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​Chapter 1: The Open Road
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The SUV’s A/C wheezed its best, but it was like arguing with the sun—a wet towel over the mouth of a blast furnace. Emily Parker hunched over the steering wheel, forehead sticky, left arm flaming in the path of UV that strafed through the driver’s side glass. If she closed her eyes, she could picture her skin crisping in real time: all those years of dermatologist-mandated SPF just wasted for the sake of Route 66 nostalgia and marital negotiation.

Next to her, Mark made a meal of unfolding the goddamn paper map, the old-school kind with creases like knife scars and a print size designed to make you doubt your own eyesight. The map covered his lap, the shins of his khakis, and most of the cup holders; her smoothie was probably sweating itself to death under Montana, maybe Wyoming. But Mark also had his phone out, lit up with a CNN alert about something terrible on the other side of the planet, as if one universe of dread wasn’t enough.

“Could you at least use one navigation system at a time?” Emily said, loud enough that the kids would hear. Maybe Lily would put it in the travel log she’d been documenting every ten miles.

“I trust the map,” Mark said, but his thumb was already scrolling. He didn’t look at her, didn’t look at anything but the topographical squiggles, the electric blue of his phone. “Phones die. Maps don’t.”

“It’s plugged in. Your phone’s at eighty-seven percent.” She checked the gauge herself. Mark covered the screen with a flick, tilting it so the glare killed her line of sight.

Behind them, Noah wailed: “That’s not fair! You can’t count the same truck twice!”

Lily had this way of marking states like she was carving notches into her brother’s soul. “It’s a new plate,” she deadpanned, not even glancing up. “Look. Oregon.” She tapped the greasy notepad with her mechanical pencil, victorious, as if this entire odyssey was one long middle finger to her sibling.

Emily flicked her eyes to the rearview. The kids were half-swallowed by sleeping bags, books, pillows pressed to glass, the entire back row a landfill of snack wrappers and dog-eared copies of Captain Underpants. When she’d planned the trip, she’d imagined the four of them trading stories, games, maybe singing along to something non-toxic on the radio. Instead, it was noise layered on top of silence: the kids bickering in waves, and Mark’s silence expanding, cancerous, filling every oxygen molecule between them.

Emily reached for her bottle, sipped, realized it was empty. “Does anyone need to stop? I could use a bathroom break,” she lied. She just wanted Mark to talk, to say anything that didn’t sound like a verdict.

“We just passed an exit,” Mark said. He checked the mirror for a cop before even glancing at her. “Thirty miles to the next one. Can you wait?”

Lily: “I’m good. I peed in a cup an hour ago.”

Noah: “You said that was private!”

“Everyone pees in cups on road trips, idiot. Read a book.”

Noah’s chin wobbled. He wasn’t a crier, but he had that Parker pride, the kind that doubled down when the world spat in your face. “You’re not supposed to call me an idiot,” he muttered.

Emily exhaled through her nose, counting to five the way Dr. Rothman suggested in therapy. “Let’s use nice words, please. And Lily, no more cup peeing unless it’s an absolute emergency.”

Lily rolled her eyes. “Welcome to 2024.”

The road outside dissolved into prairie—no houses, no trucks, just grass and a sky so big it made you believe in nothing. Mark had once said that’s why people in the middle of nowhere turned religious: when the sky looks like it could eat you, you have to believe in something.

“Work busy?” Emily said. She forced the words out the way she forced herself into polyester pants every morning: it never got less uncomfortable.

Mark chewed the inside of his cheek. She could see the muscle jump near his jaw, like he was preparing for a punch. “Yep. That’s the price of management. You get promoted, you stop having time to take a shit.”

Lily giggled in the backseat, which made Noah giggle, which made Mark smile a flash of real teeth.

Emily pounced. “So what, you’re getting emails right now? You’re on vacation.”

“Doesn’t stop the emergencies.” He shrugged. “It’ll be there when we get back. Like gravity.” He set the phone in the cup holder, on top of her dead smoothie, and refocused on the map, running a finger down the inked vein of the highway.

Emily watched the finger. It was the same one he used to circle her nipple, that rare, fond moment where intimacy came without negotiation. Now it just stabbed at cities, at distance, like he was plotting a getaway.

They’d been fighting in lowercase, ever since his promotion. No slamming doors, no final straws. Just slow leaks: texts not answered, kisses landed on scalp instead of mouth, date nights swapped for “catching up” on his laptop. She’d even started using his full name, like a mother calling a child in from the yard.

He was Mark Allen Parker now, Vice President of Operations, a title that sounded made up but paid enough to pretend their lives were not crumbling from the inside.

A mile marker zipped by: 215. Mark logged it in the margin of the map with a blue pen, like a scientist cataloguing a dying species.

