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Evil comes in many forms.

Sometimes, it rears its head in plain sight for all to see. It arrives in the form of something as simple as an outward display of violence, or a simple act of aggression. Other times, it is more sinister. It lurks under the surface, more cold and calculating, with malicious intent, watching its target and waiting for the opportunity to strike. And then there are times when it remains hidden, existing on some dimensional plane foreign to what any of us perceive tangible—lying in wait for the opportunity to draw forth and embed itself into a fragile and unsuspecting soul. It attacks subtlety yet viciously, striking when we are at our weakest, our most vulnerable. That’s when it’s at its strongest. Taking it on in this, its most primitive and frightening form, is madness. But sometimes, some of us have no choice. 

~ o ~

Tragedy strikes when we least expect it.

Mark Kinney knows this for a fact.

He has first-hand experience.

It came to him on a rain-soaked evening, on a dark, winding stretch of road descending into a valley, while he was putting the finishing touches on a floral arrangement he hand-picked from a local florist’s garden, and tying a ribbon around a small jewelry box containing an engagement ring he had picked up from the jeweler hours ago. 

It came as he practiced the proposal in his head just a few more times before her return home, and although he was certain the answer would be “yes,” there remained just a touch of doubt—perfectly natural when asking for this type of commitment.

It came in the form of an accident that would leave him, and many of his fellow citizens in the sleepy town of Mission in the valley of Mission Hills, heartbroken. 

Everyone who grew up and learned to drive hereabouts respected Mission-Louden Road; it was the only access road into and out of the valley, and its twists and turns demanded caution, even from experienced drivers. Regardless of the many “caution” and “warning” signs posted along the ten-mile stretch through the mountains into the lowlands, and despite the 35-miles-per-hour speed limit, there were always wrecks. Most of the cars pulled from the embankment below the road were those of travelers passing through on their way to the coast, or young adults who had too much to drink but, like reckless kids everywhere, insisted on driving despite their better judgment. Residents understood the risk of the road, and although driving it was a necessary evil, being careful and respectful of it was usually enough to navigate it unscathed.   

And Eva O’Hara, a Mission native who’d driven the road all her life, would have been just fine, had she not been in the wrong place at the wrong time. 

She was behind the wheel of her SUV, coming home from her office in the neighboring town of Louden, cautious as ever as she began the descent into the valley, attentive and respectful of her situation. Although the rain was heavy, forcing her to run her wipers at high speed and drive with fog lights turned on, she remained calm and collected. 

Her mind had drifted a touch, thinking about coming home to Mark, wondering what surprise he had in store for her following a few coy text messages earlier in the day. They had been together for three years, for the last two living under the same roof. Eva was used to Mark’s surprises by now—the unexpected handpicked bouquets, the boxed and wrapped Pandora charms, and the impromptu evenings out and about town—all little tokens of his appreciation and his love. But she knew this was different. Her intuition hinted at her that she’d be starting on her wedding planning when she woke the next morning. She was overjoyed.

Two miles down the road, a small pickup was heading up into the mountains towards Louden, driven by a man who had ventured back from the coast on minimal sleep. A Louden resident, he knew the dangers of driving Mission-Louden Road at less than one-hundred-percent awareness; tonight, he chose to tempt fate. And this night, he lost.

The rain beat down in a staccato cacophony and his eyes got heavier. The pickup drifted over the center divider. The driver behind him, following at a safe distance, noticed the drifting and flashed high-beams in an effort to alert him, but the pickup driver was heavy with sleep, almost on autopilot, staring straight ahead. When his eyes were open, he was mesmerized by the rain that beat down on the road and the highly reflective yellow dividing line that twisted and turned out in front of him. What happened in his rearview mirror was of no concern.

Eva maintained the speed limit, carefully navigating each turn while she thought about what might be waiting for her at home. Giddy with anticipation, she felt the impulse to go faster, faster, to hurry home to Mark. Her good sense prevailed; whatever was waiting for her could wait a few minutes longer. 

She slowed a bit to ease into the blind curve hugging the side of the mountain; at that instant, the pickup was on her. Neither driver could see the other as they rounded the bend, and before Eva could react to what she saw, the pickup was completely across the yellow line, directly in her path.  She jammed on the breaks and swerved, but not enough. Her bumper clipped the corner of the pickup; her SUV spun on the slick asphalt and, as if in slow motion, went headlong over the embankment, while the pickup slammed full-force into the wall of rock. 

