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~ 1 ~

Meg Clark was standing at the kitchen sink in her Aunt Bessie’s second-floor apartment, gazing out the window as she washed the dishes that had accumulated throughout the day. The small TV on the counter was on, and after the usual banter with the other anchors, the weatherman was giving a winter storm warning at the top of the hour.

Looking at her reflection in the window, she saw that her blond hair was hanging loosely over her forehead and brushed it back with a wet hand. Her hair and face were pale, colorless. The only hint of color was in her eyes. They looked like two pale blue marbles hovering in the air above the windowsill.

Looking past her own reflection, she could see Aunt Bessie, who was sitting at the kitchen table. Bessie was reading something. Her long, dark hair hung down like a curtain in front of her face.

Whenever Meg thought about how different they looked, Meg wondered how she and her aunt could even be related.

The weatherman, a thin, dark-haired young man named Keith Carson, said, “So with heavy accumulations and strong winds blowing the snow, we should expect to see significant accumulations before the morning commute.”

“Another classic nor’easter on the way,” the pretty blond news anchor said, laughing. Meg knew they had to keep things light, but she didn’t think blizzards were at all funny.

“You got that right,” Keith said, looking more serious than the news anchors. “This storm is going to pack quite a wallop throughout the night.”

“Did you hear that?” Meg asked.

She shifted her focus past her ghostly reflection to the bank of soot-gray storm clouds that lined the western horizon. It seemed to be moving perceptibly closer.

“What’s that?” Bessie asked without looking up from the travel brochure she was studying. At least twenty more brochures were fanned out across the table in front of her like playing cards.

“There’s a heck of a storm coming,” Meg said. She felt foolish, using the word “heck” instead of hell, but although she swore with her friends, and she knew her aunt swore from time to time, she felt uncomfortable talking like that in front of her.

“Don’t worry,” Bessie said, still not looking up. “You worry too much…always have.”

“No, I don’t,” Meg said even though she knew it wasn’t true. She did worry too much. But as far as she was concerned, she had plenty to worry about.

Finally, Aunt Bessie looked up, a faint smile twitching the corners of her mouth. The ceiling light in the kitchen reflected off the large round lens of her glasses, making it impossible to see her eyes. She took a sip from the glass of carrot juice she was drinking, leaned her head back, and sighed with satisfaction as she rubbed the back of her neck with one hand. After a moment, she turned back to her brochures.

Meg forced a smile, too, but she shivered when she shifted her focus once again to the sky outside the apartment building. Across the parking lot and the river beyond, the raft of dark clouds was moving in fast, already blotting out a huge swath of the afternoon sky. The sun was lost behind the clouds, looking like a weak light bulb muffled in cotton. In the gathering darkness, the streetlights in the parking lot and lining the street across the river started coming on. Trees stripped bare of their leaves for winter and the nearby houses and apartment buildings stood out like cutouts of black construction paper against the rapidly darkening sky. Lights winked on in several houses and buildings.

“It’s looking really bad,” Meg said as she switched the TV off now that they had started reporting on sports. She lazily washed a plate and tried to still her nerves. “We’re supposed to get at least—”

“We’ll be fine,” Bessie said, a bit snappishly. “Stop your worrying.”

“What if it snows really hard, though, and we’re stuck in the store all night?”

“Honey, we’re gonna be stuck there all night no matter what,” Aunt Bessie said. “The thing to remember is, if everything goes right, forty-eight hours from now, once we finish that damned inventory—the last one I’ll ever have to do—we’re gonna be winging our way to St. Kitts.”

“Umm,” Meg said without much enthusiasm.

“Okay, so your folks are gonna be there, too. But you and me—we’re gonna have a blast.”

Meg smiled, but she shivered again as she stared blankly at her reflection in the glass. She couldn’t help but think how much she looked like a ghost, hovering in the kitchen.

Bessie chuckled to herself, took off her glasses, and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “We’ll have tons of fun. Trust me.”

When Meg didn’t say anything, Bessie put her glasses back on and, slouching in her chair, sat there staring at her. She wasn’t smiling, at least in reflection. She looked sad, and that touched Meg. She appreciated that her aunt was trying so hard to be kind to her after everything she had been through this past year.

“You all right?” Bessie finally asked, her voice low and filled with sympathy.

