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    A MOTHER’S LOVE FOR HER CHILD IS LIKE NOTHING ELSE IN THE WORLD. 
 
    IT KNOWS NO LAW, NO PITY, IT DARES ALL THINGS AND CRUSHES DOWN REMORSELESSLY ALL THAT STANDS IN ITS PATH. 
 
      
 
    AGATHA CHRISTIE 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    To my husband Ron, for all my butterflies 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Some books are based on a true story; 
 
    This book is based on the worst story. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    VIRGINIA 
 
    Her red hair kept floating to the surface of the water. 
 
    I didn’t mind. I liked it there. I always knew where she was. I didn’t have to stalk her social media sites, or drive by their house, or look at the file on my computer with the photos I’d scoured from the internet and collected into a collage of sun-leathered cherry. She was contained. 
 
    Organized.  
 
    Exactly where I’d left her and exactly where I’d put her.  
 
    Underwater. 
 
    There were fish in the lake that had begun to tear at her skin. Rubbery skin that was bloated and stiff to touch. I liked touching her skin this way. I’d imagined all the ways that I’d have cut her before I’d killed her to make her bleed. I never got to really see her bleed. I wasn’t sure if her blood was still liquified or if it’d congealed. 
 
    When blood touched air, it was thicker. If the heart was no longer pumping the blood through her body, was it coagulated? I wanted to cut her body to see what would happen.  
 
    If it would bleed.  
 
    I decided to cut her face. Her face, just between her nose and her mouth. The place he’d first put his mouth. Maybe.  
 
    Maybe he’d kissed her lips first. Maybe not, since she was a whore.  
 
    Her upper lip to the center of her nose, right between her nostrils. 
 
    One cut. 
 
    Her mouth said his name while her back was arched, and her nails clung to his shoulders. Her mouth swallowed his promises with no regard for his wife and his child at home.  
 
    His family. 
 
    When I reached for her hair, my hand stilled in the sunlight. 
 
    No, don’t cut her up. Don’t play with her. Eventually, she’ll be eaten, and there will be no evidence. Bones will sink. Push her back out to the middle. 
 
    I rocked back on my heels. The dock was unsteady and the waves lapped at the weathered wood. I reached for the oar at my side. 
 
    It was easy to lose myself in her death. To bask in the lifeless body floating in my lake. The same fish that Molly had caught repeatedly with her pink fishing rod nipped and feasted on membrane, a banquet far more appetizing than the nightcrawlers from the beverage store in town. 
 
    Leave no evidence. Protect. 
 
    Not him, though. Not Martin. He wasn’t worth it. He was never worth it. 
 
    But Molly. 
 
    For Molly, who was defenseless. Who never saw her coming.  
 
    Molly, who trusted her mom and dad like any seven-year-old girl should.  
 
    Molly who believed the lies the psychologists told her. Platitudes of blended family bullshit. She was a special girl because she had one more parent who loved her. One more parent to go to her dance recitals, or watch her at cheerleading practice, or teach her how to French braid. 
 
    One more special person in her life. 
 
    Molly knew stepmothers gave stepdaughters poisoned apples, but I promised her that only happened in the movies. 
 
    Pinching my eyes closed at the memory, I gripped the oar handle, screaming inside.  
 
    Molly. Molly. 
 
    I released a throaty sound that helped me lift the oar over my head. I beat her, watching her red blob of a face bob up and down on the surface of the water. I came down a second time with the edge of the paddle, screaming. Crying. Choking on my own hair as a gust of wind caught the blonde strand and flipped it between my teeth. 
 
    I hated. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ONE 
 
    The sheet of ice-snow aimed sideways at the windshield, shrouding our vision faster than the wiper blades of his old Chevy Silverado could handle. I gripped the side of the door, communicating silently with him. Slow down. 
 
    “It’s never been this bad. Not even that Christmas in Erie.” He let off the gas a bit, coasting through another darkened ditch of snow who-knows-how-many-feet deep.  
 
    “Jake, they closed the road up ahead. There’s a wreck. We should get off here. There’s an exit,” I urged, reading the notifications on the navigation app on my phone. 
 
    “Shit. Just a bunch of houses though. We can’t just sit in the truck, Lizzie. It’s freezing.” 
 
    “Look,” I corrected as we approached an ice-baked sign. “Her Bed & Breakfast. That’s something.” 
 
    “Don’t B&Bs require reservations?” Jake eased off the highway, peering through the darkness. “We can’t just show up, can we?” 
 
    “It’s kind of an emergency situation. And it’s Christmas. Seriously, what grinchy people would turn us away on a night like this?” 
 
    “People who don’t want strangers showing up at their house in the middle of the night.” He sat up straighter, gripping the steering wheel. 
 
    “It’s not like we won’t pay. Come on, it’s worth a try. I’ve had to pee for an hour.” 
 
    Jake sighed a sigh that usually accompanied my highway rest-stop requests. Being a passenger in a car made me nervous, and nervous made me pee. Unless I was driving, I was counting mile markers until the next toilet. 
 
    “Alright. Can you maybe Google a phone number? Call with a heads up?” 
 
    I reached for my phone, shrugging. “No reception. It’s been spotty for twenty minutes.” 
 
    He nodded, maneuvering off the exit ramp. “Tire tracks. Someone else got off here recently. I wonder if they had the same idea we did.” 
 
    “Maybe. The sign said turn right.” 
 
    He did, shaking his head as he pulled onto the darkened road. 
 
    Ten minutes passed before we saw another sign. “Left,” I murmured, though I was sure he could clearly read the same sign. 
 
    “I have no idea where we are. We’ve never pulled off this exit, not in all of our trips back and forth to your parent’s house.” 
 
    “Because there’s nothing here. This B&B is new. I’ve never even heard of it.” 
 
    “This feels like a dirt road.” He crawled over the existing tire marks with the ease of a four-wheel-drive pickup. “The people before us turned here, too. If the owners had a room, it might already be taken.” 
 
    “I’ll sleep on a couch. I just want to wait out this storm a little. We still have almost three hours to drive.” 
 
    Jake squinted, leaning forward. “Is that another sign?” 
 
    “Left again. Maybe an old farm house converted into an inn?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I’d feel more comfortable taking you somewhere with at least one Yelp review.” 
 
    I automatically glanced down at my phone again and lit the screen. “Ooh. Service. Okay, hold on, I’m searching.” Text messages began sliding through, my notifications dinging incessantly. “Oh, it’s the kids. And my parents. They’re worrying about us. Hold on, let me tell them we’re okay- oh, shit.” 
 
    “Shit is right.” 
 
    He turned right onto a long, dark drive with a looming farmhouse in the distance. “Is that Cal’s SUV?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Seriously?” He pulled in next to the red Ford Explorer as I read Cal’s text out-loud. “Lana and I are stopping. The weather is too bad. I talked to the kids. Check in with them when you can.” 
 
    Our three kids were staying with their grandparents in Pennsylvania over winter break while their two sets of parents went back home to Ohio. It made sense that my ex-husband and his wife would be on the same route that we were, but I paid no attention to what time they’d left. 
 
    “Ah, yes. A B&B with your ex-husband and his wife. Just what you wanted for Christmas,” Jake murmured, turning off the engine. 
 
    I pressed my fingers to my temples, attempting to think this one through. 
 
    The weather is bad. 
 
    The four of us, me and my husband, and he and his wife, stranded. 
 
    Together. 
 
    “I hate everything,” I mumbled, and he exhaled at my favorite frustrated sentence. 
 
    “You don’t hate everything, you hate him. We’ll be okay. Come on.” 
 
    I reached for my purse and reluctantly climbed out of the warmth of his truck, sliding down the leather seat into the snow.  
 
    I didn’t hate Cal. I thought back to our neighbor in the house next door growing up when I’d exclaimed that I hated my third-grade teacher after I’d earned my first B, breaking my perfect record of straight As. She’d clucked her tongue and shook her head and said, “Now, Lizzie, we don’t say hate. You say strongly dislike.” 
 
    I strongly disliked Cal. Like, super strongly. 
 
    He’d been my first everything. Boyfriend, if you could call a man of twenty-seven a boy-anything. Virginity-taker. Not that he deserved me. No, it was more about being in the right place at the right time. Eventually someone had to have that responsibility.  
 
    It just so happened that I ended up marrying the jerk. 
 
    “Come in! Oh, you must be freezing, hurry, hurry!” 
 
    A blonde woman burst through the front doorway, clinging to the thick, thigh-length white sweater around her torso. I had only moments to take in the unbelievable structure before me. 
 
    A house, with sharp towers and turrets that reminded me of the Victorian mansions in the movies. Asymmetrical with enormous bay windows. Stained glass panels. A candle in every window with lighted garland, cheerfully reminding me that it was Christmas Day. 
 
    “I’ve got our bags, honey, go,” Jake called. I sent him a thank-you through the biting wind, cringing as the wetness seeped into my boot-like slippers. The quilted footwear should have come with a warning. Not intended for actual use. 
 
    I loved how Jake was super manly. And I say that in the most kill-feminism-good-and-dead way. He was testosterone and muscle all wrapped up in chivalry and consideration. After three years together, I knew that it wasn’t an act. This was him, and I’d hit the jackpot. 
 
    I deserved the jackpot after the jackass. 
 
    “You poor things! I don’t know how you made it through on these roads. They are never plowed. Thank heavens for four-wheel drive,” the woman said, ushering me to the vestibule just inside the house. 
 
    Grand. The only word my eyes could translate as I took in the elegance of the home. It had been painstakingly restored to its heyday, and I was stunned that my internet search didn’t return pages upon pages of this architectural beauty. 
 
    “How ‘bout that for a coincidence?” 
 
    Cal’s voice sounded to my right. It was like a car horn. 
 
    Not a full-bodied, deep horn. More like a polite Japanese car.  Meep.  
 
    Jake was a Cadillac. 
 
    I rolled my eyes.  
 
    “Yeah, weird. Have you talked to the kids?” I asked, diverting our conversation to our only common denominator. Kids. Three humans. Leah, Clay, and Lilly. L name for the girls like Lizzie. C names for the boy like Cal. Eighteen, sixteen, and twelve.  
 
    Oh, how I’d tried. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re fine. Our parents were worried. I just let them know we’re all fine when you guys pulled in. Not one goddamn tow truck in the entire state of Pennsylvania.” 
 
    I cringed. I hated when he swore, especially in front of strangers. Or women. Or children. 
 
    “Yeah.” I turned back to our host just as Jake entered with our bags, offering her an apologetic smile. “I’m Lizzie, and my this is my husband, Jake. Thank you so much for opening your home to us. We saw the sign off the highway.” 
 
    The woman beamed, her blue eyes sparkling in the refraction of the crystal chandelier above us. “My pleasure! Virginia Townsend. I only just got the sign up on the highway. You’d never believe how expensive those little squares of advertising space can be.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement, thinking it was a little strange for her to talk about money in our first conversation. But I was a professional overthinker. A writer. So, I ran her statement through my anxiety-driven mind and regurgitated the meaning to be tell me you’re going to pay me for staying here. 
 
    “I can give you our credit card now?” I began, reaching for my purse on my arm. She held her palm up flat, shaking her head with wide eyes. 
 
    “Oh, no, no, please. I’m happy to have the company on a holiday. It’s just me, so the holidays can get lonely. Please, accept my hospitality.” 
 
    She spoke with a maturity that exceeded her age. I guessed that she was around fifty, no more than fifty-five, but I was terrible at estimating a person’s age. So much went in to the equation. Smoking, drinking, sex, drugs? Sunbathing without sunscreen? Genetics? I caught Lana’s face in my peripheral. Take Cal’s wife, for example. Thirty-two, but looks ten years older. The expression ridden hard and put away wet crept to mind, and I smirked inwardly before chastising my immaturity. 
 
    “Thank you, that’s really nice of you,” Jake said, cutting me off before I could insist. Jake was the yin to my yang. I’d have insisted on paying, but Jake knew when to accept courteousness and when to pinch a penny. 
 