There was nothing anyone could do. The driver of the pickup did not survive the ambulance ride to the hospital; Eva had died on impact, two hundred feet below the road, crushed in her mangled SUV, only ten minutes from her home.

Mark heard the sirens as he placed the flowers on the dining table and looked at them with a critical eye. ‘Perfect,’ he thought, ‘perfect flowers for a perfect girl.’ It was a moment before the growing wail drew his attention; the sirens crescendoed as they raced through his neighborhood, diminished as they headed up into the foothills. Only then did he draw himself fully away from his inner thoughts of Eva, the ring, his perfect plan for tonight. Only then did he feel his gut heave, and his mind react. Something felt wrong.

Thirty minutes later, he found himself drenched, struggling against two local Mission police officers in front of a traffic barricade, three thousand feet up the mountain, as he watched the coroner pass through the roadblock and disappear around the winding road above. They had come for Eva.

He awoke in a hospital bed. Eva’s family, and one of the two officers he had struggled with the night before, were in his room. He was still groggy from sedatives, but he clearly remembered standing in the pouring rain, a barricade; arguing with police, collapsing; he vaguely recalled being brought in, sedated—overpowered?—by someone, then oblivion. But the moment he awoke he knew that what he’d felt in the pit of his stomach less than twelve hours before was his worst fear come true. The look—the same look—on the faces of Eva’s parents, her younger brother, and Officer J. Kelly confirmed that. 

For a few moments, while he cleared the remaining fog from his brain, he’d hoped one of them would speak, telling him that Eva was here at the hospital, maybe in the ICU, recovering from the wreck. But the waiting brought with it only silence, and despair.

Sunlight streaked into the room through partially drawn venetian blinds over the bed in which Mark lay, bathing him in warmth. The light brightened only part of the room; Officer Kelly’s bulk created an imposing shadow on the wall serving to add to the ominous silence.  Still, the serenity of the new day and its glorious weather couldn’t lift the thick malaise in the room or soften the pained expression on Mark’s face. Officer Kelly, a twenty-year veteran, had been through many of these situations in the past; but somehow this was the worst he could ever remember feeling. 

Kelly saw the question in Mark’s eyes and wished he could delay sharing the horrible news; but compassion and experience both told him delay would only make things worse.  Calmly, quietly, he provided Mark with the details of the accident, gave him the business card of Mission’s lone grief counselor, and offered his condolences, then left the family alone with their thoughts.

After spending an hour in the room with Mark, trying their best to console him and each other, the O’Haras left him in the care of a floor nurse, who explained he would be kept overnight for observation. In a quiet, muffled voice, he asked her to locate his wallet. She opened the storage closet next to the washroom, pulled out a bag containing his clothes and belongings, and carefully searched it. Once found, she placed it on the small nightstand at the side of his bed, and left him to his thoughts.

Mark turned his head slowly and fixed his gaze on the wallet, sitting at eye level. Still feeling weak, he propped himself up on the bed with his elbows until he could grasp it. He gently reached behind his driver’s license with two fingertips and pulled out the lone photo he kept in it—Eva.

He replaced the wallet on the nightstand, elevated the bed, then lay back against the pillows. He held the photo gently on his lap, felt tears run down both cheeks. With one fingertip, he traced the outline of her face and her flowing auburn hair. The tears grew thicker, faster as he stroked the outline of her face, over and over, slowly, ever more gently, until, finally, he lifted the photo against his heart. 
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Eva’s memorial service was two days after the accident. There was no viewing or coffin; no body on which to rest one’s head upon nor plant one final kiss; just a small cremation urn inscribed with her name, birth and death dates, and a beautiful etching of the beach and ocean, sitting at the center of a memorial surrounded by bouquets of flowers, written tributes, and photos.

The service was beautiful, a wonderful tribute to a woman who had touched the lives of many in the town. Her volunteer efforts in running both a homeless shelter and an animal rescue program brought her accolades, and her death left Mission with a giant hole in its collective heart. Although she and Mark weren’t married, she was a part of both the O’Hara and Kinney families, and her loss left both clans bereaved.

After the service, as the mourners filtered out, the immediate family, along with Mark, moved from the funeral chapel into a private room and waited. One by one, each member of the family entered the chapel to sit quietly with Eva and pay last respects. Mark waited until the others had finished before entering. He stood for a while in front of the memorial, marveling at the beautiful colors bursting forth from the floral arrangements surrounding it. At last he sat down in the first pew, reached into his suit jacket’s front pocket, and pulled out the photo of Eva. He wept, staring at
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