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Prologue

It was July of 1969, and Mike Dahl was picking me up. After meticulously ironing my homemade, flowered dress, I raced upstairs to slip it on. With stars in my eyes and butterflies in my stomach I continued dressing for our date. I had about five minutes until his arrival.

When we first met, I had stared into the most beautiful blue eyes in the world and wanted to melt. He stood slightly taller and our knees knocked when we danced. I stepped on his toes, but he smiled and kissed me. I had never felt so beautiful and accepted.

As I clipped my short blonde hair back on the right side, sprayed lilac perfume on my neck, and took another look in the bathroom mirror, the front doorbell rang. I thought my heart would jump out of my chest.

“I’ll get it,” I called, dashing down the stairs. The bottom stair brought me to the front door, where I opened it. My eyes beheld short, auburn hair, beautiful blue eyes, and the most dazzling smile I’d ever seen. The uniform knocked my socks off!

“Love your dress, my pretty girlfriend. Are you ready?” Mike asked. 

“Thank you. I sewed it myself,” I said. My warm cheeks gave me away. “I’m ready, my handsome Marine.” Mike smiled so brightly, the way he always did when he saw me, but it felt like the first time, every time. “Mom, Dad, I’m leaving.” 

From the kitchen, I heard advancing footsteps. “You know your curfew,” Mom said, walking into the room.

“Yes.”

“I’ll have her home on time,” Mike said.

“I’ll hold you to it. Eleven o’clock.” Mom looked at us.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Mike placed his hand on my lower back and then steered me out the door. When we reached the car, like a gentleman, he opened the door and waited for me to crawl inside before closing it. Once he climbed in and closed his door, he leaned over and kissed me.

“You taste so sweet,” he said. He placed his arm around me. “Tonight’s a big surprise.”

“What are we doing?” I placed my hand on his thigh. 

“A drive-in movie, True Grit.”

“Wow! John Wayne!” 

After another longer kiss, he started the car and drove away from the curb. The drive-in was located in the suburbs so it took a few minutes to arrive and park. Together we walked over to the concession stand for popcorn and a shared soda. 

Back in the car, our heavy kisses fogged the windows, and Mike rolled his side down. The loudspeaker noise interrupted our embrace.

“We need to be alone,” Mike said. He held me in his arms.

“I agree,” I said, swatting a mosquito. 

“Let’s leave,” Mike said. “It’s time we talked.”

“Talked?”

“Yes, about our future,” he said and kissed me again. 

This kiss was deeper and I barely found my breath. Being with him was like heaven. I snuggled closer and felt warm all over.

With his arm around me, he started the car and slowly we drove the rear lanes until at last reaching the exit. Mike stayed on the roadway until entering the Crosstown Highway 62. Finally, he parked at Minnehaha Falls. 

“Why do I feel so sad all of a sudden?” He didn’t need to answer. He was leaving tomorrow for Vietnam.

“I think we both know why.” He stared into my eyes. “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

“I think the same about you. I don’t want you to go. We’re starting to really get to know each other.” Tears filled my eyes.

“I know, sweetheart.” Mike held my cheeks in the palm of his hands. “You mean more to me than the sun and the moon.” He kissed my lips. “Let me kiss those tears dry, my pretty blondie.” He flicked the tears from my cheeks and held a tissue for me to blow my nose.

“Your touch makes me sizzle. My heart wants to burst out of my chest whenever you’re near.” 

“May I?”  His kisses, hot—his breath, heavy. 

“This is how we belong. Together.” I returned his kiss, holding him tight within the folds of my arms. 

“We are as one and I want it to stay like this forever,” Mike said through his kisses. “I want tonight to be memorable.” 

“Yes. I want you.” 

“I’ll remember this moment when I’m far from home.” 

“Yes. I want all of you.”

Mike kissed me strong and hard. When finished, our promise to remain faithful seemed like an eternity of loving each other. 

Mike started the engine, and in silence we rode to my house. The dark house was dark, which allowed us another quiet moment outside the front door.

“I love you, Nancy. You’re mine, forever more.”

“I love you, Mike. We’re made for each other.” We kissed. 

“No one is like you. I’m looking forward to my return. Stay as sweet as you are.”

“Write soon.”

“I will, just as soon as I can.”

In the soft moonlight, I watched my handsome man climb into his car and drive away. Tears streamed down my cheeks. I didn’t care. It seemed like a very long time before I gathered enough strength to enter the house and go to my room.