    I’d give away the shirt off my back, but Jake found free shirts and hoarded them for hard times. 
 
    “There, now, a man who knows how to accept graciously. It warms my heart, especially on Christmas, to help travelers in need.” She gestured toward the stairs. “I already put Cal and Lana in the big room, but I have a beautiful room in the east turret that overlooks the lake out back. I think you’ll love it.” 
 
    Cal and Lana. First name basis already. I smiled, taking my bag from Jake. He tried to grip it, but I pulled harder. He started to protest but I shot him a silent look. I am woman, hear me roar.  
 
    He let go. 
 
    The room was unbelievable. Unique. Like the castle tower in a fairytale. “Wait until the sun comes up and you see this view!” Virginia exclaimed. The walls were 365 degrees of clear glass with no dressing; I could see our reflections in the blackness outside. A single pewter candle adorned the windowsill facing the street, with one wireless LED light meant to look like a flickering flame. “Bathroom just through here with Jacuzzi tub. Feel free to enjoy. Pretend you’re on vacation,” she added with a conspiratorial wink.  
 
    Jake and I both gave her wide, tired smiles. “Thank you so much, Ms. Townsend,” I replied, and she reached to grasp my hands in hers in an old-fashioned way. 
 
    “Please, please. Call me Virginia. If you’re hungry or would like a glass of wine or sherry, feel free to join us in the parlor.” 
 
    I thought of the hundreds of license plates we’d seen on our way to the beach last summer. Virginia is for Lovers. Virginia was all for lovers, it seemed. Virginia wanted us to use the Jacuzzi, like, immediately. 
 
     “Real nice of you. I think I’m ready to get some rest,” Jake replied. There was something about his voice when he talked to strangers that reminded me of a cowboy. Mighty nice of you, ma’am. Mighty nice. It was charming as fuck and I hoped by rest he meant do me because I suddenly wasn’t tired anymore. Or maybe I was. I wanted his dizzying foreplay and then the two or three mind-blowing orgasms I knew he’d deliver. Then sleep.  
 
    “Of course! Breakfast at seven,” she said. I realized how much taller she was than me or Jake. Jake and I were both about the same height, him slightly taller when he wore his cowboy boots. But Virginia was at least 5’11”. 
 
    “Thank you,” we echoed in unison as she closed the door behind her. 
 
    I called the kids and my parents, explaining the highway closure and how we planned to be back on the road first thing in the morning. I let them know their dad was staying at the same B&B, which earned me a groan of comradery from my mother. 
 
    “Merry Christmas to you,” she said, as sweetly as possible in front of her grandchildren. 
 
    Jake and I exchanged a smile written in our own secret language. 
 
    No kids. 
 
    Kids are fine. 
 
    Stranded. 
 
    Can’t get to work, sorry, bosses, guess we’re stuck. 
 
    Jacuzzi. 
 
    B&B for free. 
 
    I walked to him and he wrapped his arms around me. “Well, this was a weird night.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I replied. 
 
    “I could go for a beer.” 
 
    “Sorry, darling, but all we have is sherry.” I used my worst soap-opera rich-person accent, and he grinned. 
 
    “You’re telling me you don’t want to go downstairs and mingle?” 
 
    “Ew.” 
 
    He laughed, turning for his bag. “So, comfy pants and TV?” 
 
    I glanced around the room and found a fortyish-inch I hadn’t even noticed. Of course Jake had scoped out the TV. “More sportsing?” 
 
    “A little foosball.” 
 
    “Yay.” 
 
    “I’ll just check the score,” he promised, but I shrugged. 
 
    “It’s okay, I’m really tired after all.” I realized he hadn’t heard my internal dialog earlier as I battled between a good night’s rest and one of Jake’s epic marathon love-making sessions in the Victorian-castle-Jacuzzi. 
 
    I tried to decide if sleep won over sex because we were over the honeymoon, or if I was just forty now and my sex drive was slowing down. I did that often, though. I overanalyzed my decisions with Jake. His actions with me. I wondered if he did that with me, too. I was his third wife, and he was my second husband. It was only natural to pick apart the good, the bad, and the ugly and to thoroughly vet and dissect all of it. 
 
    That shit was all so exhausting. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked from across the room, as though he could sense my change in mood.  
 
    He was good at that. Being in tune with me. It was one of the things I absolutely adored about him. 
 
    “I’m good. I’m going to try out the fancy shower.” 
 
    “Great! Enjoy. Use all the hot water so Cal doesn’t have any.” 
 
    I giggled at his childish order, saluting him and heading for the bathroom. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TWO 
 
    The shower was easy to turn on. I’d been in enough hotel rooms traveling for my day job to quickly decipher how new faucets turned on and off. The heat from the water created an instant steam that fogged up the glass walls. I immediately felt less self-conscious. 
 
    I’d locked the door, but still. 
 
    My body image was a constant struggle. I’d battled with weight all through school, and being tall for a girl, carried a little proportionate extra. When I’d gotten pregnant with Leah at nineteen, the doctor told me that I was underweight for 5’6”. But that was all he told me. So, I figured that meant eat macaroni and cheese and cookies until Leah was born. I’d put on sixty pounds and lost it within the first year. It came off easily back then with the help of mixed-CDs ripped off Napster and a Tae-Bo DVD.  
 
    But I never felt beautiful. 
 
    Cal would call me fat as often as possible. I’d get angry but I took it. My body wasn’t shaped the same as it had been as an eighteen-year-old girl. I went from an A cup to a C cup almost overnight. I had an hourglass shape that used to be a tomboyish figure. But I’d had a baby, and having a baby changes a woman. 
 
    So I’d heard. But Cal insisted I was just fat. 
 
    I got thin again, and Cal didn’t like that. When Leah was almost a year old, he fucked me on the living room couch but didn’t pull out. He stood up and counted on his fingers. “December,” he announced, as though his seed was my gift and I’d be bestowed with his offspring in ten short months. 
 
    He was right, and I was “fat” again. 
 
    This time, it was around my hips. Love handles, as they were so affectionately called. But that time, I gained thirty pounds. And Clay was born. 
 
    I struggled after Clay. I kept the weight. Things went from bad to worse with Cal. But eventually, I lost the extra pounds again, and then some, thanks to Weight Watchers.  
 
    Cal didn’t like that. He didn’t like the short skirt I’d bought at Target for my soon-to-be sister-in-law’s bachelorette party. Cal thought other men would be looking at me since I wasn’t fat anymore. 
 
    So he fucked me on the couch and he didn’t pull out. And ten months later, Lilly was born. 
 
    I closed my eyes, cringing at the typhoon of negative energy filling my body.  
 
    Let it go. Move on.  
 
    I have moved on.  
 
    I’m with Jake now. Not that I needed a man to define my self-worth or self-image, but he made me feel beautiful, all the time, twenty-four-seven. And he told me I was beautiful. He called me beautiful, like it was my name.  
 
    Beautiful Lizzie. 
 
    The hot water pulsed on my back. 
 
    I’d lost a lot of weight after the divorce but gained some of it back. Jake didn’t care, and he told me so. When I said I hated how thin Lana was in a petty outburst, Jake only narrowed his eyes and declared he liked his woman to look like a woman.  
 
    I liked how he said wo-man. Emphasis on the whoa. 
 
    I took a moment to appreciate how clean the shower was. Virginia obviously had her hands full with such a huge house. I imagined there had to be a maid service that she hired to help her with the cleaning and upkeep. 
 
    I’m definitely paying her. Even if I have to send money after we leave. 
 
    I had a hard time accepting anything, especially gifts, which made Christmas and birthdays a nightmare for Jake. I assured him that all I ever wanted were memories with him, but he really liked our memories to include diamonds. 
 
    I had no idea why my mind suddenly decided to dredge up the past. I’d worked hard to leave the details of my previous marriage exactly where they belonged in my new marriage with Jake. Buried. Real deep. But having Cal and Lana somewhere in the same house with me only poked me in the feelings. 
 
    In the years since our divorce, I’d spent one night with Cal. Lilly was admitted overnight in the hospital, and Cal insisted on staying at the hospital with me. I wasn’t leaving Lilly, of course, so I had to endure Cal’s snoring for five long, miserable hours from across the hospital room. In those hours, I thought about so many things.  
 
    Murder and suicide. Birth and death. Marriage and divorce. 
 
    By morning, I vowed to never spend another night in his presence, no matter what the situation. 
 
    And yet, there I was. 
 
    I got out of the shower and dried with one of the oversized white towels rolled and stacked in a nearby basket. They smelled like bleach, one of my favorite scents. Jake hated the smell of bleach, which might have been his only downfall. 
 
    Narrowing my eyes, I focused on a large, brown stain as I sloughed the water from my legs. Old blood, I thought. Gross. I wondered how someone who so meticulously kept her home would allow for a blood-stained bath towel to be placed in a guest’s room. 
 
    Maybe she uses a laundry service, I thought, choosing a different towel to finishing drying. I felt like an ungrateful shit for critiquing my free towel in my free B&B on the worst weather night of the year. 
 
    I’m still paying her. 
 
    “The highway is back open, even though the snow hasn’t let up,” Jake called as I slipped from the bathroom toward our suitcase. “We can leave first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Great. What happened to football?” 
 
    “Just basic cable. The WIFI appears to be down. And no reception on our phones again. No network. How is that possible? We’re not that far off the highway.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s the storm, who knows. Though I don’t understand how that would affect cell towers.” 
 
    “Me neither.” 
 
    I dug lotion out of my bag and found my oversized Cleveland Indians t-shirt to sleep in. I hated sleeping with wet hair, but I was too tired to dry it. I never woke up looking like I’d just gotten wind-kissed by salty beach air. I woke up like I’d slept in our barn and our cow had been licking my head all night.  
 
    “This house is really neat, but kind of creepy.” Jake gestured to one of the dozen or so oil paintings on the wall, each one a random nineteenth century portrait. “A lot of eyes. I get the feeling somebody’s watching me.” 
 
    I giggled. “Every move you make, every breath you take.” 
 
    He chuckled at our goofy exchange. That was us. We were always in each other’s heads, finishing each other’s sentences. We were a match made in Heaven. 
 
    Or an online dating site. 
 
    “Your eyes are so blue tonight,” he said, and I smiled at him. I would catch him staring at me all the time, never critiquing. Always admiring. Even on my worst days, when I would let the whispers in. 
 
    That look is so unflattering. 
 
    Why do you never let me see you naked? 
 
    Fat bitch. 
 
    After so many years of an abusive marriage, I couldn’t help but balance all the new good I was fed daily from Jake with the old bad from Cal. Jake knew it and could feel the scales tip back and forth when he’d compliment me. 
 
    “You’re beautiful. Come here.” 
 
    He’d always tip them further in his favor, chasing away the dark demons of the past. I backed up to him, hugging his arms securely as he kissed the back of my hair. I didn’t mind that his hands rested on my belly, even with my stretch marks.  
 
    . . . 
 
    I was an early riser, especially when I wasn’t in my own room. Jake was snoring softly on the other side of the bed. Reaching for my phone, I lit the screen to see it was 6:30 a.m. 
 
    Still no reception. 
 
    I slipped quietly to my bag, rooting through to find something presentable. A glance in the mirror confirmed my dark hair was a matted mess. I finger-combed as best I could before slipping on some warm leggings and a zippered hoodie. 
 
    The house was quiet. I prayed I didn’t run into Cal or Lana downstairs. I knew, from what the kids told me, that Lana was a heavy sleeper like Cal and would sleep until noon if given the opportunity. With the first hints of dawn through the oversized, stained-glass windows, I was able to see more of the detail in the home.  
 
    The carpet was red and dramatic, with a Persian design that was typical of the Victorian days. I’d written a Victorian-era romance and had used specific words to describe the carpet my bare feet padded over, but they escaped me in my search for coffee. 
 
    On the way down the incredibly wide staircase, I noticed a narrow staircase above me. A third floor. Probably a servant’s keep, once upon a time.  I made a mental note to ask Virginia about them later. 
 
    “Hey. You hear from the kids?” 
 
    I jumped and stifled a scream. “Jesus, Cal.” 
 
