the sunlight fading unease me like the alarm. I tell him to just pick a song. 

He lands on Dokken’s “Mr. Scary” with a snarky smile.

I turn the volume up until at least a faint echo of the guitar riffs break through to my ten-percent-not-deaf ear, but the song’s halfway over by the time they do. 

Jordan elbows me. Complains that it’s too loud.

I turn the dial back to its original level and shove both hands in my armpits, searching the mess of snow and darkness outside for the monster that hunted me as a child. I reluctantly settle for just vibrations.

We steadily become the only sign of life with the subwoofer blaring and Jordan’s cigarette butts sinking into the snow. With such a heavy fall, it won’t be long before even his ‘eighties metal falls silent, swallowed up in the bleak nothing. 

We wait. 
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ALANA STARES AT ME from behind the pharmacy counter like always, but I pretend not to notice her. Instead, in hopes that Ms. Rhonda will take her place by the time I return, I head for the three grocery aisles and check my basket’s contents against my list for the fourth time.

I could try and convince myself I’m lucky—with the storm closing in, only a couple jugs of milk and bread loaves remained on the shelf, picked clean by those who don’t put their shopping off until the last minute—but my reflection in the dingy window convinces me of the opposite. 

My clothes hang off of me and the fluorescent lights cast grotesque shadows over my eyes and cheeks, sallower than the last time I was here, reminding me once again of the thirty pounds I’ve lost. It’s as though my fifteen-year-old self stares back at me. 

The sight pushes me to get the ring-up over with; at home, the only reflective surface that can’t be covered with a curtain is the medicine cabinet. All I have to do is shut the bathroom door, and poof. It’s gone.

Even so, I’d rather face that sight than that of Alana appraising me. At this point, I’m fairly certain she’s convinced my inability to speak stems from some kind of mental slowness. 

Blatant staring aside, I give her a polite smile. I fish out my ID, insurance card, and laminated index card and dry-erase marker. 

Alana gives a sarcastic flash of a smile. “How—can—I—help—you?” she asks, over-enunciating. 

Still with my nice-face on, I place the basket on the counter. I write, 

picking up refills 

and slide my card to her on top of my ID and insurance cards.

She leaves them there, opting instead to bag the groceries.

The hollow spaces left by the pins flare up, forcing a cringe out of me. 

When she finishes bagging everything up and still ignores the cards, I nudge them closer.

She meets me with a perturbed expression.

“Do you know the dosages?” she asks, already typing my name into the computer. For her to think that I’m slow, she ought to know to turn the monitor out of my eyeshot, especially since someone has gotten into line behind me.

I draw an L in the air, followed by three fingers and a zero: thirty for the Lexapro. Then, an O followed by eight fingers: eighty for the oxy.

The fake smile returns. Without leaving my gaze, she reaches into the basket labeled ready for pickup and pulls out the paper bag with my scrip stapled. 

A streak of heat flares in my cheeks. I want to erase picking up refills and replace it with, 

bitch, have you ever had pins in your bones?

Give me my shit!

But, it would take too long to write. My fingers ache too much to hold the marker for that long. Just the picking up refills was borderline agony.

Alana can’t be older than sixteen, anyway.

I smile graciously, as I always do, and let her finish the ring-up. 

The sooner she finishes, the sooner I get my painkillers.

“Alana, can you come here for a minute?” a voice calls from the employee-only area: Ms. Rhonda.

Alana covers her mouth, pretending to scratch her nose with one hand before answering. She hands over my change and receipt with the other.

“Yeah, just let me finish with Helen Keller over here.”

The person behind me scoffs under his breath and my cheeks flush redder. Before Ms. Rhonda can burst through the swinging doors and alert her I’m not deaf, I spit out a “hey”—one of the few words I can still say aloud.

Alana blanches and can’t mutter an apology before I open my mouth as wide as possible, pointing inside as though she could not see the glaring anomaly right away. 

Her eyes widen in horror.

Still, I flip her a bird before snatching up my bags.

The man standing behind me steps aside to let me pass, but I still nearly plow into him. I’m too worked up to care.

The wind further irritates my face and the pelting snow fails to cool it; if anything, my skin burns hotter.

Something splashes on my neck, cold and trickling down my spine. I cringe and grunt, jerking to look over my shoulder. Slush drips from different spots on the storefront’s overhang. One of them I just walked under, as evidenced by the water still tracing cold, clammy lines beneath my shirt. I grunt through my teeth again before reaching my truck and chucking the bags into the passenger seat.

