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To Kayo—
For not leaving
until you had to leave.


 

Hi.

My name is Elisabeth.

That’s what I call myself now.

What I mean is, that’s who I am now.

That’s who I am.
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MOST PEOPLE don’t like coming home to an empty house, but it’s the best part of my day. Leaving it is the hardest.

The walk to the store is long and cold, and I wrap my arms around myself. It’s early and the fresh-laid powder is untouched. It snowed overnight just enough to make everything beautiful but not so much to make everyone miserable. The sky is a tranquil washed-out blue, and the streets are coated in a blanket of stillness. Icicles drip beneath snow-lined branches. The sun, so brilliant against the snow I have to shield my eyes, forms the shadow that is my only companion on my way to work.

Each step I take leaves a crunching footprint behind me. Approaching the end of the street, I pass the only house that could be considered my neighbor, though there’s a huge plot of land that stretches between us, barren except for a small oasis of trees. The town’s sheriff, Sheriff Harmon, lives there, though we’ve never met. I’ve seen his headlights, like tiny fireflies in the distance, pulling into his driveway late at night and pulling out again early in the morning. But catching glimpses of his police car from my window has been the extent of our interaction. As for anyone else who might be living nearby, they’re all strangers to me.

I come to the end of the street and turn left at the stop sign onto the single-lane highway. Here, the narrow road has already been plowed, so I find a stretch of exposed pavement and quicken my pace. There’s not much to see—a few large warehouses in the distance, a run-down barn and a decaying fence, vast expanses of snow-covered fields. It doesn’t really turn pretty until I get closer to Main Street.

I turn left again at the corner and pass a small specialty market. Across the street is a two-story gallery with thickly framed watercolors and colorful beaded necklaces hanging in the window. I pass the flower shop with its latticed storefront and its lights already on. Steam rises out of an exhaust pipe above the little diner at the end of the block, and I can smell the flour in the air. There’s a bakery with what must be decrepit fondant-covered boxes piled high in the front display, not having changed at all since I arrived in this town. There’s a used bookstore, its aisles so narrow and jammed with books it feels like a life-sized maze. I’ve ventured inside a handful of times but refuse to visit too often. I don’t want the owner to start referring to me as a regular. I walk by one of the many souvenir shops, which really aren’t any different from the shop where I work, but which my boss, Mr. Ito, insists on calling convenience stores. I turn right on Cottage Row another block down and cut across the empty street.

I pull the key from the inside pocket of my parka and let myself in with a ding of the bell. I lock the door behind me and flip the switch, watching each row of fluorescent lights come to life in succession, like stadium spectators doing the wave. There’s a small storage room in the back where Mr. Ito keeps all of the business’s paperwork, and I hang my coat on a hook on the wall. It’s just before eight o’clock. On Saturdays, the store opens at ten. I sit down in the office chair behind Mr. Ito’s desk. And I wait.
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Mr. Terry Ito and I are the establishment’s only two employees. The wooden sign above the front window reads THE TREASURE BOX, but we just call it the store. I wandered in the week I moved to Fish Creek, a small town near the northernmost point of a serrated peninsula off the east coast of Wisconsin. I was looking for basic necessities—you know, like scented stationery and dream catchers. Mr. Ito was alone behind the counter and let me saunter around uninterrupted until I approached him to pay for my selections. He rang up my beeswax candles on an old-fashioned cash register, silently but with a smile. I paid the fifteen dollars I owed in cash. I was about to exit the shop when I stopped and turned to him. I knew I’d have to find a job eventually, and this looked like as good a place as any, so I asked if he was hiring. It turned out he had grown up in Fish Creek and moved away to raise a family but had returned after becoming a widower. He bought the store to keep himself busy, and he’d been running it alone for the past ten years since his wife’s death. But now that he was getting older, he thought taking on some help wasn’t a bad idea. I didn’t disagree.

I started coming in a few days a week, doing inventory and straightening shelves. Mr. Ito lets me go about my business at his business without much interference. He likes to sit at the register and read the local newspaper, and if there’s nothing for me to do, I keep myself busy sampling perfumes and testing candles and deciding on a daily basis which ones I like best. Fish Creek is a pretty small town. Although it gets plenty of tourists in the warmer months, the little bell on our shop door doesn’t ring too often. Most of the time it’s just Mr. Ito and me.