Biting her lower lip, Meg nodded. But as she blinked, tears filled her eyes, blurring her vision. A thick, sour taste filled her mouth.

Bessie let out a sigh and, pushing the chair back, got up and walked over to Meg. Placing a hand on her shoulder, she patted her affectionately.

“I know what’s bothering you,” Bessie said softly.

Meg said nothing. The burning in her eyes was worse.

“I realize it was just a year ago that your friends—”

“It was exactly a year ago…today,” Meg said, her voice surprisingly strong. She was close to crying, but she told herself it wouldn’t do any good. She had cried enough over the last year, and where had it gotten her? No matter how often or how hard she cried, nothing was going to bring back Sally or Richard or—especially Al.

Aunt Bessie’s hand remained on Meg’s shoulder for an uncomfortably long time, and then she patted her a few times and withdrew it. She didn’t say a word as she went back to the kitchen table and sat down.

Meg’s vision was still swimming as she looked up and focused on the window. For an instant—so quickly it was gone before it registered—her vision blurred and her reflection shattered so that it looked as if there were one…two…no, three other reflections standing behind her. She jumped and let out a tight squeal, but the instant she blinked and looked closer, they were gone.

Meg wanted to believe that she had been seeing double because there were tears in her eyes…or that her reflection had multiplied in the double panes of the storm window…or…or something. Shivering inside, she grabbed the sponge, plunged her hands into the soapy water, and started washing one of the crusted cereal bowls from this morning’s breakfast.

Once granola dries, it’s like cement, she thought, trying to fill her mind with mundane thoughts.

“You can leave those ’til later, you know?” Bessie said.

Meg sucked in her breath and nodded but kept right on scrubbing the bowl. She wanted to empty her mind so she wouldn’t think about the accident last January that had claimed the lives of her boyfriend and her two best friends in the world.

“Hey, Ashley!” Bessie yelled so suddenly Meg jumped and almost lost her grip on the slippery bowl. “We don’t have all day, yah know?”

There was no response, so Bessie got up and walked over to the kitchen doorway. Cupping her hands to her mouth like a trumpet, she shouted down the hallway.

“Com’on, Ash! We’ve gotta get a move on!”

“All right…all right. I’m coming.” Ashley’s voice was muffled. She was in her bedroom with the door closed. “Keep your shirt on.”

Meg smiled to herself, hearing her own younger self in her cousin’s petulant tone. It always struck her as peculiar how Ashley didn’t get along with her mother when, all her life, Meg had thought Aunt Bessie was the coolest person on the planet and wished she had been her mother instead of her real mother. Not that she didn’t love her mother, she told herself, but Meg was convinced that her mother didn’t “get” her the way Aunt Bessie, the “family hippie,” did. Meg was hoping that—before long—Ashley would discover just how lucky she was to have a person like Aunt Bessie for her mom.

From down the hallway, Meg heard Ashley’s bedroom door open and then slam shut much louder than was necessary. Footsteps approached the kitchen, and moments later, Ashley appeared, wearing low-slung jeans and a sleeveless black t-shirt with the faded logo of some obscure rock band. The hem of the t-shirt was cut off, so her thin, pale white midriff was exposed. Her hair—as long and dark as her mother’s—was stylishly cut longer on the left side than the right. Even Meg thought her thirteen-year-old cousin was inappropriately dressed…especially for a night of working.

“You’re going dressed like that?” Bessie said flatly.

Shrugging and looking all innocent, Ashley asked, “Like what?”

“It’s January, for cripe’s sake, and the store—especially the backroom where you’ll be working—is like a refrigerator this time of year.”

“So?”

“So. Wear something warm, or at least bring something so you don’t start complaining first thing. Once we start inventory, we are not coming home to get something warmer.”

“I don’t see why I have to go in the first place,” Ashley said, pouting now and, in spite of her clothes, looking much younger than someone who should be dressed the way she was.

“Because I said so,” Bessie said, her voice still firm and patient.

Ashley stood in the kitchen doorway for several seconds, trying her best to glare at her mother. Then she let out a frustrated gasp, spun around on her toes, and stomped down the hallway back to her bedroom.

Vowing not to get between mother and daughter, Meg focused on her dishwashing again, trying not to think about the figures she was sure she had seen in the window standing behind her.