    “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you. We don’t have reception. Do you?” he asked, unlacing one snowy boot. 
 
    “No, we don’t either. I’m sure they’re fine. They’re with my parents, so they’re being thoroughly spoiled.” 
 
    He sat down at the kitchen table, shrugging off his coat and cursing. “The fucking car won’t start. I think it’s the battery. Do you think I could get a jump from Jake when he’s up?” 
 
    I rubbed my eyes. Cal was a lot to take, especially in the morning before coffee. “Sure. We weren’t up too late, so he’ll be awake soon.” 
 
    “Good morning,” Virginia said, carrying a carafe of what I hoped was coffee to the kitchen table. “I hope everyone slept well! Were you warm enough?” 
 
    “Toasty,” I replied, smiling. “Thank you again. Your home is so lovely.” 
 
    She beamed, retrieving two coffee mugs from the cabinet. “You’re a dear for saying so. It was a pet project of mine for some time. Trying to restore the place to its original beauty.” 
 
    “You’re doing a great job,” I answered, trying to be conversational while simultaneously scoping out the coffee bar. Sugar. Cream? 
 
    “Cream?” she asked, as though reading my mind. 
 
    “Oh, yes, please.” 
 
    “And you, Cal?” 
 
    “Whatever you got, thanks,” he answered. 
 
    “You mind if I play some music? I love music.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes but held my smile. Who didn’t love music? “Of course. It’s your house,” I replied. 
 
    “Well, I like to be mindful of my guests,” she explained, crossing the large kitchen to a vintage radio on the buffet. I knew the old-time record players were a current fad, but this one looked like an original.  
 
    The song crackled as she set the needle to the grooves of the record. The music flowed through the old speakers, bottled and bluesy.  
 
    “Oh, you like jazz? I love jazz,” Cal commented, pouring himself a cup of coffee. “Listen to that trumpet.” 
 
    Virginia retrieved the pitcher of cream from the refrigerator with a slight shake of her head. “That’s a cornet, Cal. And that’s the late, great Louis Armstrong.” 
 
    A woman’s woeful voice sang lyrics I couldn’t quite interpret with no caffeine in my system. “Yeah? Sweet. I’m a fan. Jazz, blues, all of it. Hey, Lizzie, remember when we went to the Gary Clark Jr. concert downtown that time?” 
 
    I exhaled slowly, dumping sugar into my coffee. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Cal did that. He brought up things we did in our past constantly, whenever we spoke. I never could figure out if it was because he missed our past life or if he just lived in the past.  
 
    I cringed as I thought of Lana. If I were him, I’d live in the past, too. 
 
    “St. Louis Blues. And that’s Bessie Smith on vocals. It’s said that, right before this performance was recorded, she was telling the crowd how the song made her think of her own death,” Virginia explained as she gathered ingredients for what appeared to be a huge breakfast. 
 
    I widened my eyes at the tabletop, wondering how I could politely excuse myself and take my coffee back to my room with Jake. 
 
    “That’s so sad,” I managed, lifting my eyes to her.  
 
    “Music has charms to soothe a savage breast,” Virginia recited before confirming my suspicions that she was quoting. “William Congreve.” 
 
    Who? Uh-huh. “Could I trouble you for another cup? I’d like to take Jake some coffee.” 
 
    She turned and looked at me for a long moment, finally nodding. “Oh, of course, honey. So, you and Cal are divorced?” she asked, retrieving another mug and placing it on the table. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied, glancing at Cal. He was busy fixing his own coffee.  
 
    Sugar. Cream. He preferred half-and-half, not the non-dairy coffee-creamer Virginia had provided. I could read his thoughts. 
 
    They were always very close to the surface. 
 
    “And you have children together?” she urged. 
 
    “Three. Two girls and a boy,” I answered. “Leah, Clay, and... and Lilly.” 
 
    She regarded me for a long moment. “Oh, how darling. For the first letters in each of your names. How old?” 
 
    I swallowed a hard gulp of coffee, gripping the mug handle. It usually took a moment for people to pick up on that, unless they chose their own children’s names in the same fashion. “Yes, I was that trendy mom. Eighteen, sixteen, and eleven. Twelve, I mean,” I corrected. 
 
    “And Jake and Lana? Do they have children also?” 
 
    Too much information. I took another sip, and this time Cal answered. “Lana has a daughter from her first marriage. She’s three.” 
 
    Yes, do the math, Virginia. I suddenly wanted her sympathy. Sympathy from this woman I barely knew. I wanted her to string the puzzle pieces together to recognize that Lana had left her husband for a married man, after she’d just had a baby herself. 
 
    I did that a lot after our divorce. I’d tell every female I came across the entire story of how my husband of nearly two decades had cheated on me and announced that he was leaving in front of our three children. On the night before Thanksgiving.  
 
    I told the customer service representative at my car insurance company, when I called to take Cal off my policy. Because he’s a cheater, I’d say. My dental hygienist. I have cavities because of him, because he makes me grind my teeth when I sleep. The mortgage company, when I explained I wanted the house to go to foreclosure because I wanted his credit ruined. 
 
    I wanted their comradery, their sister-power. Their tsk-tsk-shake-of-the-head combo.  
 
    I wanted someone to understand my pain. 
 
    Clay still hated Thanksgiving. 
 
    The trumpet, or cornet, or whatever the hell it was whined in my ear. I hated Jazz. “Jake has two grown sons,” I managed, finishing my coffee. I liked to pound the first cup and nurse the second. “Virginia, do you happen to have a land line? Neither of us can seem to get network reception in the house.” 
 
    Virginia paused her egg-whisking, nodding our way. “Oh, yes, it’s a frequent problem, especially during weather events. No landline, unfortunately. When I had the house remodeled, I had the existing landlines removed for faulty wiring, but didn’t see a need to replace, since I relied on my cell.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Cal acknowledged. “This house really is cool. Lizzie is an author, did you know that? She writes books and loves to research historical homes. This would be a perfect setting for a murder mystery or something.” 
 
    Virginia laughed, and I cringed at Cal. Again with his detailed knowledge of me.  
 
    I wanted that knowledge back. I wished that the dissolution decree included an amendment that stated, “Spouse B no longer has any intimate memories of Spouse A, and vice-versa.” 
 
    Oh, how I wished I had no intimate knowledge of our history. 
 
    “That’s so interesting! Do you write under your name, or a pen name?” Virginia asked, heating a cast-iron skillet. 
 
    “A pen name. I use my grandmother’s maiden name.” 
 
    Because I had to rebrand my self-published books after Cal. Because even though my children had his last name, I didn’t want it, and I certainly didn’t want my books to tie me to him in any way. 
 
    They were my escape. 
 
    “I better run upstairs and check on Lana. Hey, do me a favor and knock on my door when Jake wakes up?” 
 
    I nodded, sipping my coffee.  
 
    The air around me seemed lighter, and it was easier to breathe. Virginia arranged some bacon in a dish. I assumed she’d fried the pork in the same skillet, before the eggs. 
 
    Use the bacon grease, Lizzie. The eggs will taste delicious. 
 
    I remembered my grandmother’s words from so long ago. 
 
    “It’s still very raw between you two,” she said. “I can feel it. Was he the one to leave?” 
 
    I inhaled slowly.  
 
    Exhaled even slower. 
 
    “Yes. Cheated.” 
 
    She nodded, brushing her hands over her half-apron. “I had one of those in the past. Cheating husbands. It gets easier.” 
 
    I kept my eyes in my coffee mug, focused on a single, rogue ground. 
 
    “Yes, it does. Every year. It’s been three.” 
 
    Virginia didn’t look up from the skillet as she said, “Would you like me to join you for breakfast?” 
 
    How in the hell was I supposed to respond to that?  
 
    No, thanks, I don’t like people. Truth. 
 
    I don’t eat in the mornings. Lie, I was starving. 
 
    I’ll wait for Jake. He never ate until midday. 
 
    “That would be nice. I’m so sorry, I should have offered to help. Here I am just sitting here being served. What can I do?” 
 
    Virginia smiled at me, one of those too-wide smiles. “It’s my pleasure! But I’d love a hand with the danishes. They’re cooled enough now for icing. Would you mind?” 
 
    I gave her a hesitant grin, nodding. “Um, sure. But I have to warn you in advance. I’d be much better at doing the dishes or something. I can’t cook. Or bake. And sometimes I can’t microwave either.” 
 
    She laughed. Her tittering chuckle was musical, like she was humming a song.  
 
    “Oh, Lizzie, icing is the easy part. Here.” 
 
    She gathered a bag with a plastic tip in her hands, one of those professional-looking kinds they used on baking shows. I watched her frame the cheese danish with a squiggly line, and then mimicked her movements for the second one.  
 
    I was a pro. 
 
    “See? Easy-peasy, Lizzie.” 
 
    Easy-peasy. She said my name like we were old friends. 
 
    I relaxed, continuing with the other ten danishes on the sheet before me. “My mother never liked to bake, so I guess that’s why I don’t.” 
 
    “I used to bake with my daughter all the time,” she answered. 
 
    “How fun. Leah has always liked to be in the kitchen, but Clay has no interest. Lilly used to love it when I’d cut her sandwiches into shapes, but that was really all she cared about when it came to food.”  
 
    I exhaled quickly, focused on the pastries. 
 
    “Molly would have been an excellent pastry chef.” 
 
    I could sense her tone had darkened, and I lowered mine to match. “Leah loves to bake. She makes the best cupcakes. I thought maybe she’d want to pursue baking when she got older, but she’d gotten away from it. She wanted to be a veterinarian for a long time, though I’m pretty sure all girls do at some point. She’s got her eye on a few colleges and is thinking of going into teaching, or literature. Or maybe both.” I laughed softly. “What did Molly end up doing?” 
 
    When she didn’t respond right away, I looked at her. She stared at the floor. 
 
    “She ended up decapitated, in the backseat of a car.” 
 
    I dropped the bag in my hands. The mostly-full plastic balloon hit the floor with a thud, and when I bent to retrieve it, I tried desperately to gather myself. 
 
    What in the actual fuck did she just say? 
 
    An ice-cold breeze touched the back of my hand, and I noticed the panel on the underside of the kitchen island was slightly ajar.  
 
    Must be loose. 
 
    How do I respond to her? 
 
    Jesus Christ. 
 
    “I’m so sorry. Oh my God.” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry, I don’t know why I said that. She died in an accident,” she corrected, giving her blonde head a pat. Her long hair was drawn into a ponytail, lending her a much younger appearance. 
 
    I still had no idea how old she was. 
 
    “That’s terrible. I’m sorry,” I repeated. 
 
    The record stopped, and Virginia hurried to the machine. In seconds, a new record played. I recognized this one. “Come Go With Me” by the Del-Vikings. One of my mother’s favorites. 
 
    Far too upbeat for the shitshow this conversation had become. 
 
    “We all have a past,” she answered. Her statement should have sounded cryptic, but instead she added a shrug to lessen the importance. 
 
    We all had a past. Every one of us. 
 
    I never iced anything so fast in my life. As soon as I finished the last danish I patted the side of my leggings. “Well, I better bring Jake some coffee. He’s a bear without coffee in the morning.” 
 
    She answered with a sideways smile as she continued chopping bacon into bits. “You’re a good wife, Lizzie.” 
 
    I managed a quiet thank you, nearly running for the stairs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    THREE 
 
    My eyes burned by the time I reached our room. 
 
    I couldn’t stop replaying her sentence, over and over again in my head. Like a creepy horror movie carousel, with pipe organ music and spinning lights. 
 
    She ended up headless. 
 
    Headless. 
 
    Something had happened to me when I had Leah. I used to be an adventurer. I thrilled at rollercoasters. I loved driving fast. I absolutely reveled in horror movies, especially the series ones with creepy slasher-men who never died and never sped up but always seemed to outrun his teenage victims. 
 
    When I gave birth to Leah, I got scared. 
 
    I had this tiny, defenseless thing that I cared more about than my own life. I rushed her to the emergency room for every bump and bruise, and there were many, since Leah was born with my adventurous temperament.  
 