In the back, Noah picked at a scab on his elbow. “Mom, when we get to the hotel, can I swim first? Or is it straight to dinner?”

“We’ll see if the pool’s open,” she said. “Last time it was closed for cleaning.”

Noah moaned. “Lily farted in the pool once and they closed it for two days. Is that going to happen again?”

“I only did it because you dared me,” Lily said, not missing a beat. “Also, chlorine kills germs. That’s science.”

Emily stifled a laugh. Mark didn’t. “She’s right, buddy,” he said, and this time his smile was almost affectionate. “But let’s not test the system.”

The car’s Bluetooth pinged, interrupting with a call. It was her mother, which was only surprising in that her mother was capable of anything at all with her thumbs.

Emily let it go to voicemail.

They rode in static for another hundred miles, the kind where every click of the turn signal and every breath gets recorded by your brain for later playback.

Mark spoke up, voice lower, less for her than for himself. “The project isn’t going well. It’s a mess. They’re thinking of moving me again.”

Emily didn’t answer right away. “Where?”

“Maybe Atlanta,” he said, like he was confessing to a priest who’d heard it all. “Maybe back to the city.” He meant Chicago, but neither of them wanted to say Chicago. That’s where all the friends were, and all the friends would know.

“We just got settled,” Emily said, even though she already hated their subdivision, the sterile strip mall, the neighbors who posted their every bowel movement on the neighborhood app. “The kids are finally making friends.”

“That’s why I didn’t want to talk about it yet,” he said, and for a second he looked at her, really looked at her, the way he used to when she would tell him some weird fact about crows or black holes and he’d act like he was learning it for the first time.

She could taste the fight, copper and stale, but she let it die.

The kids had dozed, one with their head on the other’s shoulder, neither admitting the comfort.

Mark traced another path on the map, drawing a line west. “Should we take a detour?” he asked, voice fake-bright. “The Rockies are only a hundred miles north. Scenic.”

She almost said yes, just to see if they could recapture something, some freedom from the way their lives had gotten planned and pruned to death. But she saw the way his finger hovered: he was only asking because he didn’t want to deal with his own reality. Another problem to push down the road.

“We’ll stick to the plan,” she said.

They sped through nothing, the engine humming, everyone marinating in their own headspace.

Emily gripped the wheel and stared down the highway, waiting for the next thing to break.

​

The diner squatted like a pink-and-chrome parasite beside the highway, its “OPEN” sign flickering with the enthusiasm of a terminal patient. Emily nosed the SUV into the only parking spot without a gravel crater. The rest of the lot was littered with pickup trucks and a single Civic missing all but one hubcap.

“Jesus,” Mark muttered. “Can’t wait for the gastroenteritis.” He was already out the door, snapping the SUV remote so hard the locks sounded like gunshots.

Emily herded the kids out, plucking a Pringles can from under Noah’s seat and handing it to him like a peace offering. The interior of the SUV reeked of warm plastic and cheese dust; the diner, as they crossed the threshold, was somehow worse.

Inside, the universe condensed to vinyl, grease, and seventy decibels of yowling country music. The booths looked like they’d been acquired at a police auction: upholstery split wide, foam sticking out like yellow tongues. The entire left wall was window, but the blinds were only half-open, casting striped shadows that made everyone’s face look criminal.

Darlene, as announced by the pin on her chest, moved like she’d seen it all and wasn’t impressed. She dropped four menus on the table, edge of one catching Mark’s phone, which was already out and blazing.

“What can I get you to drink?” she said, without looking up.

“Coffee. Black,” Mark said, gaze glued to his feed.

Emily said, “Iced tea, unsweetened.” Then, “Orange juice for the kids, please.” She smiled with all her teeth, but Darlene’s armor held.

Noah immediately started peeling the paper off his straw. Lily ignored the menu and checked the specials board, which had “CATFISH, $8.99” written in permanent marker and nothing else.

Mark drummed the table, the arrhythmia making Emily’s molars throb.

“Menu’s sticky,” Noah announced, showing the evidence on his fingers. Lily licked her thumb and pressed it into Noah’s handprint, then wiped both on the seat.

Emily breathed in, bracing herself. “Where to next, Mark? The itinerary says we’re on track for Santa Fe by nightfall.”

Mark didn’t answer. His jaw worked side to side as he stared through the smeary glass, watching a bug zap itself to death against the sign outside.

She tried again, softer. “We could take the mountain route. If the kids want to see snow before it melts.” She tilted her head toward Lily, who was quietly cataloguing the clientele with a sociologist’s eye.

Mark’s hand went white around the coffee mug Darlene had just dropped off. “Let’s just stick to the plan,” he said, low.

Lily piped up: “I think Dad’s scared of heights.”

Noah: “Me too. One time I puked on the ski lift.”

Emily tried for levity: “We’ll be on solid ground the whole way, promise.”