Still dressed, I crawled under the covers and cried into my pillow. 
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Nancy

Chapter One

I slipped from under the warm sheets and tiptoed out to the living room where a full, silver moon greeted me. The light guided me to my plugged-in iPad. Once I sat down and draped a lightweight throw over myself, I reached for it.

I logged into my Facebook account and read old messages, discarding a few. The first unread message was from Sharon. The Dahl family home was for sale. The home where I’d met Mike’s family. I’d loved his mom. His dad frightened the life out of me, but in all fairness, I was so shy back then I was scared of my own shadow. We’d grown up in south Minneapolis, Mike in the Longfellow district and I in Hiawatha. Not far from each other. 

Yawning, I wrapped the throw tighter as I searched houses for sale in that section of the city. I still lived in the Minneapolis area, Linden, a nearby suburb where I’d taught high school special education classes for thirty years. I’d just retired and lived alone. My husband left me many years ago. His parting words were, “Nancy, there isn’t enough room in your heart for two.”

It was meant to be this way. Living alone. I didn’t mind. Really.

My former life kept me busy, but now it seemed that memories flooded my mind. Some were sweet and then there were those that weren’t. I hated to see Mike’s family home sold. After clicking on a few realtor links, I found the house, and it looked the same—still painted white. Purple irises bordered the porch like before, however, the trees were now fully grown. The branches hung down like an umbrella against the glaring sunshine. Staring at the image, I thought of us going up the front steps. 

Mike steering me inside the front room and saying, “Mom, I’d like you to meet Nancy.” I swear my knees almost buckled from nervousness. My mouth wouldn’t move either. Mike’s mom sized me up and down, then smiled. “Have a seat.” She patted the couch beside her, glanced up at Mike and said, “How about a soda for us?” Mike did just that, then squeezed in right beside me. Our legs touched. I wore a sundress because I knew he was coming, and I would meet his mom. Today, he wore shorts and a t-shirt. His sisters gathered at our feet and giggled. I blushed as I tried to find my voice.

I logged off from the realty site, clicked once again back to my Facebook page, and responded to the message. It was nice of Sharon to tell me about it as well as information about an old classmate, Margo. She wasn’t expected to make it through the night. Sharon wrote her cell phone number into the message, and I transferred it to my phone. I said a silent prayer for my lifelong friend. I should call Judy, but it’s too late. Tomorrow.

Chilled, I crawled under the covers and reached for a tissue to wipe away my tears. Margo was the most loved of us four childhood friends. 

Sleep eluded me because thoughts of Margo went around in my mind. She was always fun and happy, smiling all the time. I always felt better around her.

I woke to a ringing phone.

As a retired teacher, every so often I was called to work as a substitute when the demand for teachers was higher than the supply. 

It would be a tough day at the middle school because of the assignment—band. I was assured the lesson plans would be easy to follow, that a beginner could handle it. I laughed to myself as I dressed in my suit of armor. Heels, black dress, and red lipstick. I figured that would scare them. I had enough gray hair to make the kids cringe because they’d think of a hated aunt. I wrapped a purple scarf around my neck, slipped into my outerwear, and headed to the kitchen.

The view as I drove the dirt road was of orange and yellow leaves and tinted grasses. I loved the color of fall. Sweet looking deer stood alongside of the county road, munching their morning meal. After turning onto the main thoroughfare, I traveled near where the Sioux Nation had gathered to control access to the Minnesota river bottoms. Passing the landmark of Fort Snelling, used as an outpost to control the fur trade and further uprising from the Native People, it wasn’t long before I turned onto the school lot and parked.

The secretary smiled, handed over the substitute file folder, told me what room, and I was off toward it. Although I was early, there were children already outside the door waiting to drop off instruments.

“You the sub?” a student asked. She wore pants so tight I cringed when she bent over to retrieve her saxophone case.

“Yep. Aren’t you lucky?” I grinned, hoping it’d make both of us feel better.

“Whatever,” another student replied. I thought her makeup of speckled eyes was a bit too much, but who was I to say?

So much for breaking the ice.

I stepped inside and the waiting students followed with one flipping the lights on.

“Thanks,” I said. I picked up the laid out lesson plans as the kids stored their instruments. They left the room, to return during different periods. The lesson plan read: If you’re not a music teacher, show a movie. It’s best that way. They’re in the back cabinet. If you don’t know how to run the machine, someone will show you what to do.