No, thought you had seen… It was just your imagination, she told herself, but even as she did, a shiver ran up her back. To avoid looking at the window, she stared down at her hands as she scrubbed the rings out of a coffee cup that had been sitting on the counter too long.


~ 2 ~

A gust of cold wind slammed into Meg’s face hard enough to take her breath away when she stepped out the back door of the apartment building and onto the walkway that led to the parking lot. Aunt Bessie was a few steps behind her; Ashley was last in line, dragging her feet. She was still muttering to herself about how unfair it was that she had to work all night. Whenever her mother said something to her, no matter what it was, Ashley’s only response was a sarcastic, “What-evv-errr.”

The clouds had thickened, and snow was already spiraling out of the sky. Pulling her stocking cap down over her ears and snuggling into her parka, Meg walked quickly across the snow-skimmed parking lot to Aunt Bessie’s Volvo, which was parked beside the trash dumpster. The car’s paint had long since faded to a rusty brick red, and its sides were pitted with rust and dents. A bumper sticker that read: THE TRUTH WILL SET YOU FREE, BUT FIRST IT WILL MAKE YOU ANGRY was plastered to the rear bumper along with a fading, peeling OBAMA/BIDEN sticker on the rear window.

The plow ridge at the far end of the parking lot was head-high with dirt-streaked snow and chunks of ice that were gunmetal gray in the fading light. Meg wondered where the snowplow would push all the new snow if they got as much as was predicted tonight and tomorrow.

When they got to the car, Bessie hurried to unlock the doors on the passenger’s side before she opened the driver’s door and dropped down onto the car seat. The springs in the seat squeaked like a mouse. She was huffing so hard the window frosted instantly.

“Thank God for heated car seats, huh?” she said as she slid the key into the ignition and cranked it. The car turned over but didn’t catch, so she tried again…and again. On the fourth try, after a mumbled prayer, the car started up. Once it was running, it chugged and sputtered as if not all the cylinders were firing.

Meg looked at her aunt quizzically. In the back seat, Ashley said nothing. She was slumped with her arms folded tightly across her chest, staring straight ahead as if this was the worst punishment imaginable.

I hope the heater works, Meg thought, feeling a blast of cold air blowing into her face.

The car spewed black smoke in its wake as Bessie did a three-point turn, snapping on her headlights before she drove out of parking lot onto Main Street. The car stalled once, but she quickly turned the key, and it started right up again. Before they were half a mile down the road, the heater kicked in, and soon the car was so toasty Meg took off her mittens and woolen hat, and unzipped her parka.

She craned her head forward to look up at the sky, which by now was all but pitch black. Only in the east was there a faint trace of gray sky. In the headlights, the snow created a disorienting tunnel effect.

“Will you please stop worrying?” Bessie said, casting a quick glance at Meg.

“I’m not worrying.”

“Yes you are, but it’s not like we haven’t had snowstorms before.”

Tell me about it, Meg thought but didn’t say.

“And if there’s one thing this old Volvo is good for,” Bessie went on, “it’s great in the snow.”

Meg nodded but still said nothing. She could feel the storm winding up, but it wasn’t the gathering storm that bothered her, and she wasn’t even thinking about how they’d get home in the morning, after doing the store inventory all night.

Far from it.

The oncoming storm was making her nervous because of what day it was.

One year ago—during a snowstorm exactly like the one bearing down on them tonight—Meg should have died.


~ 3 ~

The flakes were falling faster and thicker by the time Bessie pulled into the mall parking lot. Some of the stores were still open, but most of them would be closing at five o’clock. The only store that was bustling was the supermarket that anchored the far end of the mall. As always before a blizzard, people were stocking up on canned goods, bottled water, and toilet paper as if supplies were going to be cut off for weeks.

There were empty parking spaces up close to the stores, but out of habit, Bessie parked at the far end of the parking lot near the highway to allow parking spaces closer to the mall for customers…as if there was going to be a last-minute rush of people shopping for CDs or DVDs before the storm.

A touch of sadness and rising tension filled Meg when she got out and looked at the sign above the large display window of Bessie’s store.