Mr. Ito pays me a pretty decent wage, considering I really don’t do anything. It’s not hard to order more stock when we run low on something (usually it’s the lavender soap, which Mr. Ito says is favored by the more finicky families in town) or to dust the wicker rocking chairs lining the back of the store. I like Mr. Ito a lot, though I don’t tell him so. Better not to become too invested. Better not to become too close. Mr. Ito’s kind of like a houseplant—he adds life to the space but doesn’t demand a lot of attention. He generally sticks to his side of the store, and I generally stick to mine. There are days when we say hello in the morning and goodbye when we close up and not another word in between. I think that’s okay with both of us. I think he just likes having someone there.

And although he’s never said so, I think he knows that for me this arrangement is not just okay—it’s ideal. Because I can tell myself I’m not a weirdo—I have a job in town. And I’m not a burden—I’m nineteen and a contributing member of society. And I can tell myself I’m not paranoid, because I nod and wave as I pass people going to and from work every day. I’m just an introvert. A loner. A solitary person. And I can tell myself that everything is fine. There’s nothing wrong with spending my days decluttering the dank corners of an empty souvenir shop. There’s nothing wrong with spending every night alone in my little cabin. There’s nothing wrong with making myself a little dinner, listening to a little music, reading a little book, and wishing for a little peace. And never letting anything out and never letting anyone in. And doing it all over again the next day.

I am fine.
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THE SHOP DOOR SWINGS OPEN and a gust of cold air rushes through, jingling the wind chimes in the window. I recognize the two women, chatty locals, though I don’t know their names. I’ve seen them in the store a few times before. They tend to dawdle, comb through the shelves, and make messes of my neatly arranged displays, though in the end they always leave with the same item or two as usual. Today, the shorter one with the curly red hair makes her way to the small kitchen section to examine the novelty coffee mugs. Her friend, a poufy brunette, wanders halfway across the store to grope a set of whittled animal figurines. She spends a few minutes inspecting the bears in particular, turning them over to check if they’re anatomically correct. They’re not, and she appears disappointed. She then strolls over to the snow globes, grouped neatly by size on just-dusted glass shelves, and gives each one a hearty shake. Watching her dirty them with her fingerprints reminds me that Mr. Ito asked if I could select one as a gift for his wife’s great-niece. I make a mental note.

Despite their distance, the two women continue to gossip and yammer on at each other as if they’re side by side. When the redhead’s done browsing, just as expected, she makes her way over to the soaps, chooses two lavender-scented bars, and brings them to me at the counter.

“That’s sixteen eighty,” I say, punching the items into the register.

She digs through her purse for the cash, pulling a tiny wallet out of an enormous handbag. “I hear we’re in for a storm later today,” she says.

“Mm-hmm,” I reply, though I thought the storm was over.

Her friend comes up behind her empty-handed. “Hope this winter’s not going to be a repeat of last year. I don’t think my nerves can take it.”

The redhead agrees and pulls out a few bills and some change. She looks at me, expectantly. They both do.

An ordinary person would think they’re just being friendly. Striking up conversation, shooting the breeze, whatever. But that’s not me. I look at them, their vacant faces, their air-pumped hairdos, their kohl-rimmed eyes scanning me up and down. Assessing. Judging. I internally recoil. I don’t want to chitchat. I don’t want to get to know you, and believe me, you don’t want to get to know me. This is a transaction, not a conversation.

I give them a polite, closed-lip smile and place the soaps in a small bag before handing the redhead her receipt.

“Love these,” she says, bringing the bag up to her nose.

Of course you do. “Thanks for coming in.”

[image: image]

I spend the next thirty minutes putting everything back just the way it should be. The soaps arranged in a spiral pattern in their wicker baskets, the wooden animal figurines arranged by species and family, the coffee mugs stacked by color and type. When I get to the snow globes, I decide it’s a mess that cannot be salvaged, and I take them all off the shelves to start fresh. I pause when I get to my favorite one, a medium-sized piece with a carved wooden base. The glass globe houses a blooming ceramic rose, butter yellow with faintly greening tips, with snow that is not snow, but silver glitter. I set this one aside.