Mark didn’t take the bait. Instead, he put his phone screen-down and sipped his coffee like it was lighter fluid.

Darlene reappeared, notepad in hand, pen behind the ear. “What’ll it be?”

Emily gestured for the kids to order first. Noah wanted pancakes, double stack. Lily asked for French toast, “as burnt as possible, please.” Mark shrugged and said, “I’ll just pick.”

“And for the lady?” Darlene’s question was all code for “Please don’t waste my afternoon.”

“Oatmeal, if it’s not the instant kind,” Emily said, then added, “And more lemon for the tea.”

When the waitress left, Mark immediately flipped the phone back over. His thumb scrolled so hard it left a faint streak on the gorilla glass. Emily watched the reflection of his face in the spoon beside her, caught the micro-expressions as news filtered in, whatever flavor of apocalypse was trending now.

“I just want to make sure the team isn’t burning the place down without me,” he offered, as if to head off her next question.

“Of course,” Emily said. She put her elbows on the table, chin in hand, studied him. “Is it the Atlanta thing?”

A flicker, so fast most people would’ve missed it, but she’d been watching him for sixteen years. The pulse in his jaw, the eyes flick to the kids, the way he overcorrected to neutral.

“No,” he said. “It’s nothing.”

Lily, deadpan: “He’s totally lying.”

Noah: “Is Dad in trouble?”

“No one’s in trouble,” Emily said, a shade too loud. Mark cut her a glance that stung more than it should have.

Breakfast arrived in a heap of plates and congealed syrup. Darlene dropped the check at the same time, a not-too-subtle nudge. Lily doused everything in maple until the plate was a sticky lagoon. Noah went at his pancakes with bare hands, inventing a new form of carbohydrate-to-face delivery.

Emily watched Mark pick at his eggs, mostly pushing them around with the edge of the fork. He didn’t look hungry, just occupied, like a time bomb.

She forced herself to eat. Oatmeal, as predicted, tasted like microplastics and sadness.

“So, Santa Fe,” she tried again. “Should be a nice drive. We could take the scenic way.” She made her voice gentle, as if she were soothing an anxious dog.

This time Mark didn’t even look up. “Let’s just get there,” he said, the syllables clipped and final.

“Fine,” Emily said, just as Noah reached for his milk and launched it sideways. The glass shattered, white spatter up Mark’s shirt, into the banquette, and across Lily’s lap.

“Fuck’s sake!” Mark yelped, pushing his chair back so hard it groaned.

Darlene was on it instantly with a rag and a scowl, more annoyed at the table than the mess. Lily giggled and pointed at the “milk mustache” on Mark’s collar, which made Noah laugh in relief that he wasn’t about to get exiled from the family.

Emily apologized profusely, grabbing napkins, mopping up the pond as best she could. “It’s okay, it’s just an accident,” she said, looking to Mark for some co-parent solidarity.

But Mark was already up and out, heading for the bathroom, hand clamped to his phone in a death grip.

They ate the rest of the meal in silence, Lily smearing syrup into the seat cushion, Noah drawing circles in the puddle on the tabletop. When the check came, Emily paid cash, over-tipping by several bills in hope of karmic redemption.

As she corralled the kids, Mark reappeared, face washed, shirt untucked to hide the stains. “Let’s go,” he said. His eyes never left his phone. Emily spotted the screen just before he pocketed it: a series of messages, long blocks of text, a name she didn’t recognize.

Outside, the air felt like a sauna. The walk back to the car was a parade of performative normalcy. Emily squeezed Noah’s hand, brushed syrup out of Lily’s hair, and forced a smile as they buckled in.

Mark lingered behind, thumb flying over the glass, texting with the intensity of a man arranging a ransom.

Emily watched him through the rearview. She set her mouth in a hard line, then let it go slack.

She didn’t say a word as they pulled out of the lot and back onto the infinite road.

​

The miles stretched long and flat, the kind of landscape that wanted you to forget you were moving at all. In the SUV, silence calcified, a hard white scab over the earlier outburst at the diner. Nobody dared pick at it.

Emily adjusted her sunglasses and focused on the double yellow, knuckles blanching on the wheel. Beside her, Mark had the map open again, but his eyes didn’t seem to follow any particular line. She could tell he was somewhere else, orbiting a planet she wasn’t invited to.

The kids had finally shut up, though it didn’t feel like peace. Lily was pressing her face into her pillow, making the foggy outline of a smiley against the glass, while Noah clutched his Nintendo, not even pretending to play it.

Emily wanted to scream, or swerve, or maybe just pull over and leave everyone by the roadside. But she just drove. That’s what she did.

A brown sign flickered by on the shoulder: “PINEWOOD REST AREA — 5 MILES.” It had a faded pinecone stenciled on it, as if to remind you that you’d traded civilization for trees.