    I refused to leave her to go anywhere, not even with my parents. Definitely not with Cal.  
 
    Cal could be a monster. 
 
    The thought of my child, in a car accident, dying. 
 
    I let the tears come. They were coming anyway, no sense in holding them back. 
 
    “Hey, baby, what’s the matter?” 
 
    Jake was up and fully dressed, and I nearly ran into him as I burst through the door. The hot coffee tipped a little over the edge, burning the back of my hand as I tried to steady the mug. 
 
    “Nothing. Nothing, I just heard a sad thing. I was talking to Virginia, and she had a daughter who was killed in a car accident.” 
 
    Jake was used to my emotional outbursts by now. I was hot tempered and quick to snap, but never held a grudge and was usually over my mood within the hour. I lit fast and burned out just as quickly. 
 
    “That is sad.” He hugged me and paused for an appropriate amount of time. “Still no cell reception?” 
 
    “None. And Virginia didn’t bother having a landline installed when she had the house remodeled and the old one removed.” 
 
    “Who in the hell doesn’t have a landline in a house in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    “I could see how it would seem unimportant at the time, since we all depend on our cells so much now,” I defended, feeling strangely protective of this woman I knew very little about. 
 
    Her child died. She deserves the benefit of the doubt forever. 
 
    “Yeah, just irresponsible though. Especially if you’re running a business.” 
 
    I nodded, handing him his coffee. “Oh, and Cal asked if you’d give his car a jump. He thinks the battery died.” 
 
    Jake rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I’m going out there anyway. Anything to get us all back on the road as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Well, not too fast. Virginia slaved over a huge breakfast downstairs, and I don’t want to be rude and refuse it. And I made danishes.” 
 
    “You made danishes?” 
 
    I smirked. “Well, I made them fancy. With icing.” 
 
    He grinned and pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Okay. I’ll drink this, then head outside to figure out the vehicle situation.” 
 
    Once we were both ready to leave the room, we stepped into the hall at the same time Cal and Lana were walking to the stairs. Lana gave me a sideways look before avoiding me altogether. 
 
    Yes, I hate you too, glad we’re on the same page. 
 
    “Need a jump?” Jake began conversationally, and Cal nodded.  
 
    “Yeah, the goddamn thing won’t turn over. It’s got to be the battery.” 
 
    I cringed at his language again.  
 
    “I have to dig the truck out, no problem. We’ll get it taken care of,” Jake replied, always so amiable. No matter how long I ranted about Cal, Jake always listened without participating. Sometimes I wanted him to participate. He was my best friend. I craved his snarky comments about Cal, though they were few and far between. 
 
    He was just a respectful guy, and I loved him for it. 
 
    “There they are! Shovels are by the front door, but I have keys for the tractor, which has a plow. There’s not much gasoline left, mind you. Whatever you boys are willing to do, I’d be so grateful.” 
 
    She gestured to a tractor out the front window, and Jake snatched the keys to the giant John Deere faster than I could look his way. “You got it. Glad to help. We appreciate all you’ve done for us.” 
 
    Virginia was staring at Lana while she responded to Jake. “Of course. As I told Lizzie this morning, I’m glad you ended up stranded here. You made my holiday brighter.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes but held my smile.  
 
    No, you never said those words. 
 
    You talked about your headless daughter, but you never said you were glad we were stranded. 
 
    “Jake and I live on a hobby farm. Any opportunity to drive a beast like that, he’s happy,” I joked, elbowing my husband playfully. 
 
    “Yeah, farm boy’s got this,” Cal replied with a snicker. 
 
    I glared at him. 
 
    “And Lana, good morning to you. Can I get you a cup of coffee?” 
 
    Miss Personality, who I not-so-fondly referred to her as behind closed doors, shrugged. Her resting bitch face... rested. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    I wanted to snap at her, but I held my tongue. 
 
    Sure, thank you. Learn some fucking manners. 
 
    The men disappeared out the front door, leaving the most awkward threesome on Earth to share breakfast together. 
 
    Virginia started another record. “Dream Lover” by Bobby Darin. Another of my mother’s favorites. 
 
    “How did you sleep?” Virginia asked, placing an empty plate in Lana’s hands.  
 
    Lana shrugged, mumbling a thank-you under her breath. “Okay, I guess. This house is big. Kind of like the ones in those ghost hunter shows.” 
 
    Virginia snorted a laugh, shaking her head. “No ghosts in this house, dear. Just memories.” 
 
    Lana nodded, continuing to the buffet-style layout before us. She took a bagel and some cream cheese, probably the only thing Virginia hadn’t made from scratch. I could sense our host’s disappointment, so I made sure to load my plate with bacon and eggs- and a danish, of course. 
 
    “Yes, yes, get some of everything. I love to cook, but I love seeing someone enjoy my cooking even more,” she emphasized. 
 
    We all sat at the impressive dining room table, just beyond the kitchen. I noticed the chairs had casters on the bottoms, and rolling over the carpet felt oddly normal. 
 
    “If I ate that much in one sitting, I’d puke,” Lana said, looking at my plate. 
 
    I clenched my teeth together, refusing to lift my eyes from the table. 
 
    Virginia was looking at me, I could feel it, but I still said nothing. 
 
    “Well, you’re a tiny thing. A little throughout the day, then,” she said. 
 
    “Hopefully Cal gets the car running and we’re on the road soon,” Lana answered. 
 
    God, she was so fucking rude. If Jake and I were a match made in Heaven, Cal and Lana were a match made in the backseat of his car. 
 
    “Yes, yes. Soon enough. I heard the highways are open again, but the snow just won’t stop.” Virginia gestured to her. “Cal mentioned that you have a daughter. I’ll bet she’s anxious for her mommy to get home.” 
 
    Lana shrugged. “She’s with her dad. She’s fine.” 
 
    I poked at my eggs with my fork. The old music poked at my patience 
 
    The record player was strangely unnerving. The entire scenario I’d walked into was surreal enough as it was without adding some soundtrack from a misplaced decade. 
 
    I’d managed to avoid Cal’s wife for most of the three years since we’d been apart. Even in the beginning, when I found out about their affair, I didn’t confront her. 
 
    I wasn’t afraid. On the contrary; I was so furious, I was afraid of what I might do, and the consequences of my actions. 
 
    I had my children to think about. 
 
    And the children would talk. I’d learn this or that about their new stepmother. At first, they gave her the benefit of the doubt, because they were my innocent, beautiful children. 
 
    Then, eventually, Leah saw it first. 
 
    She’s weird, Mom. Just weird. 
 
    The more I learned about her over the years, the more I hated her very core.  
 
    What kind of woman was she? 
 
    There were so many checks and balances that always ran through every fiber of my being. Morals, values, karmic awareness- whatever the term may be for a simple conscience- I had too much of it. And I was proud of my conscientious behavior after Cal left. 
 
    I didn’t realize what my life with Cal was until he was finally gone. 
 
    My therapist had terms for him. Narcissist. Alcoholic. Abusive. 
 
    But she had words for me, too. Co-dependent. Traumatized.  
 
    Cycle of abuse, roller coaster of stupid.  
 
    Violent argument. Honeymoon phase. The slow build to the ruptured volcano that became our marriage.  
 
    When I went down the online rabbit hole of identifying all the things he was and all the things I was, and all the things we did, our imminent ending made logical sense.  
 
    But she made no sense. Lana made no sense. 
 
    At first, I felt sorry for her. I could almost relate to her. Young, stupid, naïve. Soaking up his charm, dangling on his words, ruled by his emotions. Poor, poor, senseless girl. 
 
    And she was less than me. Less in so many ways, my pride declared. Less successful. Less beautiful. Less intelligent. Less independent.  
 
    Less wary. 
 
    But how many times, at the very end of our marriage, had I fought Cal’s onslaught of verbal and physical attacks with my own daring words? It was when I finally clapped back at him that he lost interest in me.  
 
    When I finally figured him out.  
 
    And the jig was up. 
 
    He needed someone to control. Someone less than him. Someone who had no standards, no self-worth, and no sense of right or wrong. 
 
    Someone more like him. And the fact that she was an alcoholic meant they already shared the same hobbies and interests. 
 
    I wondered for a moment about her baby. Her daughter. Gabrielle. Another innocent victim in her mother’s lack of. 
 
    What kind of mother was she? How mortifying to tell my child the tale of when I wrecked another woman’s home, destroyed her family, traumatized her children, and broke her own father’s heart. The example I’d set for my own children was the only reason I’d held my head high and clung to my class after Cal left, refusing to stoop to destroying her. 
 
    And oh, how I could have destroyed her. 
 
    I paired my daughter, Leah, and her daughter, Gabrielle in a side-by-side, imagining their futures. 
 
    Leah would date a man like her father. She’d recognize, through counseling and experience, that she was co-dependent like her mother, and the man that she’d inevitably choose would be a narcissist like her father. But she’d be drawn to what she grew up with and what she knew. And she would fight, because my Leah was a fighter. She’d fight through the confusion, and she’d meet another man who was kind and gentle and loving, and she’d fight again because being comfortable was even more confusing that being abused. 
 
    The world called Leah a girl with “daddy issues.” I called her heroic, because I knew what she battled with every single day. 
 
    But Gabrielle. A baby. 
 
    She’d grow up with a passive stepfather, assuming her idiot mother stayed married to my ex-husband. The kind of man who complained about her to others and tolerated her in private. A man who would use her as a chess piece in countless arguments with her mother. 
 
    The man who taught Leah never to trust a man. 
 
    Part of me wanted to shrug my shoulders, and part of me wanted to swoop in and protect this child from what was to come. All I could do was not think about her, the baby, the leftovers in a massacre that will shape her entire future. 
 
    Cal called me several times, mulling over the fact that Lana was pushing him to marry her. “She’s jealous that you and Jake are engaged,” he told me, right after I’d posted my clichéd, gushingly excited engagement ring photo on Facebook. 
 
    “Um, okay,” I’d replied, immaturely satisfied. 
 
    “She wants me to propose.” 
 
    He waited. He wanted me to mother him. Give him advice. Tell him what to do. Support his decisions. Nurture and coddle him. 
 
    If I could have tapped my right fingertips against my left fingertips and whispered moo-ha-ha without him hearing me, I would have. 
 
    “Well, marry her already, Cal. You’re clearly perfect for each other.” 
 
    Marry her so I can watch. Marry her so karma can dance around and shit on your foreheads. Marry her so I can pop some popcorn and confirm that a zebra never changes his stripes. 
 
    “Your kids are probably missing you so much, Lizzie,” Virginia said. 
 
    I lifted my eyes from my plate, glancing between her and Lana. 
 
    “I miss them like crazy. I keep checking for cell reception every few minutes. I’ve never felt so far away from them.” 
 
    Lana rolled her shoulders back, arching one eyebrow. “Gabby is very independent. She likes to be away from me sometimes. She will do great in preschool.” 
 
    Lana knew how much school my kids had missed throughout the aftermath of the divorce, and I knew that was a direct shot at me. 
 
    “Some kids are just born with a strong connection to their mothers,” I fired, too sweetly. “Not every mom feels that bond.” 
 
    “I do,” Lana defended, glaring at me.  
 
    She had green eyes and red hair, exactly like the main character in a series I was writing. I’d left the story untouched since the divorce. When I finally decided to pick it up again, I was going to make sure my main character visited a salon in chapter one. 
 
    “Of course you do,” I countered, the artificial honey in my tone easy to manufacture after years of working in customer service. I turned to Virginia. “Lana quit her job as soon as she and Cal got married so she could be a stay-at-home mother for Gabby. You know, for the two weeks a month she’s not with her father.” 
 
    My comment delivered its desired effect. Lana slammed her fork down, sliding her chair back and leaving the room without a word. 
 
    I flushed, embarrassed I’d lost my maturity in front of our hostess.  
 
    Virginia’s cool hand covered my own, and she patted softly. 
 
    I lifted my eyes to hers. 
 
    “People are only offended by the truth of their actions,” she said, with kindness. 
 