Mr. Ito makes it in around noon with small chunks of ice stuck to the toes of his boots. I’ve been occupying myself with the window display, arranging little wooden bowls by size. They’re handmade, so they’re not perfectly round, and I’m vacillating between which bowl wins the title of largest—the deepest one or the widest. I weigh them both with my hands.

“Morning, Elisabeth. Did you have a hard time getting in?” he asks.

“Good morning, Mr. Ito. Nope. The walk was a little slippery, but everything’s fine.”

“Good,” he says. “Could’ve been a lot worse.”

“Mm-hmm,” I reply, crowning the deepest bowl the winner and setting it in its rightful spot at the top of the display.

“Any customers this morning?” he asks.

“Just one,” I say. “Lavender soap.”

Mr. Ito smiles a small, knowing smile and disappears to hang his coat on the hook beside mine. When he emerges, the slush on his boots has melted, and only a thin wet sheen remains. He stumbles a little as he walks slowly from the back room, picking at a loose thread on his sweater.

“Toes bothering you today, Mr. Ito?”

“Oh, no, not at all. I guess they’re just numb from the cold.”

Mr. Ito is a small man with shoulders rounded from the dim confines of widowhood and gouty toes. But he doesn’t want to trouble me any more than I want to trouble him. He smiles widely and shuffles to the counter with a newspaper tucked under his arm. He places it beside the snow globe that I’ve left there for him and takes a seat on the stool, propping his boots against the tilted stacks of Ornithologist Monthly collecting beneath the register. Mr. Ito hides his nose in the crisp folds of his newspaper. I hide myself in the thick haze of the incense racks.

I am okay.
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MR. ITO AND I walk out of the store at four o’clock in the afternoon. We close early in the winter, before it gets dark. He locks the door behind us and tips his brown tweed hat at me.

“Have a good evening, Elisabeth.”

“See you on Monday, Mr. Ito.”

Mr. Ito walks east. I walk south.

I follow Cottage Row out of the touristy part of town and along the bay. I like to take this route home in the evenings, rather than the highway, because of the way the setting sun glistens off the water. It takes a lot longer, but it’s worth it. Today the walk is particularly peaceful—the fallen leaves poking through the cloak of snow beneath the forest to my left. The low, white horizon where the vanilla sand meets the glassy bay to my right. The ice-slicked picnic benches frozen in time.

Passing the path to the little pocket of sand known as Sunset Beach Park, I watch the sun sink lower and lower in the sky and try to enjoy the duality of the sun’s heat and the wind’s chill simultaneously caressing my face. I gaze at the big houses to my right, picturesque beneath crystal canopies, with evergreen wreaths decorating their arched doors. The breeze picks up, shaking the branches above my head and blowing loose hairs across my vision. I don’t mind; my feet are dry inside my boots, my hands are warm inside my gloves, and I have my fur-trimmed hood pulled up over my head.

Still, I wrap my arms tightly around myself. It has nothing to do with the weather.

I follow the road where the forest forces it closer to the water’s edge. Something catches my eye ahead of me—flashing lights reflected off the snow. I stop, frozen on the icy road. Something is wrong. My brain immediately tugs at me, tells me to turn around, to walk back to Main Street and follow the highway home. But I’m almost halfway and the sun is setting quickly—if I double back now, it’ll be dark before I make it there.

Tentatively, I continue on. Beyond the bend in the road I see the source of the red flashes of light. It’s a police car—the sheriff’s cruiser, in fact—blocking off a gigantic tree branch that has fallen in the middle of the road. I watch the sheriff’s back as he finishes taping off the dicey area. Although I know I’m quiet, he turns around as I approach.

Having only seen his car come and go in the distance, I’ve never gotten a good look at the sheriff before. He’s young, younger than a sheriff should be, as the word sheriff itself implies salt-and-pepper hair and a tobacco-stained smile. He appears to be in his midtwenties, tall, with thick brown hair cut short and pushed back off his face. He has dark eyes, set deep beneath equally dark brows, and a weekend’s worth of stubble covers a square jaw. His khaki-colored uniform jacket, complete with a metallic star on the chest, is zipped up to his neck, allowing just the curve of a navy collared shirt to peek through. I know instantly I want nothing to do with him.

He clears his throat. “Excuse me, miss. You can’t be here—it’s not safe.”