Emily pointed. “Rest stop ahead. Anyone need to pee, or...?” She let it hang, half-hearted.

Mark’s head snapped up, alert like a cop clocking a radar gun. “We need to stop there,” he said. No trace of debate; it was an order.

“We just had lunch. Is it—?”

“I need to use the bathroom,” he said, voice level but pulsing with something she’d never heard before. “Now.”

She eased up on the gas and shot him a look over her glasses. “Okay, then.”

He didn’t meet her eyes, just patted his shirt, then his jeans, then his pockets. The phone. Emily watched him do the same nervous tic he’d done before every important meeting: collar tug, swallow, knee bounce. But this time he checked the phone three times in two minutes, face growing paler with each flick.

“Mom,” Lily said, muffled from the backseat, “Is Dad mad at us?”

“No, honey,” Emily lied, signaling to merge. “Everyone’s just tired.”

Noah piped up, not looking from his screen. “Did I get syrup on his shirt?”

Emily smiled, but it didn’t make it to her cheeks. “He’s fine. It’s just work stuff.”

At the mile marker, Mark’s leg was bouncing so hard it rattled the console. Emily reached out, put her hand on his knee to calm it. He flinched, as if she’d stuck him with a pin, and set both hands flat on the map instead.

She withdrew, slow, trying not to look as wounded as she felt.

The rest area’s turn-off appeared out of nowhere. The road snaked through a half-dead stand of pine, the lot coming into view like a cement oasis. There were only two other cars: a battered Jeep with the hood up, and a maroon sedan, windows blacked out like a hearse.

Emily parked nose-in, close to the men’s side of the restroom block. The place looked like it had been poured out of the same gray concrete as the road, complete with unwelcoming picnic tables and a single blue trash can that overflowed with what looked like half a Dairy Queen.

Mark was already unbuckling, even as the SUV lurched into park.

“Be right back,” he said. He was out the door before anyone else moved.

Emily watched him through the bug-spattered windshield as he speed-walked to the restrooms, arms stiff at his sides. He paused at the corner, glancing over his shoulder twice, then vanished inside.

She didn’t buy it. The whole move was too rehearsed, like he was following a playbook nobody else had.

She checked the rearview. Noah had dozed off, thumb locked on the D-pad. Lily was watching her dad through the window, eyes slitted, skeptical.

“You okay, sweetie?” Emily asked.

Lily shrugged. “He’s being weird.”

Emily debated whether to agree. “It’s just work. He’s...stressed.”

“He’s not even checking his work email,” Lily said, a little too sharp for a ten-year-old. “He’s using that other app.”

Emily’s stomach dropped, slow and hot. “What other app?”

“I don’t know the name, but it’s orange. And he kept looking at some lady’s picture at the restaurant.”

Emily’s mouth went dry. She opened her own phone, thumb hovered over the passcode, not sure whether she wanted confirmation or plausible deniability.

The Jeep’s hood slammed shut, making her jump. A skinny guy in a sun-bleached “Hard Rock Bali” tee walked toward the vending machine, not sparing a glance for the SUV or its zoo of problems.

Emily considered following Mark inside. Instead, she rolled down the window a half inch, just in case he was about to stage a walk-off, and waited.

Mark was in there for five minutes, maybe more. Long enough for Emily to count the knots in the picnic table, long enough for Noah to start snoring, long enough for Lily to start humming to herself, something tuneless and melancholy.

He came out finally, hair ruffled, shirt untucked again, phone in his hand.

He didn’t walk back to the car right away. Instead, he went to the soda machine, bought two Sprites, then circled behind the restroom building, out of sight.

Emily snapped upright. “Stay here,” she said to the kids. “Lock the doors.”

She got out, immediately hit by the smell of piss and pine needles and melted asphalt. She moved around the side of the building, keeping her footsteps quiet, telling herself it was to check on him, not to catch him.

Behind the restrooms, Mark was standing with his back to her, talking on his phone. Not yelling, but not soft either. The wind caught a fragment: “Yeah, I’m here. No, I’m alone. No, they don’t suspect.”

Emily took another step, and a branch cracked underfoot.

Mark spun, saw her, and for one long second there was no recognition in his eyes.

Then his face rearranged itself, cool and practiced. He ended the call, slipped the phone in his pocket, and forced a smile.

“Hey,” he said, as if this was perfectly normal, as if she hadn’t just caught him being not himself. “Everything alright?”

Emily nodded, feeling every muscle in her body wind tighter. “Yeah,” she said. “Just wanted to stretch my legs.”

He offered her a Sprite, still cold from the machine. “You want one?” She took it, and the can hissed open like a warning.

They walked back to the car together, two people acting in the shadow play of a real marriage, every movement rehearsed.

The kids were still inside, safe, eyes wide as if they could smell the static in the air.