MYSTERY TRAIN MUSIC – CDs AND DVDs AND MORE

On the window ledge facing out was an assortment of cardboard displays and stand-up posters for various bands and recently released movies. Taped to the glass on the inside perimeter were numerous brightly colored announcements for local bands. It usually looked festive, but in the dim light, everything looked dark and dusty, as if Mystery Train was an ancient relic of the past.

Meg jumped when the other car door slammed shut after Bessie got out. Meg glanced at her with a wistful smile.

“You gonna miss it?” she asked, her voice wavering.

Bessie paused as she adjusted her purse on her shoulder. Her eyes scanned the store’s display window and then the wide expanse of the parking lot.

“Nah,” she finally said with a quick shake of her head.

“Honest?”

“Well, maybe a little, but you gotta admit, I’m lucky to be getting out from under it as it is. I mean—come on. Who’s buying music and movies these days other than a bunch of old farts who don’t know squat about downloading and bit torrents?”

Meg acknowledged her point with a quick nod. She and all her friends hadn’t paid for their music for years. Still, it made her sad because from the time she was a little girl, she had wonderful memories of hanging out with her aunt at the store and, when she got older, helping out during the Christmas rush back when Mystery Train had been thriving.

But time moves on, she thought, looking up at the snowflakes drifting down from the darkening sky and wishing she could shake the growing feeling of sadness and apprehension that filled her and almost made her want to cry.

Bessie moved to the back door of the car and rapped several times on the glass with her gloved hand.

“You alive in there!”

No answer from Ashley.

“You’re gonna get mighty cold if you stay out here all night,” she said, bending down to peer in at Ashley, who was scowling.

After a few more seconds—no doubt to make her point one last time—Ashley opened the door and stepped out. She was wearing a thin denim jacket that barely covered her exposed midriff. When the cold hit her, she started shivering so hard her teeth chattered.

“’Member to lock your door,” Bessie said over her shoulder as she started across the parking lot toward the mall entrance.

“Someone’d be doing you a favor if they stole this piece of sh—ah, junk,” Ashley muttered. Her voice was low enough so her mother didn’t hear, but Meg did, and she couldn’t help but chuckle, seeing a mirror image of her relationship with her own mother…until this past year, anyway. Over the years, watching Bessie and Ashley duel had given her plenty of perspective. She could also see how much mother and daughter loved each other, and they had these spats, but Meg was positive the bond between them was strong.

In the few seconds it took for all of this to happen, the snow began to fall in earnest. The wind was picking up, and white flakes sped like bullets from the sky. They melted on contact with Meg’s face when she looked up. It felt like icy tears running down the sides of her face.

“Com’on, Ash,” she said, giving her cousin a bracing pat on the shoulder. “It won’t be as bad as you think it is.”

“That’s what you think,” Ashley said. She looked at Meg and then rolled her eyes heavenward, the hint of a smile twitching the corners of her mouth as they started walking side by side toward the mall entrance several paces behind Bessie. They were in no hurry to catch up with her. When she got to the mall entrance, she entered without bothering to wait for them or hold the door.

The instant their backs were turned to the car, though, something peculiar happened. If anyone had noticed it, they would have dismissed it as mere coincidence or a trick of the eye. But reflected in the car window were three dark, indistinct shapes that might have been caused by the swiftly moving clouds overhead. Bessie’s car was still radiating warmth from the overworked heater, so any snow that fell onto the windshield instantly melted and ran down the glass in glistening quicksilver streams.

But if Meg or Ashley or anyone had seen what happened next, they would have sworn there was no way one of the cloudy charcoal shapes actually reached out what looked like an arm and touched the window with a pointed finger. And it simply wasn’t possible that the melting water streaming down the window actually formed words on the glass.

But if anyone had noticed it, they would have been able to read the words that formed there easily.

WE DON’T LIKE IT HERE.
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Bessie was standing outside the metal gate that blocked the front entrance to the store. Meg and Ashley, both shivering, joined her there as she cupped her hands to her face like binoculars and peered into the darkness of the store. Music was blaring from the overhead speakers—Neil Young’s song about how welfare mothers make better lovers. As much as Bessie liked Neil’s music, that song had always bugged her.

“Hello? Jared! Anybody!” she called out.