I took my usual dosages this morning for both medications, but still rattle a Lexapro and an OxyContin tablet into my palm. I gulp them down dry, pressing my forehead against the ice-cold steering wheel until the only ache in my hands stems from the cold.

I breathe.

When I lift my head again, the snow flurries have progressed to gales. The clouds rolling in darken the sky from gray to charcoal. 

I crank the engine and the radio immediately blares the severe weather watch alarm. I reverse into the street and begin the long, excruciating drive home.

Already, the headlights’ beams are weak against the descending darkness.
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EVEN THE TREES BLEED into the dark now. The only thing to see is the snow raining down through the headlight beams. Beyond that, it’s just black.

“Skinwalk—” I start, but Jordan smacks my hands down. 

“Don’t say it,” he scolds. “At least one of us has to keep a cool head.”

I smirk.

He opens his mouth to keep scolding me, breath reeking of tobacco, but LED headlights flash on the other side of the clearing like an unholy beacon. “Finally,” he says instead, and cuts on the high beams.

The wind scrapes my skin like sandpaper as soon as I jump down from the truck. My feet disappear in the foot-and-a-half of snow blanketing the ground. We march with knees to chests toward the center of the clearing.

Two people get out of the other vehicle. The offensive light backlights their silhouettes. I can only tell one from the other by their height difference, and the duffle bag that the shorter one carries. When the four of us meet, Jordan’s headlights are too weak to expose any distinct features not covered by the masks on their faces.

I can’t see their mouths moving. One hands off the duffle to Jordan, leaving him unable to sign as he speaks.

I can only trust Jordan’s nod toward the waiting truck.

As we trek back, I fall a few yards behind the others. If I can’t see them speaking, I at least need to be on alert for sudden moves. The first one, who trails close to Jordan, keeps his gloved hands within sight. The other one keeps his hands in his pockets.

Jordan lowers the tailgate and opens the back cover window like we did to unpack the pockets cut in the truck’s fiberglass. The one who carried the duffle stands a few feet back, surveying the inventory. He doesn’t look at me. Jordan doesn’t, either. They talk, but I only see Jordan’s side of the exchange in the red glow of the taillights.

“It’s polite to be on time, you know,” Jordan says, side-eying him. “We’ve been sitting here damn near five hours.”

A pause. Duffle says something.

“Whatever. It’s all here,” Jordan says. “So, do you—?”

A flash of movement catches my eye. Front of the truck.

I reach into my waistband and get a good grip before circling back.

The hood is propped open. My blood runs cold.

“Hey!” I withdraw just as I catch the other’s eyes glowing in the LED beams. Lizard-green.

By the time I line up my shot, he’s already replacing the wire cutters in his pocket.

Pop.

I freeze at one of the few sounds besides the howling wind I still recognize.

Duffle runs past Green Eyes with bags in each hand. 

SHIT!

I finger the trigger. 

Green Eyes has his own gun trained on me.

I pull. 

Trigger doesn’t budge.

Safety’s still on. I’m pissing myself.

It’s not until Green Eyes freezes, whether his gun jammed, he ran out of ammo, it doesn’t matter, that my flight instincts take over. I run.

I don’t get very far before the darkness and adrenaline send me plowing into a tree. Snow avalanches down on me. I’m flat on my back and covered in snow. The damp crotch of my long johns crystalizes against my skin. My pulse thumps in my ears, drowned out only by the howling breaths I can’t control as my body struggles to suck the lost wind back inside. My shoulder throbs and the cold seeps into my skin. My exposed fingers already ache and burn. Snow-capped trees tower over me like giants. Snow cakes around my ears and silences the few sounds of the world outside my brain, leaving only scratchy crunches of it.

My heaving breaths dance in the distant yellow headlight beams. I try timing them like Erik taught me, in-one-two-three-four, hold-one-two-three-four, out-one-two-three-four-five-six-seven-eight. I only manage in-one-two, out-one-two, out-one, cough, choke, gasp-in-one-two, out-one, cough, cough, and realize that this is how I’m going to die.

I close my eyes. Snowflakes melt on them, stinging as they die with me.

The sensation is tiny pinpricks at first. Then, spreads until my whole face is on fire. In-one-two-three, out-one-two-three. 

What I think I remember Erik’s voice sounding like taunts me.

“You’re such a pussy,” he chides. “What would Morfar think with a grandson who can’t handle a little cold?”

In-one-two-three-four, out-one-two-three-four.

Snow blankets my face and neck completely. If I open my eyes, snow will immediately fall into them.

