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      She’d been waiting on this hurricane for two years.

      Two years of shopping for groceries, asking for an extra twenty at check-out, buying odds and ends on the sly—toiletries and hair dyes, language dictionaries and travel guides, pre-paid credit cards and spare charging cables—all the things someone might need for what you might call a “bug-out bag.”

      She didn’t bother with bottles of water or canned goods. This wasn’t that sort of preparation. The emergency had been happening in slow motion for the past five years, and she’d been toughing it out. Hunkering down. Waiting for the wind to blow just right. Waiting for this hurricane.

      In those five years she’d bought clothes he didn’t see, wigs he would have questioned, luggage that would have made him suspicious—except it wasn’t luggage he would notice.

      Crammed in among the ubiquitous gnarl of reusable shopping bags, the Gordian knot of bags you’d find hanging unused and neglected from a hook in just about anyone’s pantry, there was a hidden set of packable bags. These were canvas travel bags and a backpack that could be folded and compressed and zipped until they made a neat little self-contained pouch, and she could unzip and expand so she could quickly cram them full of her preparations when the storm came.

      And then there were the phones.

      She had five of them, each prepaid and activated, each with a number in a different area code.

      These were harder to hide. She had them turned off and tucked into various spots around the house—spots where he wasn’t likely to look, or even touch. There was a phone among those reusable grocery bags for a start. A phone hidden behind the laundry detergent he’d never use. A phone at the bottom of a box of whole grain cereal he’d never eat. Another one was tucked in with her feminine products. And the final one was on top of the towel cabinet in the master bathroom—available in a space where she could lock the door and hunker down and call for help, in case things escalated again.

      In case things got really bad again.

      The news was full of updates about the storm, and she got alerts on her phone—the regular one, the one on their shared account that he could check any time, monitor any time, track anywhere she went.

      The storm was rolling in and it would be here in just a couple of days.

      It was going to be big.

      It was going to be perfect.

      Everyone was told to be prepared to shelter in place, to have plenty of water and canned goods, to have a source of heat for cooking and boiling water if it was needed. The two of them had all these things. She’d been making trips to the grocery store all week, getting ready.

      Getting ready.

      The storm was almost here.
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        * * *

      

      The next part was a little trickier, but she’d been working on it for a long time. This was not a last-minute decision. She had planned ahead.

      The airfare had cost a lot. More than she’d been expecting, taking a pretty big chunk out of the surreptitious twenties she’d been tucking away in two years of grocery shopping.

      And paying for it had been a challenge. She had to do it in stages, in pieces, first buying a few prepaid credit cards using a bunch of that stashed away cash, and then hiding those alongside the phones and other preparations. Then she had to go through all the trouble of setting up accounts, installing apps on the various phones, and making double and triple sure that she didn’t accidentally click a checkbox or use an email address that he might have access to.

      The worst part was having to use her actual ID.

      It created a trail. It was something that she worried he could probably track down. She wasn’t sure how, but he could be really clever about that sort of thing.

      She’d been working to keep her trail as thin and hard to find as possible. But the airlines and the TSA don’t care about bruises or broken arms or jaws wired shut. They don’t care why you’re flying. They only care that you aren’t smuggling too much shampoo in too big of a bottle, that you aren’t carrying a bottle of water identical to one sold ten feet from them, aren’t trying to smuggle five ounces of mouthwash onboard. They cared most, however, that you looked like the picture on the driver’s license you showed them. And that your driver’s license is the real thing, with your real name, associated with your real address and social security number and all the other ways you could be identified. All the ways you could be tracked.

      For the safety of everyone.

      Except for her. No safety for her.

      She’d given up on the idea of using a fake ID. She didn’t have even a clue where she’d get one in the first place. But she also felt like it was too risky. All it would take was someone in authority looking too closely, then doing some digging, and then he might get a phone call to come pick her up from jail, and after that would have to come the explanation she couldn’t give.

      And everything that would follow.

      The irony was that everything that followed would be hidden from everyone, even the police, a hell of a lot easier than her escape would be.

      She couldn’t even imagine what would come after that. Some storms are just too big to picture.

      So, trail or no trail, she used her ID, and she got the ticket. Three tickets, actually, all bought at different times, all going to different places, all on different airlines. It had cost her a huge chunk of her stash of cash, but it gave her a backup plan if she needed it.