“Good,” I murmured. 

I went to the cabinet and chose The Music Man because it seemed appropriate for the class. 

During break time, I found Judy’s number and called.

“I’m sorry, Nancy, but I have a class coming in. Call me tonight.”

“Will do.” Was her speech slurred or was I imagining it?

I drove home with the radio turned off, my thoughts on Margo and Judy.

The TV remained on mute until the evening news. While a bowl of chicken soup warmed in the microwave, I checked into Facebook. In the message column, one appeared. It was also addressed to Judy.

Hi, my mother, Margo, spoke highly of her friends. Sadly, she passed away late last night. The funeral is Saturday, 10 o’clock at Bethany Lutheran and Sharon is officiating. I hope that you can make it. Sorry for the late notification, but I’ve been really busy with arrangements. Mary. 

Tears filled my eyes. Somehow, I managed a short note with condolences. I knew I’d go to the funeral. We’d done everything together when we were kids. How could I possibly let my best friend go to the hereafter without me being near? How can I grow old without her?

As I went to the kitchen, I said a silent prayer for Margo and Mary. I hoped Mary wouldn’t take it too hard. The tissue box was nearby so I reached for one to wipe my eyes. “I can’t believe she’s gone and I’ll never see her again,” I sobbed and eventually dried my eyes and blew my nose.

After I’d pulled myself together, I gave Sharon a call. She answered immediately.

“I knew you’d call,” she said. I could almost see her swish back her long brown hair. “You’re coming?”

“Of course. I contacted Judy earlier today, but she was busy. I’ll call after I eat.” I waited a beat before continuing, “This has to be hard on you?”

“I didn’t know her as well as you did, but, yes, it is,” Sharon said. 

I debated asking about the house, if it had sold. 

“How are you?”

“I’m fine. I get lonesome, but doing all right.”

“I have a great idea, why not stay here Saturday night? We’ll have Judy stay, too. We can talk about old times.”

“It won’t be too much for you? Why don’t you come here? I’ve room for you and Judy.”

“No, I’d like you both here. I’ll have so much food left from the funeral and I bet there’ll be phone calls later in the afternoon about the funeral service and things like Mary’s address for sympathy cards. Also, I have the morning’s sermon.”

“I didn’t think of that.” 

“We’ll eat whatever is left from the funeral that Mary doesn’t want.”

“Sounds good. I’ll contact Judy. Thanks, Sharon.”

“It’ll be great to see you two again. It’s the same address. See you tomorrow.”

The chicken soup was already a week old but still delicious. After cleaning up the kitchen, I went to pack. As I neatly folded my overnight clothes and tossed in an outfit for Sunday, I thought of Margo and all the fun we used to have.

After school, her mom set out home baked chocolate chip cookies for us and chocolate milk for a treat. Her dad never seemed to be home, but he worked long hours at Minneapolis Moline building tractors. My dad had worked on Hiawatha Avenue at the Grain Elevator. Sharon and Mike’s dad worked as a mechanic. Those were trusted times, innocent times.

I removed my smartphone from my pocket, pressed the correct button for Judy, and waited for an answer. I left a voice message: The funeral’s at 10:00 at Bethany. Sharon’s officiating and asked for us to spend the night at her place. Bring your old pictures, and we’ll pick out a few and put together something for Mary. I’ll have my computer with me. Don’t bring any food as she’ll have plenty. See you soon. Nancy. After disconnecting, I said, “I wish she’d answered.” 

I took an early shower and reached for my old school albums and brought them into the living room. Once I’d settled in with a cup of tea and the TV turned to my favorite station, Hallmark, I opened the first photo album.

The first few pages were of me as a child with my two brothers, Tommy and Peter. Tommy and I used to pedal our bikes to the little beach of lake Nokomis. Peter was a few years younger than us big kids. Sometimes, if we were good, Mom gave us money to stop for an ice cream cone. Life was so much simpler back in the fifties and early sixties. As I studied the photos, I realized just how much time had really changed and how innocent we kids were back in that era.

The next few pages showed photos of me with friends, and that was when I came upon glimpses of the past with my girlfriends. Birthday parties, overnight sleep-ins, boys and girls parties. Spin-the-bottle and hopefully not kiss a fool or someone with a face full of acne. 