Emily put the car in reverse, but didn’t pull out right away. She looked over at Mark, who was staring dead ahead, face blank.

He didn’t look at her. Not even once.

The rest area faded behind them, and the pine trees swallowed the road ahead. 
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​Chapter 2: Vanished

​
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Sarah Jenkins guided the battered Subaru into the Pinewood Rest Area like she was docking an oil tanker with a cracked rudder. The steering wheel juddered in her hands, a deep shudder that started in the tires and telegraphed all the way to her molars. She slotted into a parking spot by the main building, a concrete box painted the color of old chewing gum. Pine trees hemmed the lot, straight and sullen as prison guards.

Liam, age seven and already a malcontent, made a noise in the back seat that landed somewhere between a yawn and a declaration of civil war. “You said five minutes. That was, like, thirty years ago.”

Mark had his phone in both hands, thumbs dancing, tapping out a text to someone more interesting than his wife or offspring. “Traffic’s lighter after this,” he said, not looking up, not even pretending.

Emma, ten, wedged between the booster and the cooler full of sandwich leavings, rolled her eyes so hard they nearly detached. “Great. More nothing.”

Sarah popped her own door and braced for the cold. Late November. The air outside had that early dark, metallic taste. She yanked the back door open. “All right. Pee, stretch, vending machines. That’s the deal. In and out, people.”

Liam shot out like a spent casing, backpack slapping against his windbreaker. Emma followed, slower, palming her phone and not missing a beat in the video she was watching. Mark trailed, thumbs still attached to his screen.

The lot was half-full, three long-haul trucks idling at the far end, one mud-brown pickup and a couple of family sedans in varying stages of decomposition. The Pinewood Rest Area sign was missing half its letters, so it read “PIN WOD REA A.” No one had bothered to fix it.

They crunched across the pavement, passing a trash barrel so overfilled it looked like a papier-mâché volcano mid-eruption. The air stank of diesel, pine sap, and whatever died under the snack machine five years ago.

Inside the main building, the lighting was what you’d get if you crossed an interrogation room with a Walmart in active decline. The vending machines—two for snacks, one for sodas—glowed with a sickly blue LED, outshining the overhead fluorescents which buzzed, flickered, and did everything except actually illuminate the room.

“Everyone got their stuff?” Sarah said, for the fourteenth time that day. She was already counting the seconds till she could put the Subaru back in gear and gun it for another seventy miles. Emma ignored her, engrossed in whatever drama played out in TikTokland. Liam had both hands in his pants, the international sign for desperate urination.

“I have to go now now,” he whined. “Not like in a minute. Now.”

Sarah’s parenting philosophy had become an intricate balancing act: be patient, but not so patient they took it for granted. “Then move your little legs, bud,” she said, and steered both kids toward the bathrooms. “Mark, you good?”

He waved her off, scrolling without mercy. “Yeah, just give me a second.”

Right. She wrangled the kids to the restroom corridor, tiled in the same shade as plague hospital corridors everywhere. The men’s and women’s doors were three steps apart. “Mark, catch up,” she called over her shoulder, and he peeled away, barely glancing up.

The women’s room was empty except for the sad echo of her boots on linoleum. Three stalls, one broken and zip-tied shut, a second with a door hanging off like it had lost the will to function. Emma hovered by the sinks, wrinkling her nose.

“Smells like pee and cigarettes,” Emma said, already digging for her Purell.

Liam ducked into the nearest stall, nearly missing the toilet with the urgent velocity of his movement. Sarah corralled Emma to the second stall. “Go, even if you don’t have to.”

“But it’s so gross,” Emma said, voice warped with existential dread.

Sarah looked at the toilet. Someone had taken a marker and scrawled a crude anatomical drawing on the tank. The seat had a splash of something dark and sticky. “Hover. And don’t touch anything.” She heard herself and realized she sounded just like her own mother.

In the third stall, Liam let fly. A small, echoing deluge. “Ahhhhh,” he said, voice rapturous.

Sarah waited, arms crossed, half a mind on the kids, half on whether Mark would actually manage to do anything besides text while he was supposed to be peeing. The ceiling fan above rattled out a slow, terminal death spiral.

Emma reappeared, pale. “They should burn this whole place down.”

“You’re not wrong,” Sarah said. “Go wash your hands.” She kept watch as Emma scrubbed with near-military precision, then fished a wadded paper towel from the ancient dispenser and handed it over. Emma gingerly opened the door with the towel as if the germs could sense weakness.

Liam emerged next, zipper up but hands dry as sandpaper. Sarah corralled him to the sink, watched him pump out a millimeter of soap, rinse perfunctorily, then wipe his hands on his jeans. Baby steps.

They stepped out of the restroom and into the main area again. Through the grimy windows, the Subaru looked smaller and less reliable than it had twenty minutes ago. Mark was nowhere to be seen. He hadn’t rejoined the group at the snack machines or the coffee bar, which consisted of one battered Keurig and a stack of Styrofoam cups.