      Redundancy was everything.

      They were already announcing canceled flights. She was getting the alerts on her phone. One of her three had already canceled and rescheduled, and since the new time was in the “red zone,” when the storm would be making shore, she was pretty sure that trip was burned.

      But the other two were holding out. She should still have options when she got to the airport. That should still help to hide her trail if he somehow got wind that she was… well… in the wind.

      It was time. Now or never. Those winds were blowing.
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        * * *

      

      “Where are you going?” he asked. His work was outdoors, with him and the others lifted up to power lines in metal buckets. So right now, unlike most days at this time, he was home.

      He would probably be really busy once the storm hit. But for now, he was told to stay home. And staying home meant drinking. And drinking meant getting angry, more and more, like a rumble of thunder hinting at lightning strikes moving toward you from the horizon—strikes that could come anywhere, anytime, without any reason. Unpredictable. Dangerous.

      “Last second stuff,” she smiled. “I want to make sure we have plenty of water, batteries, that kind of thing.” She’d been leaving these off the list, making sure they only had a small amount of the necessities they’d need to weather a hurricane. A last-minute trip to the grocery store right now was bonkers—she’d be fighting a madhouse crowd. And he definitely would not want to do it. Which made it perfect.

      She had no intention of doing it, either.

      He was irritated at the last-minute shopping, but he was also engrossed in the game on his phone. His morning had been spent on the couch, his feet propped up on one arm, his head resting on the other. He was swiping at his phone, popping digital balloons and sending treasure down to an ant carrying a basket, as it scurried back and forth, up and down on the screen. Those falling treasures were free, but adding things to the game to help the ant—a larger basket, a strip of sticky flypaper, a butterfly net—that would cost you. Usually, it was just a dollar or so per upgrade. But it added up. Hundreds of dollars a month left their account because of that stupid game. And she got blamed for it. Too many Amazon packages, or something like that. Even though he had to approve every purchase. Even though she couldn’t even stream a movie unless he knew about it and gave it his OK.

      “I think we need more beer, too,” she said. Her ace.

      He grunted, nodded. There was no chance they could risk being without beer if the lights went out.

      She opened the pantry and grabbed the tangle of reusable grocery bags and was able to open up and expand the travel bags out of sight. She stuffed most of the phones inside, along with the clothes that had been folded and ready at the bottom of the laundry basket, hidden under the canvas bags. She grabbed the roll of cash that had been stuffed into a plastic bag and shoved to the bottom of the powdered detergent box, and the prepaid credit cards that had been hidden under the non-slip liners in the laundry room drawers.

      She decided not to bother with the wigs. They would keep her from matching her photo ID, and she wasn’t sure if they were worth the effort anyway. Maybe he’d find them later and assume she was changing her appearance. That might be a good distraction.

      All of this happened very quickly, and thank God he was distracted by the beer and his game. She was in the car and on the road in minutes, moving along their suburban street, which she honest-to-God hoped she was seeing for the last time in her life.

      The storm seemed to already be raging all around her.

      There was wind, though nowhere close to what it would be when the actual hurricane finally made landfall. There was rain, but it came in drizzling spurts and lasted only a few minutes each time. The sky was filled with a spreading purple darkness, but she’d seen worse in the mirror, worse in the clouds of her own face after he’d spent a night with the boys and came home to the outrage of her having gone to bed without him.

      Around her now was just the weather. But the storm… that was already raging.

      She parked the car at the grocery store and walked to the spot where the Uber was waiting. This was where she’d said she’d be going, and she figured that if he called the police and they found the car here, they’d spend time reviewing security footage and interviewing people to see if anyone saw anything. That would burn time, she thought. And with the hurricane hitting soon, it would give her that much more of a gap. Maybe they’d assume she was abducted. Maybe they’d think she’d died in the storm.
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        * * *

      

      The ride to the airport was forty-five minutes, and thankfully the driver didn’t seem interested in talking to her. She had one of her prepaid cards on file with the app, and she gave him a big tip in advance. And when she reached the airport, she thanked him, grabbed her bag and made her way inside.

      She wasn’t checking anything. She barely had anything with her. Nothing that couldn’t pass scrutiny from an X-ray machine.

      Getting through security wasn’t so bad. She had to take off her shoes, but that was pretty much all the hassle she had
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