There, in the center of the larger photo, was Margo. She was all dressed up for the last day of sixth grade. Beside her stood me, Judy, and Vicky. I wondered whatever happened to Vicky? My heart went out to her mom and brother. I removed the photo and set it aside to start a pile of photos for a flash drive to later gift to Mary. Several photos of us girls were removed and placed in the pile. Some of them were of lying in the sun, slumber parties, or backyard swimming pools. The best one was of bobbing for apples and Margo dripping wet with an apple stuck in her mouth. I chuckled. That had been a fun party at her house. I couldn’t wait to see the girls’ faces light up when they saw this particular photo. High school photos of chorus and dances came later, and then Sharon was in the photos. We’d become close friends when I began dating her brother. Once Mike went to Vietnam, he asked for my hand in marriage, which I accepted. Upon his return, he broke the engagement, and I never understood why. Sharon would always be my good friend, but because of the breakup, things have never been the same between us. When I heard about Mike’s marriage, it became even harder to be her friend. It hurt too much. 

I was completely lost in my thoughts.

Sharon always helped to stamp out fires between us girls, especially when it came to our attire and who took what outfit from one of our closets. We also stripped ourselves down and grabbed each other’s clothes. That was Margo’s idea. We did that at dances to throw the boys off. Of course, I was the tallest and skinniest so few could fit into my dresses, especially Margo because she was so short. Judy was the bravest. She’d strut around like a little tart sometimes, and we’d laugh. Afterward, she’d tuck herself back up again. She only did that when we were alone, though, the tart bit. We were all too shy. I was too thin. Sharon was so thoughtful and kind. She fit in with us like a true friend.

Mike was seventeen and I was sixteen. It was, the summer before my senior year. Because Sharon grew up in a different neighborhood from me she went to another school. She would’ve been my sister-in-law. 

My thoughts went to Judy and Sharon. Are they happy? 

It’d been years since we’d all been together—1970 prom night before Vicky’s abduction. I really miss her friendship. Her wit. Her—period. Margo worked as a secretary at a school in Minneapolis until too ill to continue. We’d stayed in contact, but just barely. I could kick myself for not seeing her more often. She’d had the one daughter, Mary. 

I began to wonder silly things such as who had the most gray hair? Judy had moved to Madison, Wisconsin, right after high school, and barely kept in contact. I tried to think of the number of years it’d been since we’d met but couldn’t remember. She’d always been interested in studying German. Did she have her doctorate now?

Would the three of us recognize each other? Sharon, of course, would still remind me of Mike with her beautiful blue eyes and long hair like her mother’s. Margo became involved with her own life, as did Judy and I. 

My excitement grew to see both Judy and Sharon and spend time pouring through all the photos and talking about old times. 

The howling wind refocused my thoughts and I looked outside, only to shiver. Freezing rain speckled the front living room window. I worried about Judy because of her earlier slurred speech and long drive.

Graduation had been in June of 1970. It was about the time Mike was due for his month’s leave from his yearlong tour of duty. I’d accepted his marriage proposal and hoped for a ring upon his return. His volume of letters had slowed, and I’d begun to worry about him. Was he safe? Was he injured? Didn’t he love me anymore?

I knew I was in dangerous waters so I tried to shove all thoughts of him from my mind.

He told me to forget about him. What happened in 1970 that split us up?

I wondered what the weekend would bring, a renewal or not?

What sort of shadow lay hidden about Mike I was yet to discover? Whenever I’d dare ask about him, Sharon would change the subject. What happened to Mike that would make her avoid speaking of her favorite brother? 
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Judy

Chapter Two

Packing was the last thing on my mind as I threw my nightgown into the suitcase. I wondered what to wear to the funeral? What was fashionable nowadays? I hadn’t attended one in ages, mostly because I didn’t believe in them. But, it was for Margo. She was the dearest person who ever walked the earth. My parents always had fists raised or beer bottles flying through the air at each other. Margo always stayed with me, and no one else was brave enough to handle the commotion and anger in my house.

Was there a hereafter?

I was having trouble believing that Margo died. I knew I’d miss her something fierce, but doggone it! It had been years since last we’d met. Why did her funeral have to bring the bunch of us together? Why couldn’t it be a happier occasion, such as Nancy finally getting some closure with her soldier boy? Why hadn’t Sharon ministered in Africa?

What were their thoughts about me? Poor Judy? Well, that was none of their business, and I planned to keep it that way. I taught college level German and loved it. I had my doctorate in German. What did it matter who we were?