Sarah checked the men’s restroom, calling his name softly. A guy in a trucker hat gave her a look, shook his head when she mouthed “Sorry.” The place was empty except for the whine of the hand dryer, which seemed to run on some alternate, time-dilated universe.

She pulled out her phone, thumbed a quick text. “Where are you?” Dots appeared, then nothing. Typical.

“Let’s go wait outside,” she said, and guided the kids back out into the gray, late-afternoon chill. The air bit harder now. Somewhere a crow cawed, a sound that made Sarah think of crime scenes and abandoned playgrounds.

Emma paced, arms wrapped around herself, while Liam kicked at the gravel, trying to dislodge every rock from the lot, one at a time. Sarah’s hand trembled, just slightly, as she scrolled through her notifications, like maybe Mark had left a breadcrumb trail of information for once in his life. Nothing.

They lingered by the Subaru, breath fogging. From here, the rest area looked abandoned, the kind of place where roadkill went to take its last, miserable dump. Pine trees creaked in the wind. The trucks down the lot revved and idled, big engines broadcasting their own brand of impatience.

“Do you think Daddy’s okay?” Liam asked, voice thin.

Sarah considered lying, then thought better of it. “Probably just taking his time,” she said. “Guys always do.”

Liam shrugged, unconvinced.

A cold gust set the vending machine awning to flapping. The lights inside the main building flickered harder, as if daring her to come back in and investigate.

“Should we look for him?” Emma asked, voice pitched somewhere between anxiety and the thrill of getting to play detective.

“We’ll give him another minute,” Sarah said, trying to keep the edge out of her voice. She drummed her fingers on the Subaru hood, the metal already freezing. “Then we go in together. Deal?”

“Deal,” Emma said.

Liam didn’t answer. He was preoccupied, lifting rocks and peering at the nothing underneath.

Sarah watched the men’s restroom door, waiting for Mark’s head to appear. It didn’t. She glanced at her phone again. Still nothing.

The sky over the pines was bruised purple, the day already giving up. Sarah zipped her jacket, drew the kids closer. Every second felt elastic and mean.

“Ready?” she said, more to herself than them, and the three of them set out across the cracked blacktop, feet crunching in perfect, anxious time.

​

The Subaru waited for them, stoic and indifferent. The air had the hush of a hospital hallway at midnight. Sarah looked over her shoulder as she and the kids crossed the lot—no sign of Mark, not by the vending machines, not at the coffee cart, not even loitering by the display of tourist maps and opioid-epidemic PSAs inside.

They huddled at the car, wind slicing straight through their clothes. Sarah clicked the remote to unlock the doors, then checked her watch: 4:43 PM. She popped the hatch so the kids could climb in and scrounge through the cooler for whatever snacks survived the road trip.

She expected to see Mark drifting out of the restroom any second, hands deep in his jacket, pretending he’d only been gone a minute. That’s how these things worked. The man could get lost in his own thoughts and come back with zero concept of elapsed time.

But after five minutes, no sign. Sarah’s impatience edged into something sour and metallic. She fished her phone from her purse, thumbed a text: “Hey, we’re at the car. Everything okay?” No reply. No dots. Not even the usual, robotic “Delivered” blip.

Ten minutes.

She couldn’t even hear the men’s restroom hand dryer from here. Just the wind, a low growl of truck engines, and Liam’s rhythmic “thunk, thunk, thunk” as he used his sneaker to dislodge a sizable chunk of blacktop from the ground.

“Can we go yet?” he asked.

“We have to wait for Daddy,” Emma said. She perched on the rear bumper, arms around her knees, jaw tight.

Sarah stared at the restroom building, the way it squatted between the pines like an animal waiting for prey. Mark’s blue jacket should have made him visible from half a mile, yet she couldn’t spot him anywhere.

She scanned the lot. No sign of Mark wandering among the other cars. Nothing in the direction of the picnic tables or the playground with its frostbitten slide. She half expected to see him with his phone out, taking a call from some idiot at work. But the place was just... empty.

She caught her reflection in the Subaru’s rear window: eyes baggy, hair in an angry ponytail, crow’s feet more pronounced than yesterday. She squared her shoulders and put on the voice she used for work calls and doctor’s offices.

“All right, kids. Daddy’s probably just walking it off, getting some air. He’ll show up any minute. But I want you to check the little hiking path, okay? Stay together and come right back. I mean it.”

Emma gave a dubious look, but grabbed Liam’s wrist and towed him toward the trailhead at the edge of the parking lot. It led maybe twenty yards into the woods, with a faded interpretive sign and a handful of half-hearted mulch steps. Sarah watched them disappear, tension knotting behind her breastbone.

