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A Perfect Moment

Angie didn’t like driving at night. The road in front of her headlights seemed to turn slyly this way and that through the darkness, its sudden twists and turns only faintly marked by reflective warning signs. The night was warm for February, just above freezing and heavy with damp. Fog rose on the inside of her Jetta’s windows, and she switched on the A/C, cranking it up hot.

Pulling out of a particularly tight turn, she saw a deer in the ditch beside the road, lifting up its head and turning its flat, reflecting eyes toward her, a thin white mist at its feet. She flashed the high beams at it and sped on by. She downshifted to take another winding turn around a stand of evergreen trees leaning against a fence line, then sped up again. 

She didn’t want to be late to meet her sister, Zilla. She had left in plenty of time to take the back roads to Lake Navaugh, a little town in the foothills, but  that had been before she got stuck behind a jackknifed semi-truck with a flat, ten miles ago. Zilla was meeting her at a little restaurant called Olde Towne Bistro, the kind of place with buttery pastry crusts to die for and garlic roasted chicken. 

The back roads were nicer, away from the rushing four-lane highway—in the daylight.

Signs for another sharp turn glittered at her, and she pressed down on the clutch. She touched the brakes before the sharpest part of the bend. 

As she pulled out of the turn, the double yellow solid line in front of her blurred, then disappeared under a thick, low mist. 

Angie cursed and touched the brake again, and the Jetta slowed even further. Her mirror flashed white for a second. She checked over her shoulder, but there was no one behind her. The fog swirled around her tires. She emerged from a copse of close-set trees on either side of the road and the fog rose up around the car like the waters of a flood. Her headlights lay down two narrow strips of light ahead of the car. The road itself, other than the place where she would be putting her tires, was almost invisible. If there were any other animals in the ditch, they could leap out at her and hit her even before she, or they, knew it. 

· · ·

The stop sign glared at her, a sudden ruby-colored warning from the side of the road.

Angie slammed on the brakes. The car bucked as it came to a stop, its front fender just past the stop sign. She had forgotten that she’d have to make a turn before she reached Lake Navaugh, in her intense focus on keeping the car on the road and centered in its own lane.

Only darkness greeted her to the left—and the lights of Lake Navaugh to the right. No one was coming from either direction. 

But if she had rolled through the stop sign, the Jetta would have bumbled down a hillside and ended up in the small, manmade lake at the bottom. Angie turned on her blinker, checked her rearview mirror, and turned right. 

Lake Navaugh lay curled around the side of a small, man-made lake, a row of pinprick streetlights in the fog. Several of the businesses still had their holiday lights up, red and green and golden, and neon beer signs glowed. 

Angie passed an old country schoolhouse, now a Polish restaurant. After that was a tiny community center and art gallery, mostly for retirees, and a bar that was a haven for local (and well-off) bikers. A few more blocks later was the Old Towne Bistro, next door to a boutique fashion store.

Angie pulled onto a side street and parked. 

The streets were empty of cars. There were cars parked alongside the road, but no one out driving. Angie pulled her phone out of her purse, tapped in her passcode, and checked for messages. 

Zilla had texted her. Angie, have to cancel. They’re saying I plagiarized my assistant’s work? They took my award pending investigation, but all I can feel is eyes crawling all over me, staring at me. I feel so ashamed.

Angie texted her back, her whole body prickling and thrumming with anger. You have never cheated on a test or even had a parking violation in your entire life. Your assistant is out to get you. I’m driving to your hotel. It’s foggy, so I don’t know when I’ll get there. Don’t be ashamed. BE OUTRAGED.

Zilla was in town for a space conference. She was up for an award of some kind for her work in mathematics—Angie had forgotten the name of the award, but it carried a great deal of renown within her field—and Angie had been thrilled for her then, and was now devastated. She and Zilla weren’t close, but they were loyal to each other—two people who had survived the same parental war zone. Angie had emerged from it with brittle strength, sarcasm, superficial charm, and no real depth. 

Zilla had emerged from it a goodhearted, easily manipulated genius.