    Kindness was something I was used to in my life. I grew up with kind parents, kind teachers, kind co-workers and kind friends.  
 
    Cal had been the only unkind thing in my life, and he married the other unkind thing in my life. 
 
    “I know, you’re right. Still, that wasn’t appropriate. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No need to apologize. Here now, let’s get you another cup of coffee,” she said, pushing her chair back before I could protest. 
 
    While she was in the kitchen, I looked at my phone. 
 
    Two bars. 
 
    Frantically, I drafted a text first, a group text to all the kids and my mother and father. 
 
    Me: We are safe, just about to get on the road. Call soon. Spotty reception. Everyone good? 
 
    I waited an endless minute before my phone notified me of an incoming text. 
 
    Leah: We’re good Mom! We love you! 
 
    Mom: All good honey. Where are you? Where did you end up staying? We can’t find the bed and breakfast you told us about last night online. Is it new? Which exit did you get off? 
 
    My mom was famous for novel-length texts.  
 
    I started to draft a return text and lost connection. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    “Here you are!” Virginia appeared with the white carafe again. “Sorry it took so long. I had brewed a fresh pot and it was just finishing.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I actually got a text to go through and got a return text before losing reception again. Kids are okay, which makes me feel so much better.” 
 
    “Of course it does, Lizzie,” she agreed. “Good to hear.” 
 
    “Well, we’re fucking stuck.” 
 
    Cal’s voice sounded from the foyer, and I stood, my nerves already frayed. I met him in the front entryway. 
 
    “Could you not swear?” I hissed under my breath. 
 
    “Sorry but it’s fucking cold.” 
 
    I wasted three seconds trying to grasp his logic. 
 
    “The Explorer won’t start. And neither will your truck.” 
 
    “What? Seriously?” 
 
    “Jake’s out there now. He thinks it’s either a bad cell in the battery, or the alternator. Or maybe the fuel line is frozen. Who knows. Any cell reception?” 
 
    “Still no.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    I ignored that one because I felt the same way. 
 
    “Well then! We’ll just have to make the best of it, won’t we!” Virginia called cheerfully from the living room. 
 
    Cal and I exchanged a mutual annoyed/ frustrated/ irritated glance. 
 
    I hated that we could still do that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    FOUR 
 
    Virginia offered for Jake to push the truck into the oversized, detached garage adjacent to the house. “I couldn’t begin to tell you what’s in there, Jake. My ex-husband wasn’t much of a mechanic, but he owned a lot of tools. If you know a little bit about fixing cars, some of it might be useful.” 
 
    Jake knew enough about fixing cars to accept her offer. 
 
    Cal lifted his eyebrows in his over-animated way. “I could help a little. Maybe we could get at least one car running and get to a phone. How far’s the closest house from here?” 
 
    I could tell Jake was totally against spending the day in a garage with Cal. Virginia looked thoughtful, pointing toward the back of the house. “Just beyond the lake, through the woods, about six miles. 
 
    Six. Miles. 
 
    Six miles was an easy hike in July. Six miles in my fancy leather Christmas-dinner boots in the middle of a December snow storm in Pennsylvania was another story.  
 
    “I’d offer you my vehicle, if I had one,” Virginia said. “After the accident, I stopped driving. I have some friends in town; they’ll give me rides when I need one.” 
 
    Of course she didn’t have a vehicle. 
 
    “You’re more than welcome to go exploring, if you’re brave enough. Both the house and grounds. I have plenty of cold weather gear, both women’s and men’s. My ex-husband left behind a lot of clothing.” 
 
    There it was again. Ex-husband. I felt like she was presenting me with the information as a form of emotional currency. I feel you, Lizzie. I am here for you. 
 
    I wondered if the ex-ing happened before or after their daughter died. 
 
    “Thank you. I’ll take you up on that, if you don’t mind. I was going to ask you if I could explore the house first, actually. It’s so beautiful,” I added. 
 
    “Then I’ll explore outside,” Lana sniped, crossing her arms over her chest. 
 
    Virginia looked between the two of us, and Jake gave a low whistle, slicing the tension in the room. “I’ll be in the garage. Cal, you can come if you want.” 
 
    Cal was at Lana’s side in an instant.  
 
    “Nah, I think I’ll go outside with Lana. You said you have men’s snow gear?” he asked Virginia. 
 
    I tuned out their conversation, looking at Cal with Lana by his side. She was much shorter than me, and much younger than him. Twenty years younger. He bowed to her every will like she was some kind of trophy wife, though I struggled to articulate an actual title for her. 
 
    Recovering drug-addict. 
 
    Active alcoholic. 
 
    Resting bitchfaced adulterer. 
 
    Bad mom. 
 
    Worse step-mom. 
 
    Convenient. Convenient Wife. There was nothing trophy about Lana. 
 
    I didn’t remember much about the day Cal left.  
 
    I remembered crying. I told him to leave, and to never to touch me again. 
 
    The first nights were the worst. At night, my tortured memory would wonder the most arbitrary things about my marriage. I’d wonder about the last time my husband had kissed me. Had it been the morning of the big reveal? The day before Thanksgiving, when he had admitted to having an affair, was called The Big Reveal in my mind. I had felt like I was going borderline crazy back then. I was living in a game show and the extent of our many years had culminated into that one moment. The Big Reveal.  
 
    Had I kissed him that morning? No, he’d left before I’d woken up. 
 
    The night before? I knew he’d started eating dinner in our bedroom, away from me and the kids, so I doubted I’d kissed him then either. 
 
    I hadn’t wanted to kiss him anymore by the day of The Big Reveal. I guess my lips knew before my heart did. 
 
    The way the pain would wrap around my chest like a vice still surprised me. I tried not to think about that day, ever. Spending so much time with Cal and Lana was starting to rekindle old memories better left dead and buried. 
 
    Virginia showed Cal and Lana to the room with the clothes they’d need to go outdoors, and Jake wrapped his arms around me. 
 
    “This sucks.” 
 
    “Yeah. But it could be worse,” I assured him. 
 
    He raised his eyes, backing up a bit to look down at me. “Could it? Really?” 
 
    I laughed, shrugging. “Maybe. I could be stranded with two broken legs and my number one fan.” 
 
    “Even worse. I could be at work,” he added with a grin. 
 
    Even in the most dire situations, Jake made me laugh. 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Speaking of... I know you want to tour the house. Maybe you’ll be inspired to start writing again?” he suggested. 
 
    I shrugged. “Maybe.” 
 
    He kissed my lips before heading for the garage. 
 
    I hadn’t written in three years. I spent way too much emotional energy focused on being a single mom, then meeting and falling in love with Jake, all while trying to maintain my day job at the insurance company I worked for. Writing had been my escape from all of Cal’s bullshit. My wonderland of make-believe. He couldn’t touch me there. 
 
    But maybe that’s why I never saw it coming. 
 
    I had to be aware with Jake. Alert. Present and available. Writing took me away, and I wasn’t prepared for that. 
 
    Not yet. 
 
    I got a Brother typewriter for Christmas in second grade. This was after writing story after story with pen to paper. My mom and dad knew how much I loved to write and fed my creativity with the best tools they could have ever offered me.  
 
    Freedom. 
 
    I had very little boundaries growing up. No bedtimes, set meal times, or really rules of any kind. I watched HBO in the late ’80s and early ’90s. I watched Saved by the Bell and I watched Romancing the Stone. I loved Annie and I loved The Bodyguard. I read “Little House on the Prairie” by Laura Ingalls Wilder and “Flowers in the Attic” by V.C. Andrews. No censorship.  
 
    I learned by making good choices and bad choices. In our household, it was all about the Golden Rule. That’s how I learned, and that’s how I grew up.  
 
    We lived in a big, blue colonial home next to the most magical woods in the world. In the summer I’d wake up, run to the woods, and spend the day there. Sometimes there was a helicopter crash that left me and my brother and sister as orphans, fending for ourselves in the wilderness. Sometimes we were international spies, and our missions would take the better part of the day to prepare (passports using Newsweek photos and detailed maps drawn on brown paper bags.) We built actual fires, cooking our food over the open flame even though we had a gigantic kitchen stocked with groceries at our disposal.  
 
    We used our imagination.  
 
    Most of the time I was a princess, of course. But I was more than just a princess. I was an escaped princess, running from a castle, protecting my baby doll from the evil wrath of a king who hunted me down and threatened my execution for my infidelity with his knight. When I wasn’t play acting, I was playing Barbies. I had one Ken and about twenty Barbies, so Ken and his harem would often find themselves in precarious situations.  
 
    I wrote and wrote and wrote. I wrote poems that made absolutely no sense but sounded deep enough to convince my teachers that I was weirdly talented. I joined a writing club in school that competed against other schools. I won a blue ribbon for a story about a woman who buys an old answering machine at a garage sale, goes home, listens to the message, and hears that a drug deal is going down later that night. (Because most criminals leave their criminal buddies messages on their answering machine, detailing the events of their criminal plans.) 
 
    I wrote a story about Kate and Jack. Jack was cheating on Kate- with the sexy secretary! And they had a four-year-old daughter. Even though I was only twelve, my grandma loved it. She was very proud of my imagination and told me so as we snuggled on the couch to watch our daily dose of Days of our Lives. 
 
    I was a chunky kid with glasses, crooked teeth, zero sense of fashion, unkept permed hair, and acne. I was never teased, or if I was, I never knew it. I lived in the la-la-land of my own imagination. By the time I got to high school, I grew out of the awkward and found a better sense of myself.  
 
    I grew up. I wrote more stories. I wrote fan fiction before fan fiction had a name. I researched past lives. I researched Cambodia. I researched music. I researched everything I could in my dusty collection of Encyclopedias. I wrote more. I wrote utter shit purely for enjoyment. I wrote seedy stories and I wrote poignant stories. 
 
    As I would tell my kids- writing, just like anything, was a skill. Some skills come naturally, some you must work at. Some will never exist no matter how hard you try. Or they may exist, but may not exist well. When you are doing something that you love, you want to do it. And therefore, you do more of it. And the more you do, the better you get. 
 
    The English language and I were torrid lovers. We fought, we spun, we italicized and we ellipsed. We began our journey together sometime around 1983. Sometimes I wrote like I was holding a feather quill, feeling very pretentious and deep and showy. Sometimes I was gritty and grainy. Sometimes I alliterated like it was nobody’s business. 
 
    But that was me, and that was the way I liked it.  
 
    My writer’s voice came with time, and practice, and experience. It came differently with each character. When I wrote, I did what I loved, but I wrote only for passion. To make writing my sole source of income- to depend on others to buy my books for me to feed and clothe my children- would completely take the fun away. It would eliminate my personal therapy session that consisted of a solid block of time and nothing by a cup of coffee and the keyboard in front of me. I submitted zero query letters to publishers or literary agents- not for fear of rejection, or lack of time, or any other reason. I chose not to go that route, and I loved having a lucrative hobby. 
 
    I had a career at great company. That was my job. Writing was my love. 
 
    My memories were based on a true story.  
 
    Fiction delivered me from evil. 
 
    I wandered through the front parlor into the back parlor to wait. If my memory of the book research I’d done served me correctly, most Victorian-style mansions had both a front and a back parlor, and I was right. The mansion already had a dining room, so I expected this room to house a quintessential claw-footed billiard table.  
 
    I was pleasantly surprised to find a library. Enormous floor-to-ceiling shelves were a booklover’s dream. I ran my fingertip over the spines of the books that were at eye-level, marveling in the rough binding embossed with smooth lettering. 
 
    Moby Dick. 
 
    The Great Gatsby. 
 
    The Scarlet Letter. 
 
    It made sense that Virginia had so many books, and I had a strong feeling she’d read every one of them. They weren’t part of the décor. Literature meant something to her. Words were her strength. 
 
    Her character. 
 
    I chose the Scarlet Letter to personify my mood. Opening to a page in the middle, I realized that the spine was broken and bent to the place where I’d chosen. There, in pencil, was underlined a single passage. 
 
    “Thou shalt forgive me!" cried Hester, flinging herself on the fallen leaves beside him. "Let God punish! Thou shalt forgive!” 
 