I stop again, this time at those words, as long, icy fingers slide slowly around my throat—it’s not safe. My brain pauses—I don’t understand—it is safe here in Fish Creek. I’ve gone to great lengths to keep it that way. He stands motionless—watching me with confused, querying eyes. Then I realize he simply means that I’m not allowed to walk here, that it’s not safe because of the fallen branches.

The clutch around my neck begins to relax. I’m able to breathe again.

“I know,” I say as nonchalantly as I can, in an attempt to cover up my misplaced alarm. I start moving again, but keep my distance, walking in a wide circle around the debris.

He looks at me questioningly as I tread carefully on the road. “You live across the field from me, don’t you?”

I discreetly jut out my jaw. “Mm-hmm,” I say.

He looks sheepishly at the snow-covered ground. “I’m sorry we haven’t met yet. I mean, I’m sorry I haven’t come by . . . to introduce myself or something.”

“That’s okay,” I say. That’s really okay.

He takes a few steps in my direction. “Well, can I give you a lift home? I’m done here until the cleanup crew can make it over. They’re still working on a bit of minor damage from overnight.”

“Um, thanks, but I’m good,” I say, stepping away from him as he steps toward me. It’s an awkward dance, and he watches me with curiosity as I maintain the distance between us. I complete the half circle around the perimeter of the fallen branch and start to turn away from the sheriff.

“Wait,” he calls after me. “Please.”

I stop again, out of impatience rather than obedience. I turn back around to look at him.

“What’s your name?” he asks softly.

“Elisabeth,” I reply.

“Elisabeth.” He smiles the name. “I’m Noah. I’ve been a terrible neighbor. Please, let me be a good sheriff. Please let me give you a ride home.”

I feel that tug again. The one where my brain says no no no no no. Not safe. My mind runs in circles as I consider his request. He’s the sheriff, so it should be safe. But then, he’s the sheriff, so that makes him definitely not safe. And then: Is this kid really even the sheriff? I can’t make up my mind.

A strong gust of wind blows in from the bay and weaves its way through the edge of the forest. The trees above us rattle and sway, and a branch not much smaller than the one already fallen hurls itself to the ground between him and me. It cracks in half on the icy pavement; shards of bark fly in all directions.

I take a small jump back from the debris. My eyes and the sheriff’s meet. Definitely not safe.

My mind is made up for me.
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I LIKE TO KEEP LISTS. They help me remember things. They help me feel safe. Here’s a list of all the people I don’t trust. It’s deceptively short—don’t be fooled.

 

Doctors.

People studying to become doctors.

Healthcare “professionals” of any kind.

Anyone who likes to keep information about other people.

(Here’s where the deception comes into play. If you think about it, this encompasses a lot of people.)

Anyone who wants to get to know me. (See also parentheses above.)

As I see it, the sheriff fits firmly into the last two buckets.

But again, I don’t see that I have much of a choice, so I begrudgingly slide into the back seat of the sheriff’s car. “Sorry,” he says, holding the door. “Civilians aren’t allowed in the front seat while on duty.” I shake my head, dismissing it, as if it makes no difference to me. But I feel uneasy as I climb in and he shuts the heavy door beside me.

I look around the confined space—I’ve never been in a police car before. The leather seats are brown and worn with deep cracks stretching across them. The window next to me appears denser than usual, wavy somehow, and the door handle is absent from the space beneath it. A partition sits in front of me—shiny silver metal rods formed into the shape of a chain-link fence—separating the front and back seats. It’s anchored at the corners by thick metal bolts.

A familiar fear moves through me.

My breath comes quickly; my heart starts to race. I lace my fingers through the steel grid just inches from my face. The metal is cold and slightly yielding as it creaks beneath my tensing palms—just like I remember. Just like I knew it would be.

I regret my decision immediately. I want out.

“So, how long has it been exactly since you moved to Fish Creek?” the sheriff asks after sliding into the driver’s seat and starting the engine, oblivious to the panic percolating in the back seat.

Everything’s okay. Everything’s okay. “Um, about eight months,” I say, clearing my throat.

“Right,” he replies. “I remember Jonathan saying that you had moved in. Your landlord?” he clarifies, his eyes meeting mine in the rearview mirror.

The air feels thicker, heavy on my tongue. My throat shrinks to the size of a straw. I nod my reply.

“He’s my brother, you know.”