Probably for the best. I won’t have to look down the barrel of Green Eyes’ gun. The gun he’s definitely had time to un-jam or reload by now. 

I’ll be dead before I even know.

In-one-two-three-four, hold-one-two-three-four, out-one-two-three-four.
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SNOW OBSCURES THE ROAD enough that I almost miss my turn.

After overcompensating to the point I almost steer off the shoulder, I park. No one will come for me to be in the way of; no one ever does outside of hunting season. Still, I can routinely go three or four days without seeing another soul.

In the dead of January, it’s just me out here. A year after waking up in a hospital with stitches at the end of my severed tongue and two hands so mangled the police all but confirmed the weapon to be a hammer, I still haven’t grown used to the isolation. It increases the weight of my inner child’s insatiable yearning for Mom.

Mom always told me I would miss her the most as an adult. It was a versatile tidbit of wisdom. When I was little, it comforted me as I braved the darkness of my bedroom alone; when I was a teenager, it was a guilt-trip for locking myself in said bedroom all the time. When I was in college, it was a comfort again—a reminder that I was just a little homesick and still had ages before I would experience any of the real pain of adulthood.

She was right. She was right about a lot of things.

Still, she never told me that when I did fulfill her prophecy, I wouldn’t be able to say the fact aloud and bring us full-circle. That an impenetrable wall by the name of “Beezus” would stand between us. 

Beezus—Beatrice Rathborne, on paper—does not have a mother, or a father. She grew up across three foster households in Billings and keeps no contact with any biological family. She never lived in a one-bedroom apartment in Queens with her fiancé, nor did she work at an accounting firm in Manhattan. She was never engaged, never went to college at NYU, never even left Montana. She never woke up in a hospital to the faces of Helena PD detectives.

Beezus is simply a regular young woman making the most of her modest roots. Beezus is not unique. Beezus is no one special. 

Beezus is no one at all.

Beezus doesn’t still have her old cell phone that Timmerman told her to destroy, or pay on the plan—that’s all Bevy.

I’ve fibbed enough to Timmerman by keeping my old phone, not yet daring to turn it on until now. According to him, it might as well act as a flare shooting through a clear night sky.

But Collin is dead, and Beezus has given up.

I dig through my purse until I find the zippered interior pocket and withdraw my old phone. The clear case still displays the polaroid of Soot, my dead childhood dog, as it has since freshman year of college.

The pictures, I could easily save to my computer. I never kept in touch with any friends—any who mattered, anyway—on social media.

It’s the voicemails I’m afraid of losing.

A couple of casual call-me-when-you-get-a-chance messages from Dad, a congratulatory message from Omi left after hearing about my early acceptance to NYU, a message from Mom telling me she was proud of me—which accomplishment prompted that one, she never said and I never asked—and a decade-old midnight birthday message from the best friend I haven’t spoken to since freshman year of high school.

Despite that each is labeled with a date and time, I can’t remember a day I haven’t had them saved to my mailbox, ready to play after long, grueling days at work or rigorous cram sessions for college exams.

Collin left one message, but I deleted it after taking strength from the previous ones on one of his many nights spent “late at the office.” Though I was far from ready to admit it to myself at the time, I knew I had to leave. I also knew I would come back to those voicemails for words of comfort and encouragement, and that hearing Collin’s voice would taint the others.

Hoping that he might change, I still kept my background photo the same: one I took of him on our first date at Lieu’s. He smirks through the screen at me after blowing his straw wrapper into my face. At the top of the bench he sits on, one tiny bar of the five glows steadily.

“Please enter your password,” the robot answering machine instructs. “You have twenty-seven unheard messages...”

As the robot proceeds to play every recording, pop-up after pop-up flashes across the top of the screen with a flood of texts. The more recent, the more panic in the senders’ tones.

Almost all of the voicemails were left within a month after Collin disappeared—after I disappeared.

“Hey, Bevy-Bee. Dad again.” The most recent one, left the day after my birthday. “I thought we would be packing up for the Swiss Alps right about now, but I guess God’s got a sick sense of humor...”

“Hi, sweet girl. It’s Mommy. It is... two-thirty, and I can’t sleep again. I know. Big surprise.” Mom blows a raspberry as she laments the insomnia she’s had for as long as I’ve been alive. “I don’t know why I keep calling you. You’re probably not even you anymore. This is probably some rando in Whitefish...”

When I pulled over a few moments ago, I was prepared to cry. The lack of tears makes my chest ache more knowing I expected something more than simply sitting here and staring out into the blackness. 