Angie looked around the single main street of Lake Navaugh. The mist had solidified into a curtain of fog that tested the windows of her Jetta, but didn’t quite have the authority to completely blank out her view.

She would have to drive slowly, that was all. 

She turned her key in the ignition and the engine clicked rapidly, the brake lights flashing gold in the dark. 

Not now.

She tried again, but got no better result. She popped the hood and got out, hoisting it and peering hopefully at the engine under the weak glow of a peanut bulb. The engine didn’t smell strange, and it was hot but not overheated. She checked the oil, wiping the dipstick on a fallen leaf. The oil wasn’t low. She slammed the hood and got back in.

She leaned forward onto the steering wheel, closing her eyes. “Dear universe, my sister needs me, and sooner rather than later. Please start.  Please, please, pleeeeease start.”

She turned the key.

The engine clicked, slower than before.

Angie beat her forehead against the steering wheel, then forced herself to straighten up and take a deep breath. She would have to call for a tow, that was all.

She took out her phone and typed, Car problems. On my way, will update you when I know more. I’m so sorry. Please wait up for me. And send me your hotel name and room number!

She pressed the send button and waited to make sure the text went through.

Sending…

Sending…

Eventually, she got tired of waiting for the text to send. 

Angie stepped out of the car, locking the door with her key fob, the door making a reassuring clunking sound. She hefted her leather purse onto her shoulder, pulled her wool coat closer around her, and walked quickly toward the bistro. Its warm light spilled out the big front windows, somewhat dimmed by the many posters taped to the inside of the glass. 

She would go inside the Olde Towne Bistro and call her from their landline. Then call for an Uber driver to pick her up.

If any of them would come out this far. At night. 

In the fog.

She pulled open the glass-paneled door, making a brass bell chime overhead, and stepped inside. 

The bistro was empty. The door hadn’t been locked, and the room still smelled like heaven, but no patrons or staff could be seen. Overhead, small white bulbs shaped like raindrops dangled from slim cords, and one tiny corner of the room had been set up for a musician, with a chair, a microphone, and an amp plugged in and humming. A guitar sat on a stand, waiting to be played.

The mismatched wood tables were void of diners, but not completely empty. Each had been set up with a small, flickering electric tealight candle and place settings of linen napkins wrapped around silverware. 

A latte in a big white cup had been set out on the bar. Steam still rose from the foam at the top of the drink. Angie put her hand over the cup and felt the heat. She was tempted to pick up the cup and take a sip.

“Hello?” she called. She worked her way around the bar  along a narrow aisle where a few more tables sat. They, too, were unoccupied. She grabbed a portable phone from its wall nook beside the espresso machine and hit the dial button.

The phone was silent, and did not beep or light up when she pressed the dial button again. She checked her cell phone screen to see if her text message had gone through yet.

Sending…

“Well, fuck me and marry me young,” she swore at the phones, resisting the temptation to slam one or the other of them against the bar top. She hung the wall phone back up on its cradle, then walked to the back of the bistro, elbowed open the swinging door to the kitchen and looked inside. 

The small, tightly packed restaurant kitchen was prepped for an evening’s service, with plastic tubs of ingredients laid out on one end of the room, racks full of serving dishes waiting at the other, and a hot range oven with eight burners in between. 

“Hello? Is anyone here?” 

Pots bubbled on the range, and a spoon had been set in a saucer to the side, the sauce on it still glistening wet. Angie worked her way through the kitchen toward the door at the far end, leading to a short, narrow hallway with a walk-in fridge on one side and a pantry on the other. The floor was covered with heavy rubber mats and the back door was wedged open. 

Angie opened the door wider. A motion-sensor light flickered awake as she stepped out. It had started to snow, and there were no footprints in the first few flakes that were landing—and melting—on the sidewalk outside. Other than a large dumpster, there was only a steep incline up a hill to see outside.

Angie backed inside, stopped to take a taste of the sauce on the spoon—a vodka-cream tomato sauce invested with a daring amount of roasted
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