The four of us started school together. Me, Nancy, Margo and Vicky. Kindergarten. Boy, was that a long time ago, and Sharon joined us in our senior year. Margo, with her freckles and curly red hair, lit up the room. Oh, but she was grand. Always full of energy and smiles. Her presence alone made you smile. She liked pulling pranks, too. I remember the day she brought in a can of sardines for snack time. The stink! Yikes! The remembrance of the laughter from the class, plus nose pinching, made me suddenly chuckle.

I absolutely loved Margo. She was the happiest and best out of the four of us.

Vicky was smarter than a bug. She could get A’s in science and math like nobody’s business. I barely scratched the surface and passed by the skin of my teeth. Will she ever be found?

I reached for my ready-made drink of whiskey and soda. A good stiff drink before driving would calm my nerves. 

Did it really have to be Margo to go first? She wouldn’t have left me alone that night had she known. Are the other girls keeping secrets? I wonder.

With my empty drink glass in hand, I went into the hallway, pulling my suitcase behind me. My husband had divorced me fifteen years ago because of my drinking. The bottle didn’t have a bottom. We see each other on a regular basis and he never remarried.

The ringing phone interrupted my thoughts, and I answered once I saw the caller’s identity. 

“Judy? Judy Hokstad?”

“Nancy? Is it really you?” I asked.

“Yes. Please stay at Sharon’s after the funeral.” 

“I will. I’m going straight to a motel right now. I’ve made reservations.” My fingers shook as I lit my smoke. “This is a toughie. I almost wish it’d been me.” 

“Don’t ever say that. We’re still the best of friends—all four of us. We will be forever!” Nancy said, but I knew what she was thinking.

Why Margo?

“You’re right. All for one and one for all,” I tried to say in a cheery voice. I hesitated a moment before continuing, “The wind is bad and it might be misting a little bit.” I took another drag from my cigarette, watching the smoke curl around the empty glass.

“Safe travels.”

“Thanks. I’ll see you tomorrow at church.”

I placed the phone on the cradle and sobbed. Blowing my nose, I began to wonder if it was possible to drive to Minneapolis? It was at least a seven-hour drive and the hour was getting late. I took a deep breath. Then another before I felt energized. I threw a full whiskey flask into the suitcase, took my purse, keys, and walked out the door, shutting it behind me.

Did she have to call now? Right when I was leaving? 

The gas tank was full when I backed from the garage and pressed the button to close the overhead door. The interstate entrance wasn’t far, fortunately. I figured that I’d be tucked into my motel bed about 12:30. I wouldn’t fall asleep while driving because of the pill I’d taken before leaving and the “one for the road” drink.

The drive won’t seem so long, knowing a flask was also tucked inside my purse. There was a wayside rest road sign near the Minnesota border, but it had a closed sign over it. I continued until a fast food restaurant appeared. I signaled and exited, driving toward the drive-thru.

After taking care of myself, I ordered a burger and small beverage. Once in the car, it seemed fitting to add a touch from the flask into the soda. It wasn’t strong enough for my taste, so I added a bit more. In a few minutes, I was back on the interstate and heading toward Stillwater. Time was on my side, at only eleven o’clock. It occurred to me that we should meet ahead of time and try to sit together. It seemed like a great idea. I quickly finished the remnants of my burger and drank down the soda.

Should I send a message?

I sped along beside a fast moving semi-trailer, then removed the flask from my purse and took a swallow of whiskey. A deer shot out from the roadside woods. I swerved, barely missing it. Shaken, I stopped by the side of the road to catch my breath. Time to calm my nerves. I took another sip. It took a few minutes to catch my wits, and then I picked up my phone. I was able to locate the needed numbers easily, touched the right buttons, and sent both a message. It read: what time meet church? Now, I just needed a reply. Afterward I drove onto the road when it cleared of traffic.

I turned up the radio and let my thoughts go to the four of us and how much fun we used to have at slumber parties, school dances, and car racing up and down Lake Street. Picking up guys at the dances, or should I say getting picked up! Then our senior year and meeting older guys—from the U of M—and how we’d thought we were so grown up attending those sorority parties. Thank heavens our parents didn’t learn about it. Not that mine would have cared.

A semi-truck barreled up behind me, honking, and then another. I glanced at my speedometer and realized I wasn’t going fast enough—50—so I sped up slightly. A light mist started falling, and I turned on the windshield wipers. My rearview mirror showed both lanes populated with semi-trucks and cars. My phone chirruped, and I reached for it.