“Hey, pumpkin. It’s Dad. I know you said you wanted a new dog for a really long time after Soot, and... we got a little schnauzer mix. She’s gray, not like Soot, but we thought she could be a welcome-home present for you if—”

I skip to the next message when he abruptly stops himself and gasps for air.

“Hey, baby. Mom.” Her voice cracks, too. “Um, I thought you would be proud of me when I said that today was... easier. Probably the easiest I’ve had in a long time. I mean, I didn’t burst into tears at any point at work today, so I guess that can be a good thing. I don’t know...”

Mom and Dad alternate therapy-dumps for the first ten or so. As I let each play—and replay them all at least three times, making sure to skip the part when Dad begins to cry—I open the message app and skim through what I can stomach of the sixty-seven unopened texts.

When they flashed too quickly across the screen for me to process their contents, the pattern seemed fairly linear: the more recent, the more urgent. After reading them, I find the distribution falls more into a lop-sided bell curve. Some of the oldest messages are normal hey-haven’t-heard-from-you-in-a-while-please-let-me-know-you’re-okay messages from friends, steadily increasing in suspicion.

Verity’s oldest message, sent at nine-twenty the morning after Collin left, makes a sharp turn.


Hey, are you on your way? 

Dick Reynolds just called and 

said he’s headed up.


Like a roller coaster, it’s a straight plummet downward from there.


Are you ok?

Call me when you get this.

WTF? Answer your phone!

I just heard about Collin, 

are YOU ok??

PLEASE call me when you get this.

If you don’t reply this time I 

am calling in a welfare check. 

PLEASE LET ME KNOW YOU ARE OKAY!!


All those and their likenesses came within the immediate two-to-three-week period afterward.

Again, Verity sets the trend. 


If you don’t want to be found, 

I promise I won’t tell. I just need 

to know you’re okay.


The times between the messages lengthen steadily after that one, as do the assumed urgencies of them. Over the course of February, fewer and fewer people reach out until only Mom and Dad remain.

The pattern remains the same with the voicemails.

“Hey, pumpkin, it’s Dad... I don’t really know why I’m calling again. I guess I think it’ll make you magically pick up and we can chat like you haven’t dropped off the face of the planet. Your mom and I reported you missing last week...”

“Bevy, it’s me,” Verity pleads. “Look, if you wanted to quit and were too scared to tell me, I’m sorry. But you’ve got us all freaking out, now. There’s been cops asking around about you. Kyle’s dead. All I’m asking for is proof of life, okay? You don’t even have to call. Just send me a text, a pigeon, a smoke signal—something, okay?”

“Bevy, I know you’ve got your big girl job and you’re busy kicking ass and taking names, but I’m starting to freak out. Dad’s been freaking out. We don’t know if you’re alive, so please, for the love of all that is sacred and holy, please call me back. Or Dad, because Lord knows he’s on the verge of a stroke. Okay? Love you. Mwah.”

“Hey baby, it’s Dad. I know you’ve been busy, but your mom and I are starting to get really worried. Please call me when you get this. Love you.”

Please.

So many pleases.

“Bevy, it’s Mom. You never texted me back about what availability you had for dress shopping, and I know Omi wanted to get the appointment scheduled...”

The emptiness in my core swells and sours like vinegar eating away at the lining.

I never called Omi back.

“Hey! Me again,” Verity says. “I know you respect yourself too much to play hooky, at least I’d like to think you do, so call me when you get this. Bevy, I really don’t want to fire you. Please just tell me what’s going on, okay?”

“Bevy, it’s Verity. We’ve got that meeting with Dick Reynolds in twenty, and I know you didn’t forget about it. Just text me when your late train leaves, or you get your keys out of your locked apartment, or whatever you’ve got going on. I’d at least like to know you’re alive. Okay? Bye.”

I press my forehead against the steering wheel, focusing on the cold as the robot tells me I’ve reached the end of my messages. 

I never called Omi back.

When the robot says, “first skipped message,” I straighten as though it will be Timmerman informing me they caught the guy and I can go home now. 

“Baby...” 

No such luck.

Just Dad again.

“I don’t know if the fact your phone’s still connected is a good sign or a bad one. Cops haven’t been any help. But... I thought you’d want to know... Omi’s gone.”

I stop breathing.

When my lungs begin to burn, I realize I’ve forgotten how in the microseconds between the relaying of the effect and the cause.

“She had a heart attack. I’m not really sure what I can do to hear your voice—”

The cab, until now echoing the distant voices of everyone who ever searched for me, falls deathly silent following the beep of the ended call.

I never called Omi back.