The store was dark, the lights having been switched off at five o’clock to drive out the last remaining customers before they closed for the day…and forever. The GOING OUT OF BUSINESS signs had been up for the last four or five weeks. Someone—probably Jared Sorenson, Bessie’s assistant manager—had scrawled in black Magic Marker across the front of those signs the single word—TODAY! Over the last month or two, since Bessie decided to sell out and retire, customers had swooped in and bought up a huge percentage of the inventory. Bessie couldn’t help but wonder where the hell they had been when she was trying to stay in business.

The front of the store—an area in which Bessie had always taken great pride—now looked like a bomb had gone off or a Mongol horde had ridden through, pillaging and looting everything except the wooden shelves and metal racks.

Good, Bessie thought. That means there’s less to count before we box everything up and send it back to the distributors.

She’d been lucky to find a buyer—a man named Mike Feeney—who wanted to turn the place into a small, independent bookstore, of all things. Bessie was convinced he was cooking up a recipe for disaster, especially with a Borders half a mile down the road, but she wasn’t going to say anything to dissuade him. She was thankful that he was taking over the last year of her lease and that he wanted to keep all of her original fixtures. He’d already paid her up front, too, which was the only reason Bessie could afford to go on this two-week vacation to St. Kitts with Meg, Ashley, and Meg’s parents.

“Hal-ooo… Anyone alive in there?” Bessie shouted as she gripped the metal grill and shook it so hard the links rattled.

After a few seconds, a figure appeared in the darkened doorway at the back of the store and ran up the center aisle toward them.

“Sorry ’bout that, Mrs. Bee,” Jared said. He was, as usual, wearing “distressed” jeans and a sweatshirt with holes in the elbows. “Didn’t hear yah ’cause of the music. I was out back.”

He was smiling as he darted up onto the deck behind the cash register and pressed the red button on the wall to open the gate. The machinery clanked loudly as the gate lifted, but it wasn’t loud enough to drown out the blaring music. The grill rolled up slowly until it was barely above their heads. Then he pressed the button again and stopped it so they could duck under.

“Anyone else show up yet?” Bessie asked, looking around. She had to shout to be heard above the music.

“Phil’s out back.”

“Will you please turn that damned music down? Christ, they can probably hear it at the other end of the mall.”

Jared bent over and fiddled with the controls until the volume decreased…slightly.

Meg and Ashley were both hanging back. Ashley’s scowl had deepened, probably because she didn’t like Jared. She thought he was your basic stoner-slacker who was probably going to be collecting welfare, now that he was out of a job. More times than she cared to remember, she had complained to her mother that someone should remind Jared that—even here in Maine—most people had an acquaintance with soap and water.

Meg jumped and skittered out of the way when Jared stood up and hit the red button again, and the gate started to close. She blinked as she looked around but then was startled again when Jared spoke up.

“I see you brought reinforcements,” he said. “Hey yah, Ash.”

Ashley consented to glare at him, but she didn’t offer a return greeting. Instead, she fished her cell phone from her jacket pocket and started texting Loraine, her best friend, no doubt complaining that she had to work tonight…all night.

“Hey, Meg,” Jared added. “Good to see yah.”

He held out his hand for her to shake.

“Yeah—umm, you, too,” Meg said. They made brief eye contact as they shook hands, but she quickly broke contact and looked away. In the corner of her eye, she thought she caught a flicker of motion over by the display window, but when she looked directly at it, there was nothing there.

“You look different,” he said, narrowing his eyes and studying her. “You cut your hair or something?”

Meg shook her head, no.

“You guys know each other?” Bessie asked, looking from one to the other.

“A’course we do, Mrs. B,” Jared said. “We went to high school together.” And then to Meg, he said, “So how’s college life treating yah?”

Meg nodded, feeling suddenly nervous. The prickling sensation on the back of her neck made it feel as though someone she couldn’t see was standing behind her, staring at her. She felt compelled to turn and look again, but she held that impulse in check.

“It’s—ah, it’s all right,” she said. “Really different, that’s for sure. How ’bout you?”

“Same old, same old,” Jared said with a shrug. “Working here full time and going to community college. Mostly ’cause of money, you know?”

“I hear yah.”

Bessie walked over to the gate and, stepping on the edge to push it all the way down, made sure it was secure. Then she glanced over her shoulder
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