The message from Sharon read: 9:30 church. A steady stream of cars zipped past, causing me to shudder from the speed. 

Vehicles whizzed past me right and left, it didn’t matter which lane I drove on. I gripped the steering wheel for dear life as I stared out the windshield. Wasn’t there a shortcut? If my memory served correctly, the next two-lane highway would bring me to Silver Lake Road so I decided to exit. Soon I was alone on the poorly lit, winding road. This road is worse. I stopped beside the nearest fast food restaurant to use the facilities.

Nancy hadn’t responded, so I sent another message to her. Back on the highway, I realized it wouldn’t take long before I’d be at my destination. Clouds blocked the moon, and the black sky was oppressive. The lamps lighting the two-lane highway seemed foggy and dim. I glanced at my phone when it sounded and read: where are you. I frowned because I wanted more from Nancy. Not just from Nancy, but from both of them.

Visibility worsened. Snow began falling, unusual for mid-October. The road became slick, so I slowed down to accommodate the weather. 

I answered my ringing phone and said, “Hello!”

“Nancy, here, checking in. Where are you?”

“Getting closer, not sure where. I took a back road.”

“Are you lost?” Nancy said.

“I hope not,” I said, wondering if it was possible. “Maybe I should stop for directions?”

“What highway are you on?”

“Last I saw a sign, it was 95.”

“That doesn’t sound right, shouldn’t you be on 94?” Nancy said. “Here I am, telling you where to go.”

“Honey, I’m used to people telling me where to go and how to do it,” I said. “Don’t worry, Miss Minnesota Nice, I’ll figure it out,” I said. I hoped she didn’t notice the slurring.

“You sound funny. Are you okay?”

“Yes,” I said. “I’ll drive slow.” I hiccupped. I’ll bet she heard that. “Sorry, I coughed.”

“See you in the morning,” Nancy said, disconnecting.

Truthfully, I didn’t know where on earth I was. The visibility was abysmal, the road signs few and far between. I was lost and knew it. I pulled over to the shoulder and let a few cars go by as I tried to focus and get my sense of directions in place. The snow made it impossible to see. The GPS on my phone showed I was headed in the right direction. I widened the view on the phone and deciphered I wasn’t too far off the mark. If I kept going on this road, it would take me to Interstate 94, which was what I should’ve stayed on instead of exiting from. I sent Nancy a message: I’m going in the right direction and will be on 94 asap. I sent it, turned my signal on, and merged with traffic.

A large truck passed me, which made my little car shimmy. The wipers couldn’t keep up with the snow, so I cranked up the defroster blower and heat. Oncoming traffic headlights were dimmed from the snow. An oncoming passing car scared me, and I swerved to miss it. My fists clenched the steering wheel, and my eyes were wide open. My heart pounded. Another fool tried passing, racing around the other car. I held my breath. Is this how it’ll end?

Was that a mailbox by the side of the road, or a deer? I blinked twice, to make sure it hadn’t moved. No bright luminescent eyes staring at me. Yes, it was a mailbox. I was safe. It wouldn’t walk out in front of me.

It seemed colder in the car, and I adjusted the heater. Why was the window so foggy? I grabbed a glove and wiped the inside windshield, only to find a thick, gray film remaining. Is the defroster going out on me? Did the heater dysfunction, again? Sure, it must be the gasses from the defroster and heater fogging the inside windshield, turning it gray, as it happened once before. 

As I drove, I rubbed off more of the slime from the inside window. I realized that something was definitely, seriously dysfunctional on the car. I glanced at my clock and found it after midnight. My only hope was to keep wiping the film from the front. First thing in the morning, I’d be contacting my auto club.

An icy patch brought me to a skidded halt beside the side of the road. I reached for my flask and sucked out a drop before sealing it and placing it inside of the glove compartment. A few cars drove around me, with one honking. I took the time to scrape off the thick film from the windows, only to see it cloud up instantly. I got the scraper from under the seat, leaned forward, and began slowly driving while scraping. Cars honked and kept passing. I knew I should stay on the shoulder, but I didn’t want to take the time.

Slush flew up and caught me off guard. Cars raced passed as I entered the interstate. Twenty miles left. Traffic was light. Another patch of ice caught me and I skidded.

Fear raced up and down my spine. The headlights of an oncoming car looked me in the eye.

I blinked.

I swerved and landed in the ditch.
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