“Mm-hmm,” I reply. The back seat of the car gets smaller and smaller. The metal partition before me gets bigger and bigger. “I think . . . I think he might have mentioned that,” I squeak out.

He looks my way again in the mirror. “You okay?” he asks.

“Mm-hmm,” I manage, and nod again as the sound sloshes around in my head. I vaguely sense him backing the car away from the fallen branches and turning north onto Cottage Row. I should’ve gone back this way myself. I should have gone back.

I glance out my fuzzy window and try to focus on the sun as it nears the horizon across the bay. It’s an enormous ball of fire in the sky, scorching every little rise it touches on the water’s rippling surface. Fire and water, coexisting happily for a brief moment in time. I weave my fingers together, bring my joined hands up to my lips, and exhale slowly over my knuckles. I attempt to unfurl my rigid body as much as I can.

I can feel the sheriff’s eyes watching me in the mirror. To him, it probably looks like I’m just warming my hands with my breath. A perfectly normal thing for a perfectly normal person to do on a cold day. I keep my eyes from his, and I don’t say anything to make him think otherwise.

We make our way through the downtown area, the streetlamps coming on as dusk settles in. A few brave people linger on the street, bundled up against the cold, locking up their shops or grabbing last-minute items from the market or the bakery at the end of the road.

Just then, big, fluffy cotton balls fall out of the sky and plop onto the windshield like pom-poms. In a matter of seconds, thousands follow, and we are surrounded by glittery, downy puffballs drifting slowly, like dandelion heads, to the ground.

I’m momentarily distracted from the panic sitting at the base of my skull and behind my eyes. This is what it’s like to be inside a snow globe. “It’s so beautiful,” I say. And this time, when I take a breath, I feel myself relax a little.

The flakes pick up and quickly coat the road in a virgin layer of snow. “Whoa, it’s getting slippery again,” the sheriff says as the car skids a little. “I hear it’s really supposed to accumulate overnight. We might get up to a foot or so.”

“Oh, I didn’t realize,” I say, taking another purposeful breath, letting the clean, earthy scent of snow fill my lungs. “I thought last night was it.”

“No, that was just the opening act. Tonight’s going to be a lot worse.”

The sheriff pulls onto my street—our street, I guess. Reaching what I know is my driveway hidden beneath a thin layer of white, he puts the car into park. I watch him through the warped glass as he approaches my door to release me from the back seat. He opens it, and I breathe in the evening air. I breathe in the stillness. I breathe in the calm.

“Listen,” he says, and then he stops himself. Then he opens his mouth as if he’s going to continue and then closes it once more. I raise an eyebrow at him, and he tries again. “I’ll be home tonight. If the storm gets bad, if anything’s wrong, just knock on my door, okay? Don’t worry about the time.”

Not going to happen. “Tianks,” I say, climbing as quickly as I can out of the car. “But I’ll be all right.”

“Nice to finally meet you, Elisabeth,” he says, his gaze following me while I walk the short path to my front door.

“Thanks for the ride home, Sheriff Harmon,” I call, glad to be away from him.

“No problem at all. And it’s Noah.”

I unlock my door and push it open. I give a little wave goodbye to the sheriff still lingering on the driveway, as if to say, Okay, then, you can go now. I close the door as he backs slowly away from my house. I lock it behind me and exhale.

You might say I’m a bit agoraphobic. That’s okay with me. I’m home, and there’s no place else I’d rather be. I like the way my cabin feels, especially at dusk—the light making everything sharper and duller all at once. Then the evening comes in, settling over me like a cloud, soft and majestic. I take a slow, deep breath, letting my lungs expand almost to the point of pain. I blow it out and let my breath sweep away the dust of the day. I am home.

I am safe.
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THEN

“NERVOUS?”

Mom stood behind me, pulling the thick strands of my hair through blunt, whisker-like bristles. The mirror sat in front of me, clear, harsh, exposing.

“No.”

She brushed my shoulder—accidentally, I’m sure—with the back of her hand as she set the hairbrush on the vanity. I watched her in the mirror, elbows jutting out like chicken wings, as she gathered my hair into one hand and twisted the black elastic band around it three times before splitting the bulk of the ponytail in two, fisting the sections, and yanking them apart to pull it taut. It felt like a tourniquet.