She waited another three minutes, then checked her phone again. Still no response from Mark. One signal bar. A mosquito’s worth of coverage.

Sarah scanned the bathroom building once more, exhaled hard enough to ghost the air, and set out across the lot, past the dying shrubs and puddles filled with crushed cigarette butts. Inside, the hallway stank worse than before. The men’s room door hung half-open, uninviting.

She hesitated, pulse in her neck like the warning blare of a car alarm. Then she pushed the door open, all at once.

“Mark?” she called, voice sounding much smaller than she intended.

No answer. A single urinal and two stalls, both closed. The floor had a haze of something between moisture and outright filth. A paper towel, soggy and gray, lay in the center like a dead slug.

She rapped on the first stall. No response. She opened it: empty, a heap of toilet paper in the bowl. The next stall—locked. “Mark?” she tried again, a little louder. She pushed on the door. It rattled; nobody answered. She peered under. Nothing but a clean line of cracked tiles and the base of a rusty toilet.

Behind her, the urinal had a Jackson Pollock of something splashed above it. Sarah recoiled, then laughed bitterly at herself.

She turned to leave—and nearly collided with a mountain of a man wearing a battered camouflage jacket and a red trucker hat. He smelled of gasoline and menthols. His hands, rough as bark, clutched a fast-food bag and a Gatorade.

“Whoa, sorry,” he said, voice low and stretched like a rubber band.

“I’m looking for my husband,” Sarah said, too quickly.

The guy blinked, looked her up and down in a way that was more confusion than threat. “Just came in. Didn’t see anyone else. Sorry.” He sidestepped her, picked a stall, and latched the door shut with a loud, metallic thunk.

Sarah got the hell out of there. Her cheeks burned, more from embarrassment than the cold.

Back at the car, she found the kids exactly where she’d told them to go: Emma standing just inside the tree line, scanning the woods with deliberate paranoia, Liam picking up sticks and pretending they were swords. Both returned empty-handed.

“No Daddy,” Emma announced, as if filing a report.

Liam started in with the “I’m hungry” whine, voice wobbling on the edge of tears.

Sarah drew them in, arms around their shoulders, partly for warmth but mostly to ground herself. “He probably just walked a bit farther. Maybe lost track of time,” she said, the words sour even as she said them.

She unlocked the car and bundled the kids inside, ignoring Liam’s protests about the cold and Emma’s silent, laser-cut glare. Then she sat in the driver’s seat, shut the door, and drummed her nails on the steering wheel until her fingertips ached.

She tried Mark’s number again. It went straight to voicemail. She tried the highway patrol, but the signal was garbage and the call failed before it even connected. She checked her texts: nothing.

Panic crept in, raw and animal. She sucked in a breath, counted to six, then exhaled slowly, just like the therapist had taught her. She remembered what Mark called it: “the anxiety-breathing bullshit.” She almost laughed.

A pickup rolled into the lot and parked nearby. A teenage couple got out, the girl shrieking in laughter at something, the boy feigning cool boredom. Sarah waited until they’d passed before stepping out to intercept them.

“Excuse me,” she said, careful to keep the edge out of her voice. “Have you seen a man in a blue jacket, about six feet? Dark hair? Glasses?”

The teens exchanged a look. “Nah,” said the boy. “We just got here.”

Sarah nodded, thanked them, retreated.

The next hour went like that. Every time a new car showed up, she’d scan the faces, approach, and ask about Mark. The travelers all shook their heads or shrugged, as if the very idea of a lost grown man was an affront to their reality. Once, an old woman with three Chihuahuas in her lap offered Sarah a tissue, her mouth puckered in a moue of permanent concern.

Daylight was running out. The trucks turned on their headlights, turning the parking lot into a bad dream of interrogation beams and flickering shadows. Inside the Subaru, Liam had fallen asleep, head against the window, breath fogging the glass in tiny clouds. Emma sat with her knees hugged to her chest, watching something on her phone at the lowest possible volume.

Sarah went through all the steps again: Restroom. Main building. Nature trail. All empty, all silent. The only sounds were the crows and the endless hum of distant highway.

She tried the payphone by the vending machines. It was dead, coin slot jammed with a gob of old gum. She slammed the receiver down and it clanged hollow, useless.

Back in the car, she gripped the steering wheel so hard the skin on her knuckles went white. She let herself imagine, for one wild second, that Mark was just fucking with her, hiding in the woods, laughing somewhere out of earshot.

But the world was too big for that. Or maybe just too dark.

She looked at her children, both exhausted, both hollow-eyed. “Don’t worry,” she whispered, more to herself than them. “We’ll find him. He’ll come back.”

Her breath came shallow, chest refusing to expand. The Subaru’s cabin was as cold and empty as the rest stop outside.

She drummed her nails on the wheel. She stared at the men’s room door. She waited.