    I tried to remember my tenth-grade honors literature class. We’d read and discussed The Scarlet Letter, but I wasn’t going to pretend I’d opened the book since. This part, however, was clear. 
 
    She wanted forgiveness. She wanted God to judge.  
 
    He wanted revenge. 
 
    I was thinking about Cal again, no matter how much I tried to distract myself with Hester’s shenanigans.  
 
    There were only so many days that we were privileged to spend in the world, and some become more important than others.  
 
    Birthdays. Holidays.  
 
    Firsts and lasts.  
 
    The night before Thanksgiving, three years ago, had become all of them to me. 
 
    I wanted to proclaim that it was the day I was born out of the wreckage of chaos and abuse. That it was the day my strength, in its most primitive form, emerged from a spring so deep inside, I wondered if I could ever tap that source again. 
 
    In actuality, it was a Wednesday that I merely survived. 
 
    I slipped into automation, and the memories were like dead, falling leaves. Crumpled, with no rhyme or reason for where the wind takes them. 
 
    I’d left work early the day before Thanksgiving to try to get everything that we needed for dinner the next day and beat the holiday rush. The store was a madhouse anyway, despite my best efforts to avoid the lines.  
 
    I’d tried calling Cal several times from the store. I knew he also got off work early that day. 
 
    He wasn’t answering. 
 
    I’d suggested we spend our first Thanksgiving in all our years together alone, just us. Me, Cal, and our three children. 
 
    He’d responded with a shrug. 
 
    I knew that the night before Thanksgiving was the biggest drinking night of the year, thanks to so many years of being with an alcoholic. 
 
    At first, back in the good ol’ days of 1997 when we’d first met, I’d made a joke that the bar was the proverbial “other woman.” I’d developed a sixth sense long before his first DUI, knowing exactly when the next binge would occur. Now that I’d had plenty of therapy, I knew my sixth sense was actually my subconscious recognizing the cycle of abuse. 
 
    Back then, it was just a “Cal’s about to get drunk and abuse me” feeling. 
 
    That Thanksgiving eve, as I’d roamed around the busy wholesale club trying to decide whether Cal would want turkey, or ham, or both, I’d stopped at a kiosk of white t-shirts for sale. 
 
    Whenever I got stuck in flashback mode, I always thought about those goddamned white t-shirts. 
 
    Me: Cal. WHY aren’t you answering me!? I’d texted him for the third time. 
 
    As I stared at the t-shirts, thinking that Cal needed some new shirts but believing he was drinking away his paycheck at the bar, I fought with the simultaneous urge to make him happy and then immediate disgust with myself for the way that I let him treat me. 
 
    I threw the pack of t-shirts in the cart and checked out, deciding I was going to catch him in a lie. 
 
    But also wanting him to have nice t-shirts. 
 
    This internal emotional battle described our entire marriage. 
 
    His work was right around the corner from the store, so I drove through his parking lot. 
 
    His car was not there.  
 
    Check. 
 
    It was time for him to reply to me and tell me he was “still at work.”  
 
    We both knew the script by now. 
 
    Liar. 
 
    I waited, wondering which bar he’d gone to. 
 
    My text sounded, and I glanced down at the message on the screen. 
 
    Cal: Sorry, I was talking in the parking lot. You can call me now. 
 
    He was a talker. He knew I’d buy this excuse. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, a million thoughts running through my head as I reached for my phone.  
 
    Why do I continue to take this from him?  
 
    Why do I let him lie to me?  
 
    Have I lost so much self-respect that I just don’t even care anymore? 
 
    Is this just what keeps my engines running? The fight? 
 
    I knew that I cared. I cared enough to visit a lawyer the last time he’d grabbed me by the throat and shoved me into the closet door. 
 
    But then, he was sorry. 
 
    He was sorry, he’d never do it again, blah blah blah... but the words he spoke were silent compared to the psychology of it all. The Cycle of Abuse, detailed in a colorful poster on my psychiatrist’s wall. For me and Cal, it would be time for the honeymoon phase, the part of our marriage I looked forward to the most. 
 
    He would cuddle me, shower me with attention, tell me what a brilliant writer I was and how lucky he was to have me and the kids. He’d make sure we spent time together doing the things that I loved, like walking through the park or seeing a movie. He would morph into the Cal that I fell in love with, and though I knew deep down it would be short lived until the build-up began again, I was so fucking starved for attention that I’d just let it be. 
 
    I always ended up staying. To We The Abused, the honeymoon phase is crack.  
 
    Mostly, I couldn’t imagine having to hand my children over to him if we split up. I’d quit my job twice to stay home with them over the span of years, knowing that when Cal was in charge, the kids would end up crying and calling me home from work anyway. His way of parenting included screaming and berating them, and all of my kids had ended up developing some sort of anxiety disorder over the course of their lives. 
 
    I hated this part of my thought spiral. This is where I blamed myself. 
 
    It’s my fault for staying so long.  
 
    But it wasn’t my fault, I’d been assured by newer and more improved psychiatrists. The cycle of abuse was a chemical reaction in my brain, just like love. Or hatred. Or anger. I was Pavlov’s pup.  
 
    I caught Cal in his lie that day. But this time, the bar wasn’t the other woman. 
 
    His young, married co-worker was the literal other woman. Lana the Convenient. 
 
    Cal told me all about how he’d been making out with her in his car at the local park- and yes, he told me all about it in front of our three children- when he got home that day. Oh, how our babies cried. Anger, sadness, confusion. It could have been gentler. Easier. Delivered in a way that didn’t cause every single one of them to suffer from PTSD. 
 
    Well, maybe. I was the close your eyes and count mom. He was the rip-the-Band-Aid off dad. Either way, it hurts. 
 
    We had been nearing the end. I kept a lawyer’s business card in my wallet for the next time he raged at me. Choked me. Pushed me. Slammed my head against a wall.  
 
    I’d built a support system. I’d been to therapy. I had an escape plan. I saw him start to turn his rage to our children and it was time to get out. 
 
    He knew it. I asked him to get help for the bazillionth time.  
 
    I’ll be there for you, I’d tell him.  
 
    I’ll help you fight your demons.  
 
    I’ll be your best friend.  
 
    I’ll support you through it all. 
 
    But, he would never change.  
 
    You never really know yourself until it happens to you. For some reason, bruises and abuse weren’t enough to leave, but my husband putting his tongue (and other little parts) into another woman’s body was a hard NO from me.  
 
    I had screamed at him to leave. He looked at me almost dumbfounded, like he couldn’t believe that I was actually making him leave. That I wasn’t begging him to come back to me or demanding to know where I could find this little cunt to slice her face. 
 
    “But I love you both. I know I love you. I think I love her.” 
 
    I wanted him gone.  
 
    I packed all his shit into our family suitcase, as much as I could stuff, and told him it was over. Forever over.  
 
    And it was. 
 
    So, the next day, on Thanksgiving, I cooked a turkey for our kids. No one ate. 
 
    We put up the artificial family Christmas tree. I threw away all the old bulbs and bought new ones. Leah decorated. 
 
    We turned off the music because we couldn’t stand it. 
 
    We became our own little country. Me, Leah, Clay, and Lilly. 
 
    The four of us... when there was four. 
 
    Their dad was gone that night, and life as they knew it was over. 
 
    I put them all to bed and sat in the dark, staring at the blurry, white Christmas tree lights through tears.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    FIVE 
 
    I was dreaming. 
 
    I was falling down a hole, but I was inside a house. A vast old mansion with too many staircases. I was in the kitchen helping Leah bake, but Leah was older. Not eighteen. Much older. Her long, blonde hair was gathered into a messy bun at the nape of her neck. Her fingers were long and graceful as she rolled dough in flour. 
 
    Her scars were gone. Scars that started on the inside of her wrist and hashed their way up her arm to the inside of her elbow- completely gone. Gone as though she never tried to make all her pain disappear after Cal left.  
 
    But it wasn’t Leah. 
 
    The fall was slow. Right through the middle of the kitchen floor. 
 
    “Lizzie? You’ll get a crick in your neck if you sleep like that, dear.” 
 
    I blinked rapidly, realizing I’d dozed off in the oversized, wing-back armchair. Virginia smiled down at me warmly, taking the open book from my lap to close with a snap. She slid The Scarlet Letter back in its place. 
 
    “You have an amazing collection of books. Have you read them all?” I asked, trying to stretch my neck. 
 
    “Oh, yes. Every one. They are so precious to me. Some were gifts and some I managed to win in auctions, but every one of them remind me of a different time in my life.” 
 
    I stood, nodding. “I completely understand. I’m the same way, with books I read or write. Books are like markers on my timeline. Whatever I’m going through becomes part of the story. You know.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Is Jake still in the garage?” 
 
    “He is. I hope he comes in for lunch soon. I’ve whipped up some fresh BLTs. Does he like bacon?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Does he like bacon. I’m pretty sure he’ll dig through the L and the T just for the B. He calls it rabbit food.” 
 
    She laughed, that musical laugh that made me think maybe she was a singer. I took my phone out of my pocket, checking. 
 
    No bars. No texts. 
 
    “Are you ready for the grand tour?” 
 
    “Sure. Thank you again,” I managed, still not quite awake. I wondered how I managed to doze off after three cups of coffee. My usual morning routine included one cup and maybe I’d finish the second, depending on whether it got cold. Her coffee must be weaker. 
 
    “Good, good. No need to thank me. I’m thrilled you’re here.” She gestured around to the bookshelves. “We may as well start here! This is the back parlor. Traditionally games are played here, or a dining table is used for hosting, but I have a specific room for dining.” 
 
    I nodded and made active listening noises as I followed her throughout the lower level of the mansion. I’d read enough Nancy Drew mysteries that I began to wonder about secret passages. 
 
    “Any hidden staircases?” I joked as we moved through the scullery into the kitchen. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she answered, and I widened my eyes. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Of course. This house is full of surprises. But they’re hidden for a reason.” She gave me a conspiratorial wink, and I smiled in return. 
 
    She looked away and I made a face at the wall. 
 
    The second level proved far more interesting than the first. “Linen cupboard, master chambers, second chamber. My quarters are on the other side of the house. I’d show you the master here, but Cal and Lana are occupying that room, and I wouldn’t want to invade their privacy.” 
 
    “Of course.” I was so engrossed in her tour I’d almost forgotten Cal and Lana were occupying anywhere in my vicinity. I frowned. “What’s this tiny room?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s a bedroom, actually.” Virginia opened the door to the small room. One window and a chaise lounge. “Sometimes it was called a ‘fainting room.’ As you probably remember reading, corsets were very restricting. Women would often need to lie down but didn’t want to disrupt their neatly made nighttime beds. So, they’d rest here. Sometimes,” she went on, lifting her eyebrows, “they’d just be overly medicated. Laudanum. Opiates. Doctors would recommend for even children to take laudanum to quiet their crying, vomiting, and hiccups.” 
 
    “That’s awful. It’s hard to believe that medicine was used so ignorantly back then, even as recently as the late nineteenth century.” 
 
    “Turn of the century brought all sorts of new medical practices. Doctors would prescribe psychiatric patients to be tied in bathtubs, submerged in water, for days. Depressed patients would be given Metrazol, inducing convulsions. They believed convulsions were the cure to depression, you see,” she continued thoughtfully. “Following that logic, electric shock therapy was first used on a person in 1938. Controllable convulsions, they called them.” 
 
    Controllable convulsions. 
 
    I shuddered, nodding and backing away from door. The romantic notion of high-born ladies with tiny waists and expensive gowns sprawled out on chaise lounges was quickly replaced by images of schizophrenic patients being strapped to metal tables and biting on leather straps. 
 
    Just no. 
 
    “And that narrow staircase?” I asked, gesturing to the stairway I’d seen that morning. “Is there a third floor?” 
 
    Virginia met my eyes. 
 
    “Yes. Once the servant’s quarters, as you may have guessed.” 
 
    I waited for her to offer for the tour to continue, but she was already leading me back to the grand staircase. 
 