“You look nervous,” she said, placing her hands on my shoulders and meeting my eyes. Deliberate. Mom rarely touched me. When our bodies did come into contact, it was purposeful, and brief.

It wasn’t that she didn’t want to. It wasn’t that she didn’t love me. But her ambivalence held her back.

I glanced at my face in the mirror—a sharp contrast to the one behind it. Hers tan, painted, pretty in an obvious and pleasing way. Mine pale, plain, awkward—exuding the jumbled ungainliness of prepubescence. I cursed the mirror for betraying me and attempted to rearrange the features on my face. “I’m not,” I said again as defiantly as I could.

“Good.” She exhaled, looking straight through me. Through the imperfections of today and to the promise of tomorrow. “There’s nothing to be nervous about.”

But the mirror knew me better than my own mother knew me. Perhaps better than I knew myself. Then again, maybe she was just appeasing me.

Perhaps I was appeasing myself.
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SHERIFF HARMON wasn’t joking about the storm.

Outside my cabin the snow falls in a heavy, opaque curtain. The house vibrates with silence, with a creeping finality of being sealed inside. An unwanted thought pops into my head—my cabin as a little tomb. The warm wood paneling. The plush, comfy furniture. The ease with which I can lock myself in and nothing else. Those little touches that give it that cabin-y feel. Right now, they remind me of a coffin.

Upstairs, I change out of the clothes I wore to work. Then I search my bookshelves, overflowing with my favorite stories, for the threadbare paperback with the orange binding.

I find the book easily—at eye level along the edge of the bookcase—carry it downstairs with me, and set it near the sofa. I check the log holder next to my fireplace. It’s about half full. I chew on my lip, wondering how long the sixteen or so logs will last me if the electricity goes out. I decide better to be safe than sorry and grab my boots from the front closet. I lace my feet into them before unlocking the bolt and stepping out behind the house. My eyes prickle at the cold. I make my way to the spare firewood rack that Jonathan always keeps full, uncover it, and pile as many logs as I can carry in my arms. I take them back inside and place them into the log holder beside the fireplace and then make one more trip, remembering to cover the rack back up with the tarp. Once the log holder is nearly full, I lock the back door with numb fingers, and I look for the matches.

I keep them on the mantel above the fireplace in a long, painted wooden box. It was a gift from my friend, Kacey. She made it for me in a woodworking class in school. She painted it a deep red, with a white teardrop-shaped border and a delicate pink, white, and green floral design adorned with tiny, iridescent pearls. While her craftsmanship is lacking, it’s beautiful, and she made it for me.

That was back when I used to see Kacey nearly every day. Back when I knew everything that was going on in her life. Back when she knew everything going on in mine. Back when I used to answer her calls and not just listen to her messages. I flip the small box over in my hands and run my fingertips over the name shallowly carved into the wood—Elisabeth.

“I’m Kacey. What’s your name?” a rail-thin girl with big gray eyes and cascading black hair asked. She had just moved to the Chicago area and was new to school.

“Justine,” I replied.

She pulled a red Ring Pop from the pocket of her jeans and shoved it into her mouth. We weren’t supposed to have candy in class. “Hmm. You don’t look like a Justine. Do you feel like a Justine?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I said shyly. I’d never thought about it before.

We caught sight of the teacher making his way around the corner. Kacey turned her back to him—she’d only been there a few days, but she knew the rules. Quickly she stuffed the saliva-slick candy back into her pocket.

My eyes grew wide. I loved that.

“What’s your middle name?”she asked.

“It’s Elisabeth,” I said.

“Of course,” she said, her now-bright ruby lips stretched tightly across her face. “I’m going to call you Elisabeth. That’s who you really are.”

Up until eight months ago, Kacey had been the only one to ever call me that.

After removing a match, I place the box back on the mantel. At the time she made it, this wasn’t what it was for. She told me it was a jewelry box. We didn’t know then where I’d be now.

Using the fire poker, I rearrange the logs in the fireplace. I add two fresh logs to the top. Once I have the fire going, I cross my legs and sit before the hearth. I listen to the almost imperceptible exhale of the warming air, the crackling of the wood, the fluttering of the embers. I feel a blush rise on my face and the cold fade from my fingers. I sit there, quietly. Peacefully. Comfortably. I sit there knowing that I am where I’m meant to be.