Though I hung up before the robot could play back my saved messages, I don’t redial it. 

I don’t deserve encouragement.

Instead, I delete the photo of Collin.

I delete all of them.

After I close the gallery app, the wallpaper auto-updates to the factory-standard cyan.

I turn the phone off again, roll down the window, and throw it out to die in the snow.  
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HE SHOULD HAVE DONE it by now. 

I open my eyes. The rush of cold piercing my eyeballs’ wet tissue shocks me. I squirm out of the pile of snow.

The LED beams are gone.

Slowly, I clamber to my feet and brush the snow off my clothes. Now with only moonlight, my eyes adjust better to the dark.

Only Jordan’s truck remains in the clearing. The tailgate still hangs open, a thick dusting of snow building by the minute. The air around the exhaust is still. I press my hand to the metal.

Nothing. Engine’s stopped.

Green Eyes cut the alternator wires. Maybe even the fuel line, depending on how long it took me to notice him up here. 

When Jordan first told me about this meetup a couple weeks ago, I told him right off the bat it gave me a bad feeling. Empty warehouses on the edge of town or cabins three miles deep into gated and barbed-wire-fenced land plastered with No Trespassing signs were one thing, but the end of a narrow off-road trail in the middle of sixty acres of hunting land in the dead of January was another entirely. Even without a polar vortex in the forecast.

He just told me what he always did: I worried too much. 

Inside the cab, Jordan’s phone runs on fumes. The battery is at three percent. His ‘eighties metal still plays silently through the dead radio. I get just a flash of Slayer’s “Reign in Blood” album cover before it falls to zero and dies in my hand. 

I grab my own phone from the passenger seat. 

Twenty-nine percent.

No signal.

Every inch of my skin and body aches like I’m being stabbed with a thousand tiny ice picks. The wind howls and it’s all I can hear.

“Fuck,” I say aloud, making no effort to attune my voice to anyone sensitive to my unintentional shouting. “Fuck! Fuck! FUCK!”

I careen into the driver’s seat and slam the door behind me, just to get a break from the wind.

No light. No warmth. No food. No water. Just me and two cans of useless gas.

I turn on my phone’s flashlight and start looking through the center console, pocket of the door, between the visors, and the glove compartment. For what, I’ve got no clue.

The glove compartment offers old Subway napkins and the truck’s owner manual. Center console, a puny flashlight, a couple chargers, and trash. There’s a map in the door, but it’s soggy from the snow and tears when I try to open it.

In the visor, I find a piece of paper folded into a neat square with a scribble of Jordan’s handwriting marking it plat.

I unfold it and find exactly that: a plat of the land tract. The entrance from the road and the trail are highlighted, the end of it circled like a twisted treasure map.

The meetup point is roughly a mile from the east edge of the tract, where a boundary divides the neighboring land.

The contents of the neighboring tract aren’t notated. It could be just another sixty acres of nothing but trees. Trees, wolves, bears, and snow. 

But I’m surrounded by the same in all other directions with a guarantee that no food, water, or insulated blankets will magically appear within the timespan it’ll take me to freeze to death.

Erik’s voice taunts me again.

“Come on, Nico. Don’t be a pussy.”

One mile.

One.

Mother.

Fucking.

Mile.

I swear out loud one last time before pulling my damp beanie down as far as it will go, shoving my hands in my pockets, and climbing out into the surrounding wilderness.
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WHEN I TRY UNSUCCESSFULLY to uncurl my fingers from the claws they’ve frozen into, I almost give up on retrieving my phone from the snow. Cursing myself for turning the damn thing off so I can’t even call it with my “Beezus” phone, I trudge all the way up to the tree line to sweep the hundred-foot radius for the third time. The Beezus phone’s flashlight is practically a match flame on the verge of stickling against the gales of snow blowing through. Only the yellow eyelike glow of my truck’s headlights keeps me from wandering off into the nothing.

Growing up in a tiny trailer park at the edge of the only town for miles, I used to not be so careless as to traipse around alone in the dark. Not for fear of people, but of creatures—bears, moose, wolves, wendigos, Mothman—but after waking up with a mouthful of bloody gauze, splints on my hands, and what I could only describe as the most murderous hangover conceivable to the imagination, I know what humans can do to me. That ability strikes far more terror into me than even the most vicious members of the alpine forest ecosystem. 

As soon as I came to after being chloroformed—or, what I thought was immediately after being chloroformed—I knew only two things. One: I had been drugged; two, I had somehow wound up in Collin’s childhood bedroom. 

Kitty, Collin’s mother, stood watch at
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