    “Were you able to remodel up there as well?” I pushed. 
 
    She looked at me again, as though deciding. 
 
    Finally, after a long pause, she turned for the narrow stairs. “I’ll show you. But only you, Lizzie. You mustn’t tell Cal or Lana about it, not even Jake. Alright?” 
 
    I swallowed hard, nodding.  
 
    I mustn’t. And I was totally telling Jake. 
 
    “If that’s a private area, please don’t let me intrude-” 
 
    “No, come along. I want you to see.” 
 
    Well, now I was curious. Goosebumps erupted over my arms and I rubbed them through the material of my hoodie. I was probably overreacting. After all, Virginia clearly had a flair for the dramatic and probably gave tours all the time. I couldn’t imagine another guest not asking about the narrow staircase if she skipped it during the tour of the upstairs. I couldn’t have been the only one. 
 
    She probably had an informal script in her head and created suspense by making the third floor exclusive to only me. 
 
    The red-carpeted stairs were incredibly steep, no more than a foot and a half across. There was an oversized bannister to hold on to, but the sheer drop below, all the way to the first floor, pricked at my fear of heights. 
 
    “It’s best if you don’t look down. Wouldn’t want you to have to use the fainting room,” she teased. 
 
    After our electric shock therapy chat, I could barely muster a laugh. 
 
    “Oh,” I breathed as we reached the top of the stairs. 
 
    A beautiful sitting room came to life before me, with dynamic walls of bright, foil flowered paper. A two-person dinette with a silver tea set. A cedar toy chest. A three-story Victorian dollhouse that appeared to be an exact replica of the B&B.  
 
    “Molly loved flowers,” Virginia said, her voice soft and distant. She gestured to the two doors on our right and left. “Bedroom on either side, with the sitting room in the middle. This was Molly’s playroom. This bedroom is where my ex-husband, Martin, kept his hunting gear and gun cabinet. The other bedroom was Molly’s. She insisted on having the ‘highest room in the tallest tower’, like a princess.” 
 
    “Oh, Virginia. I’m so sorry.” I shook my head, fighting the familiar burn in my eyes. “I’m sorry I asked you to show me. I should have known this would be your daughter’s space.” 
 
    “No, no, it’s quite all right. I haven’t brought anyone up here since Molly passed, and it feels good to share it with someone.” 
 
    I nodded, feeling like an intruder. The room was both soft and feminine, yet bold and dramatic. It reminded me so much of Lilly. Lilly had been full of imagination. She had her father’s attention deficit, but not enough for her pediatricians to be concerned. Her mind just turned and turned, and every day she was interested in something new.  
 
    Leah loved soft colors. Pastels. Dresses and dolls and all the stuffed animals I could fit in her room. Even at eighteen, she was still a very nostalgic young lady, keeping the tattered yellow bunny on her bed that she’d had since she was an infant. 
 
    Lilly had roared with dinosaurs. She had a movie-sized poster of Jurassic Park on her wall, right next to a shelf of ballet trophies. She was tutus and cleats. Crinoline and denim. Dolls and volcanos.  
 
    But when it came time for a formal occasion, my Lilly would put on the pretty dress I’d buy her and morph from a punky caterpillar into the most beautiful butterfly I’d ever seen. She always wanted a teal dress. Her favorite color was teal, the color of an open heart and open mind. 
 
    My Lilly was a butterfly. 
 
    I missed my Lilly. My insides churned, and I felt nauseous. I wanted to hug my children more than anything at that moment. 
 
    “I didn’t like that Martin kept his hunting gear up here, but Molly knew never to go in that room, and it remained locked at all times,” she explained, almost defensively. 
 
    “Oh, I understand. Jake’s a hunter. I tease him about the arsenal in his safe.” 
 
    She smiled thankfully at me, as though she expected to be judged and was relieved she wasn’t.  
 
    I thought about Cal waving his guns around in front of the kids, quickly pushing the memory from my mind. 
 
    Who was I to judge anyone? 
 
    “Would it be alright if I didn’t show you Molly’s bedroom?” 
 
    “Oh, Virginia, of course. Please. Let’s go downstairs,” I said, gently leading her toward the stairs. 
 
    “Maybe in a bit. Now that you’re here, I don’t feel so alone. I wouldn’t mind telling you about Molly, if you’re willing to listen.” 
 
    I saw her gesture to the dainty white couch against the foil-flower wall and nodded in sympathy. 
 
    “I’d be honored,” I said. 
 
    She sat next to me, turning to face me and taking a deep breath.  
 
    “I met Martin in college. He was older than me, but just two years. Just enough for him to be months from graduation and prepared to work on Wall Street with his father. Family money, you see.” 
 
    I nodded. I had no idea what that was like. I was raised upper-middle class where my mom stayed home with me and my brother and sister, and my dad provided the sole income. I was told wait until payday many, many times as a kid. 
 
    “I came from a big family,” she went on. “We didn’t have much, but I earned scholarships to go to college. I’m a swimmer,” she explained, and her revelation was no surprise given her lithe figure. Strong shoulders and upper back. Tall and graceful. 
 
    Jake swam competitively in high-school, and he always attributed his upper back strength to years in the pool.  
 
    “Anyway, I met Martin and that was it. I was a goner. He was so dreamy, with dark hair and blue eyes. Like Clark Kent. And he asked me out right away. We dated for less than a year before we were married. 
 
    Molly came along a year later. We started off in a flat in New York City, but I didn’t want to raise a child in such a busy way. I wanted peace and quiet. Wide open spaces. Because I’d majored in architecture and design, I had an affinity for old homes. I’d pour through books about the different eras, fascinated by the rooms. The structure. The architecture. The history of it all.” 
 
    “I can see why,” I acknowledged, encouraging. 
 
    She nodded in agreement. “Just fascinating. Martin surprised me with the deed to this home for our third anniversary,” she revealed. “He explained that, because he was so busy with the stock market all the time, and because we had so much money, there was no reason we couldn’t have a second home. He would travel to the city during the week and stay in our apartment but come home here on the weekends for me and for Molly. Meanwhile, I began the restoration of this home, just in time for Molly to be ready to attend preschool.” 
 
    I listened, trying to picture Virginia here, all alone with her little girl while her husband worked in the big city. It seemed like a good idea on paper, but I couldn’t imagine spending weeks apart from Jake. I’d miss him too much. 
 
    “We continued this arrangement for two years. Molly was five. She started kindergarten and flourished. She made friends and sometimes invited them over. They’d play together right up here, especially with the dollhouse. I built her the dollhouse for her birthday. A replica of this house. Martin bought her a little family to go inside the house; a mother, a father, a daughter, and a baby. The baby had a tiny cradle and an even tinier blanket to go with it.” 
 
    She smiled then, distantly, quite taken by what must have been a precious memory.  
 
    “Molly began asking for a sibling. After all, most of her friends at school had siblings. When I talked to Martin, he was thrilled with the idea. He even promised to be home more, to help with the baby. We’d hire a nanny. We’d turn the room adjacent to our chamber into a nursery. We had so many plans.” 
 
    She grew quiet for a long moment. 
 
    I waited, toying with the zipper on my sweatshirt. She hadn’t mentioned another child, so I had a feeling this wasn’t going to turn out well. I didn’t know what to say, so I waited some more. 
 
    Finally, she continued. 
 
    “I got pregnant right away. We started on the nursery. Martin moved home, just like he promised, and only went to the city when it was absolutely necessary. A few times a month. Molly was filled with excitement. She went with me to the first ultrasound and heard the baby’s heartbeat, and the way her eyes lit up... whoosh. Whoosh. Whoosh.” 
 
    She imitated the fetal heart monitor sounds. 
 
    “We all went for the second ultrasound at sixteen weeks. The technician moved the wand all over my belly. She just kept moving it through that gel they use. You know. That really cold, sticky gel.” 
 
    I nodded slowly, waiting. I could already feel what was coming. 
 
    “Molly kept whispering whoosh whoosh whoosh under her breath, and for a second I thought I heard it through the speaker. I yelled at her to shut up. It was awful of me. I felt so awful. She was just a child. She didn’t understand what was happening.” 
 
    “You were scared,” I hushed. 
 
    She reached into the pocket of her sweater and retrieved a tissue. Her eyes misted over, and she dabbed at the corners. “Martin took Molly out of the room. I stayed and waited for the doctor to come in. We were supposed to find out of it was a boy or a girl. If it was a girl, she’d be Veronica. A boy would be Vincent.” 
 
    V names. Like Virginia, I thought. 
 
    She went on rapidly, as if trying to move through this part of the story as quickly as possible. Like passing a car wreck on the highway. Jake would slow down and look to see what was happening; I would speed up and keep my eyes forward. 
 
    Everyone dealt with trauma differently. 
 
    “You can probably guess what happened. I was scheduled for surgery to get cleaned out. The doctor said we should wait a few months before trying again. But Martin didn’t want to try again. He took it all as a sign of what was meant to be. He talked a lot about ‘meant to be’ back then. I hated those words. Meant to be. Did they imply fate? Religion? Karma? Meant to be was an arbitrary statement used by extremely happy or extremely sad people. Meant to be was a socially acceptable response to the disclosure of an extremely happy or extremely sad event. It was cheap. It meant nothing. It meant my husband didn’t want to sleep with me anymore and I didn’t need the nursery anymore.” 
 
    I hadn’t realized I’d been holding my breath until then. I exhaled, fighting the sudden urge to look at my phone. I needed to know the time. The date. The weather. Receive a text. Anything to pull me away from this stranger’s woeful story. 
 
    “Martin started staying in the city again. I finished the restoration of this house.” She paused for a long time, dabbing at her eyes again. “It was Molly’s seventh birthday when Martin came home late. He told us the traffic had been horrible and apologized to Molly with an extravagant present. A little boat, for the lake out back. Martin and Molly loved to fish off the pier together, and Martin explained that with a boat, they could fish in the middle of the lake. And he would help Molly paint the boat, whatever color she wanted. And she could name the boat. 
 
    She announced that she wanted to name the boat The New York, so every time her daddy was home, he’d already be in The New York and wouldn’t have to leave again. She was so clever. She blew out her candles and went to bed, and Martin and I began to argue.” 
 
    She stopped, lifting her eyes to mine. “Do you remember the day Cal left? When he told you he was having an affair?” 
 
    I nodded quickly. “Very clearly. I was just thinking about it today, in the parlor. I don’t know why.” 
 
    She nodded. “We don’t forget days like that. Days that change our direction. Days that change who we love and why. That was the day Martin told me about Liza.” 
 
    She spat her name out like poison. 
 
    “Liza was ten years younger than me. She had red hair. Blood-red hair. Like Lana’s. I used to think red was a beautiful color. I have red in my own hair, but I dye it as blonde as I can to keep the red out. Red used to be my favorite color. But I hate red now.” 
 
    I listened and thought of my heroine in my book series. I understand. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I know how you feel.” I patted the back of her hand in the same way that she had patted mine that morning.  
 
    She smiled gratefully, sniffing. “I know you do. That’s why I felt so close to you the moment you arrived. You make me feel like I’m not alone in the quiet world.” 
 
    I smiled in return, though being the introvert I was, I wanted to retreat. Fast. Even though I empathized with her deep depression, she was creeping me out. 
 
    A lot. 
 
    “I helped Molly cope with it all. I did my best to do all the right things. But Liza killed my daughter, Lizzie. She drove off the road. She was an alcoholic, did I tell you that? She thought one or two beers didn’t count. She’d make jokes about drinking and driving. That only the professionals could do it. ‘Professional’ alcoholics,” she sneered. 
 
    Virginia’s voice deepened with her rapid words.  
 
    “When an animal, a goddamn animal, crossed the road in front of her, she swerved and went off the road. And they were suspended. On a cliff, over a ravine. It took the police too long to get there, did you know that? Too long. They could have gotten there faster. They could have saved her. The car went over the ledge. Liza jumped out, but Molly was tied up in her seatbelt. Around her neck. And Molly died. They said it was quick, and Liza watched.  She lived and Molly died!” She was seething with rage, and spittle touched her lips as she began to shout. “My Molly died. My Molly. Because of his drunk whore and a fucking animal!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    SIX 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    I gasped for air.  
 