I stare into the fire for a long while. I watch the flames go from orange to blue and then orange again. The sweetness of the burning wood stings my nostrils. Eventually, sweat begins to form beneath my hoodie, and I push myself up and head to the kitchen to make myself some pasta and vegetables for dinner.

I stand at the counter of my mint-green tiled kitchen, stirring occasionally, waiting for my food to cook. I glide my fingers over the buttons on the answering machine, pause momentarily, and press down. “Hey, Elisabeth,” Kacey begins, but I stop it right there. I don’t want to hear what she has to say. I know what she has to say. I just wanted to hear her voice. I turn my attention to the window, the faintest outline of the forest canopy sawtoothed against the last light of day. Like a mountain on fire far in the distance. I wait for it every evening.

I wonder if I’ll ever talk to Kacey again.

I wonder what the sheriff’s doing next door.

I sit down at the table. It’s not like me to wonder these things.

After I’ve eaten, I make myself a large cup of peppermint tea before turning off the lights in the kitchen. I carry the tea to the sofa, where I tuck my legs beneath me and cover them with the old moss-colored afghan that hangs off the back of the couch.

I sip my tea. I open my book. Time slips away from me.

The storm is outside. I am inside. I am fine.
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The house groans with the weight of the storm. I look up to watch the shadows cut across the ceiling. Branches like long skinny arms detached from their bodies reaching over me. They drape me with a blanket, warm like toast right out of the toaster and just as stiff.

Are you comfortable?

Are you crying?

Can you please count backward from ten?
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I THOUGHT the power might have gone out sometime during the night, but to my great relief, it’s still on. The alarm clock by my bed says 8:12 a.m. I check the thermostat behind the door—the heat has kept up with the setting. I brush my teeth and my hair, and I head downstairs.

The wind has waned in the light of day, but the snow continues to drift softly, falling like feathers from a pillow fight in heaven. It’s reached at least a foot and a half high, rising up to the top stair at the base of my small porch. The tree limbs bend low under the weight of the snow. Icicles hang from the gutters like a banner of daggers and frame the top of my view.

I get the fire going, sit down, lean back into the cushions, and turn on the TV. Every station has been interrupted by emergency weather services. A large map fills the screen with ugly-looking clusters of precipitation moving angrily across the space in multiple shades of blue.

A woman’s voice is on a loop, screechy, abrasive, and punctuated with mild alarm. “. . . all of Door County has been hit with over a foot, and it doesn’t seem to be stopping anytime soon. A winter-weather alert remains in effect until noon tomorrow, at which point the snow totals could be well over two to three feet . . .” She’s briefly interrupted by a beeping sound indicating a red ticker flashing across the bottom of the screen: Green Bay Blizzard ‘99! She continues, “. . . expecting gusts off the bay and drifts that could significantly affect travel and safety. Prepare to be homebound, as we’re expecting power outages and . . .”

I turn the volume up slightly and take my mug from where I left it on the end table last night. I put the kettle on and ruffle the yellowing leaves of the tiny terra-cotta-potted ivy that sits in the foggy ray of light cutting through my kitchen. The dirt is gray and dry like cookie crumbs, and I know I’ll have to replace it again soon.

A loud, intrusive beeping filters in from the other room. Then, and just for a split second, there’s a flash of light. Or the absence of light. I’m not really sure. Then I hear a loud boom.

Then it’s quiet.

I no longer hear the beeping. I no longer hear the weatherperson.

I wander with my mug in hand, slowly into the living room. The TV screen is black. I turn back into the kitchen and cross to the far wall by the sink. I lift the phone and place the receiver to my ear. Dead.

It’s okay. Everything is okay. I have plenty of firewood. I have plenty of food. I have blankets and flashlights and batteries.

I am an adult. I am self-sufficient.

I am safe.

I just wish I had gotten to listen to Kacey’s voice again.

[image: image]

I am not trapped.

The snow piles higher as the hands on the clock stretch from one number to the next. It’s reached the top of the porch and is starting to creep a few inches up the side of the front door. And when I look out the window, all I see is white. White ground, white sky, white indecipherable lumps in between. A bumpy white ocean stretching on and on. Not a house in front of me. Not a car on the road. Not a person in sight.

But I am not trapped.

I’ve been trapped before. This is not trapped.
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