And waited.

And waited.
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Minutes, then hours. The clock on the dash changed in staccato leaps, but the Subaru never moved. The rest area had that end-of-the-world stillness, broken only when a new vehicle pulled in—then, just as quickly, the world retracted to three: Sarah, Emma, and Liam.

A pair of RVs pulled in back-to-back, belching out a retinue of sullen teens and their hollow-eyed, fifty-something parents. Sarah forced herself out of the car, her legs cold and dead, and intercepted the nearest mother, who wore a “Wine Is My Valentine” sweatshirt and the expression of a woman whose soul was currently in foreclosure.

“Excuse me. My husband—he was wearing a blue jacket? Dark hair? About six foot?” Sarah made herself sound casual, sane, not like the kind of woman who was one bad day away from plastering a missing person’s poster over every urinal in the state.

The woman glanced at Sarah, then at her own kids, as if counting them made the world less dangerous. “Sorry, haven’t seen him,” she said, soft with pity but already looking past.

Sarah smiled, or did something with her mouth, and drifted back toward the vending machines. Two sodas for five bucks. Emma pressed her forehead to the glass, finger tracing the row of off-brand grape soda. Sarah fished a crumpled bill from her wallet, fed it into the machine, and watched the can roll down. She handed it to Emma, then grabbed a root beer for Liam, who received it like a life preserver tossed from a passing ship.

They all just stood there, breathing together, three castaways huddled against the current.

A Civic rolled in, braked hard, and spit out an elderly couple. The man wore a windbreaker, the woman a white visor and compression socks. Sarah caught them on their way to the restrooms. “Sorry—my husband’s missing. Blue jacket, dark hair? You didn’t see him walking along the road?”

The woman looked genuinely stricken. “No, sweetheart, but I can help you look.” Her husband nodded, not speaking.

Sarah wanted to hug her, but instead accepted the offer with a brittle thank you. She could see the woman clocking the kids, the bags under Sarah’s eyes, the way her hands wouldn’t stop twitching. The woman promised to check the men’s room, just in case, then disappeared into the building.

Sarah paced. She texted, then called Mark’s phone, even knowing it was useless. “Voicemail. Leave a message after the beep.” She didn’t leave a message, because what was there to say?

She tried the payphone by the vending area again, picking up the receiver and listening to the dead hum. She jabbed at the coin return, then banged the phone against its cradle. Nothing. If Mark was out there, he might as well be on Mars.

Next came a flock of motorcycles—Harleys, all matte black with gas tank decals like biker club temporary tattoos. Sarah watched as the bikers dismounted, stretching out and lighting cigarettes in the slow, deliberate way that said they had nowhere better to be. The leader was a mountain of a man with a beard that looked capable of filtering plankton from seawater.

Sarah took a breath and approached. “Sorry to bother you. My husband’s missing—blue jacket, dark hair. Maybe you saw him walking along the road? He’s not here, and he hasn’t come back to the car.”

The big man looked her up and down, saw the wildness in her eyes, and softened instantly. “We just pulled off,” he said, voice gentle. “But if he comes by, we’ll keep an eye out.”

“Thanks,” Sarah managed.

The next hour, she just watched the sky change color. At some point, Emma slumped in the back seat and began quietly weeping, face pressed into her backpack. Sarah climbed in next to her, and let her cry it out, stroking her hair with a numb hand. Liam finished his root beer and peed behind the car, then fell asleep with his head in Sarah’s lap, body curled tight as a comma.

Sarah listened to the cars coming and going, each one arriving like an accusation, leaving like a closing door. Her phone screen glowed in the dusk: nothing new. No texts, no missed calls.

She did a last sweep: circled the restrooms, the vending area, even the dumpsters. The RV kids now clambered on top of the picnic tables, dousing them in Mountain Dew and arguing about which of them could eat more Hot Cheetos before vomiting. Sarah skirted them, heart pounding, called out: “Mark!” A few birds lifted from the pines, then settled back. No reply.

She even checked the utility building behind the restrooms, a cinderblock hut that smelled like wet dog and chemical toilets. The door was locked. She pounded on it, once, just in case. The echo sounded huge, final.

As the sun slipped behind the pines, the sky turned the color of old bruises. It was almost night.

Emma and Liam were in the car, both out cold. Sarah watched their faces, blue-lit by the Subaru’s dome light. She could stay. She could wait until morning, camp out in the car, ignore the gnaw in her gut that said this was how people ended up as names on roadside signs. But she had to protect the kids. And she knew, with a cold certainty, that whatever had happened to Mark, she could not help him from here.

She closed the Subaru’s doors softly. She took one last look at the rest area: the trucks idling at the edge, the families packed in their tin cans for the night, the empty restroom windows reflecting nothing. She walked around the perimeter, calling Mark’s name until her voice was a
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