    Virginia was still. Too still for a person who had just raged the way she had.  
 
    I couldn’t feel my fingers. The air was cold. Arctic. As though the furnace ceased to find the energy to push its heat all the way up the narrow staircase. The winter cold seeped through the windows, reminding me of Virginia’s words to Lana. 
 
    There are no ghosts here. Only memories. 
 
    My heart fluttered with an adrenaline rush. I pressed my icy fingertips to my chest, shaking my head. “She killed her.” 
 
    Virginia mouthed the words with me, anticipating them as I spoke them. She said the words with me like a mantra. A chant reserved for two witches with one common enemy.  
 
    “She killed her,” Virginia repeated. “She took the only man I’d ever loved and killed the only child I ever had.” 
 
    Too much. It was all too much. I shot to my feet, pressing my fingers to my temples at a wave of lightheadedness. 
 
    “I am so sorry. Those aren’t even the right words. There aren’t even words.” I rambled my condolences, though all I wanted to do was run down the stairs and find Jake. Ask him to hold me. Beg him to hike six miles to the nearest residence with me so we could get the fuck away from this house of grief. 
 
    She stood as well, slower than me, and a bit more composed. She patted her blonde head, reaching to adjust the buttons on her white sweater. 
 
    “I haven’t shared the story with anyone until now, Lizzie. Please forgive me. I never expected to be so angry. How bad-mannered of me.” 
 
    “Please don’t apologize. I can’t imagine going through what you went through.” I shook my head, automatically reaching for her. 
 
    I was a hugger, and the movement was so natural that I almost forgot Virginia was a stranger. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around me, and our hug lasted as long as it took for her to exhale all the breath that she’d been holding. 
 
    “You’ve had your share of heartache, sweet girl. I can see it in your eyes.” 
 
    I backed away.  
 
    “Lana sounds a lot like Liza,” I admitted, though I wished the words back immediately.  
 
    When I’d met Jake, right smack dab in the center of my tale-as-old-as-time drama, he’d become my confidant. My best friend. He’d been through two divorces, and I quickly realized we were both the same type of person who married the same type of people. 
 
    Moths to flames.  
 
    Though Jake had also been cheated on, repeatedly, he had a different perspective.  
 
    He listened when I ranted and cried. He acknowledged me when I talked about the two decades I’d spent with my husband. He shared his own stories, and this part was important: he spoke of his past relationships with respect, no matter how justified he felt he was in his anger. I was in tune to this. I was older and wiser and knew there were three sides to every story by now, so the last thing I wanted to hear from any man was “my ex is a crazy bitch.”  
 
    Not this man. Never once did he say anything disrespectful, which only attracted me more.  
 
    He had moved on from his divorces. He was more introspective, believing that people wandered when their needs weren’t being met. He accounted for himself. 
 
    I felt differently. I told him about a type of person who’s needs could never be met. The grass-is-always-greener girl. The man who used people like pawns and lived for self-gratification.  
 
    The iron shackles of abuse. 
 
    I met Jake after a rum-soaked night of tears on my friend Trina’s couch. All three of the kids were with Cal for the first time because I read the Handbook for the Recently Divorced and decided I should support a healthy environment. 
 
    Even if it meant Lana would be there. 
 
    The online dating site had been Trina’s idea, though no one else seemed to think that it was a good idea for me to be dating except for Trina. Trina had been carrying on an affair herself before I found out about Cal and Lana, but I didn’t hold a grudge. She told her husband she was going to sleep with other men, and he didn’t seem to give a shit. 
 
    They had a special relationship. 
 
    I opened a browser window and searched “best dating site,” clicking on the first ad that came up. I snapped a selfie with my hair pulled back, no make-up on and a sepia filter to pretend I wasn’t January in Ohio white. I was in a take-me-as-I-am mood, though I really didn’t want anyone to take me at all. I’d only been with Cal. And, since I was apparently a self-masochist and also knocked up, I married him at nineteen. 
 
    I met three men on the app and dated each one of them over the course of three weeks. Every date went the same; talk, talk, drink alcohol, laugh at things that weren’t funny, then cry all the way home. I’d work on a numbing buzz from the rum and Cokes he’d inevitably buy me when I would reveal that I hated beer, knowing with absolute certainty that the moment my buzz began to dissipate, I’d be fighting back the tears. 
 
    The first guy I’d gone on a date with in the many years since I’d met and married my husband was a widower. I had no idea what I was looking for and knew exactly what I was looking for, all at the same time.  
 
    Someone to talk to. 
 
    Make me feel better?  
 
    Take away the pain that I was feeling. Please.  
 
    Be the dream husband I’d fantasized about meeting as a starry-eyed teenager. 
 
    It took less than ten minutes for me and Mr. Widower to both to realize that neither one of us was ready to date when our “meet up for drinks” turned into a two-hour therapy session.  
 
    Baggage. Finding myself in my late thirties, I had the most expensive baggage I’d ever purchased in my life. Matched luggage by the names of Leah, Clay, and Lilly. A carry-on named Cal. 
 
    Widower had baggage.  
 
    Everyone on the dating app had baggage. Also, they had poor grammar and wanted to send me unsolicited pictures of their scary penises.  
 
    I’d cried all the way home. 
 
    It was when I was trying to deactivate my account that I noticed Jake’s message in my inbox. His greeting was simple.  
 
    Hi, how are you? 
 
    Simple. Not “hey, sexy, you have beautiful eyes.”  
 
    Oh, yeah? You dig sepia eyes? Huh.  
 
    Not “I’m totally into single moms.”  
 
    Because, to a single mom, being totally into single moms isn’t a big pedophile flag embroidered with the pedophilic symbol from the country of Pedophilia. 
 
    Just “Hi, how are you?” 
 
    I was waiting for Trina to meet me for a movie, and I couldn’t deactivate the account on the app anyway, so I bit.  
 
    And we chatted. 
 
    Then texted. 
 
    Then we couldn’t get enough of each other. Jake was everything Cal wasn’t, and I wanted everything Cal wasn’t. Masculine, with a deep voice that only deepened in the morning, right after he woke up. Sexy. A slow hand, just like the song. Pensive words that clearly had time to form themselves in his mind before they were spoken. I was used to diarrhea of the mouth with Cal, words direct from brain to noise, without a thought or care about what the words meant or who they might harm. 
 
    Jake was there to tell me the kids would survive this. That I was being a good mom, even when I wasn’t. That maybe, just maybe, my marriage wasn’t all bad and Cal wasn’t all bad and I should try to focus on the good to start to heal. 
 
    Devil’s advocate. My advocate. 
 
    Jake was wise when I was stupid, and I was wise when he was stupid. Our Yin and Yang relationship wasn’t perfect, but it was perfect for us.  
 
    But I wasn’t the same naïve, eighteen-year-old girl that I was when I met Cal. I was a woman when I married Jake. 
 
    I was older. Approaching forty. Broken enough to be afraid of love but smart enough to know I deserved it. 
 
    Jake taught me how to be loved. 
 
    When Lana took Cal, it was time. I’d set him on the shelf and run an emotional advertisement in the universe.  
 
    Man here! Free to a home! Guaranteed to charm the hell out of you and then choke the life out you. So affordable! Costs only your dignity. Enjoy. 
 
    It was like selling a car as soon I realized the transmission was slipping. I recognized the signs. Fluid leaking. Gears not shifting right. But I had no money and needed to get from point A to point B, so I turned up the radio as loud as it’d go and hoped the Stone Temple Pilots would fix the problem. 
 
    Cal and Lana worked together. It was so easy. Cal had even mentioned Lana at home so much that once I commented, “you sure do talk about this Lana a lot.” 
 
    “She’s just so stupid,” Cal had replied. “She can’t even form sentences. I like telling you about the stupid things she says. That’s what I love about you. You’re a writer. You’re so smart.” 
 
    Dodge. Deflect. Flatter. Distract. It worked. 
 
    I didn’t have a jealous bone in my body, but deceive me, and the woman scorned was a force to be reckoned with. 
 
    I didn’t see it coming because I didn’t believe he’d actually do it. I was angrier at myself for his affair than with him. That I’d tried so hard. That I’d wasted so many years of my life trying to fix the unfixable. 
 
    But the kids, I’d remind myself. If it weren’t for him, I’d never have my precious babies. 
 
    And it was the kids who kept me sane. If I’d gone after Lana, I’d face legal ramifications. If I’d lured her to a remote farm somewhere to talk about forgiveness and then pushed her into a pen of hungry hogs, how would I live with myself? Would I go to jail? How could I protect the kids? What would they think of me?  
 
    And was Cal really worth that? 
 
    Nope. 
 
    I didn’t think Virginia had checks or balances. And maybe she believed Martin was worth it. And Molly was gone.  
 
    How she kept her sanity was beyond comprehension. 
 
    “We should go downstairs and check on Jake! I’m sure he’s worked himself up an appetite by now,” Virginia said. 
 
    I just followed her, gripping the mahogany bannister. There were so many things to say, but nothing seemed appropriate.  
 
    When she stopped at the bay window that overlooked the lake out back, I sighed deeply. “Cal and Lana are alcoholics, too. Lilly spent some time over the summer at their house, against my better judgement. Just a few consecutive weeks. It was enough for her to have a breakdown.” I thought of those awful months that culminated to her being admitted to the hospital. “They fight, and they had a huge fight in front of Lilly. Cal hit Lana. He even pulled out his gun. Later, Lana told Lilly it was all her fault. Lana’s fault. For making Cal angry. Her fault. For making him angry. And poor Lilly was so confused. She loved her dad so much... and she started having panic attacks.” I shook my head. “We spent the night in the hospital with her, monitoring her heart, making sure there wasn’t something neurological or cardiac-related to her episodes. Even then, after our divorce, after I was away from Cal’s constant stream of bullshit for more than a year, I couldn’t fathom the damage that Cal caused people in his life. Psychologic. Physical. Emotional.” I stared at the snow-covered water.  
 
    “And Lilly still sees Cal and Lana?” Virginia asked. 
 
    I spread my fingers over the cold glass, wanting Virginia to look at me. I wanted her eyes on me. “Lilly doesn’t go over there anymore.” 
 
    Virginia listened silently, never breaking eye-contact with the lake. 
 
    It felt strangely freeing to tell Virginia about Cal. Different from my shrink, or my mother, or Jake. I thought, of all people, she would understand. 
 
    She remained silent, unmoving. 
 
    Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, she spoke. 
 
    “Nothing you said compares to losing a child.” 
 
    I stiffened.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes, taken-aback. “Of course not. I... I was just sharing, I guess. I’m sorry.” 
 
    She nodded, rolling her shoulders back and straightening her posture. “Yes. Well, a good mother wouldn’t let her child associate with abusive alcoholics. Why your daughter still spends any time with them, at their home or otherwise, is beyond me.” 
 
    My jaw went slack. I’d never been reprimanded by a stranger. 
 
    My mother had said the same thing, repeatedly, but that was my mother. Of course, she wanted to protect her grandchildren. Of course, she knew I was bound by shared parenting agreements and lawyers and Child Protective Services. I’d involved them all and they all determined there wasn’t enough evidence to keep Lilly away from Cal and Lana. Of course, the government agencies were too busy with “real” domestic crises, like the hundreds of parents overdosing in their cars with their kids in the backseat. Of course, I’d leave the country with my children to protect them, if I wouldn’t be breaking the law. 
 
    Even when something awful happened. Something awful had to happen. 
 
    But this woman, a woman I’d known for barely twenty-four hours, had decided she could judge me.  
 
    “If only it were that simple,” I murmured, trying desperately to remember that she was our hostess and we were stranded. I also tried to keep in mind that she’d just shared a very traumatic experience for what might have been the first time, and there were many emotions attached to that act of divulging such personal suffering. 
 
    “It is that simple, Lizzie.” She shrugged, patting her hair. “If your child is being harmed, you don’t allow her to be harmed. If your child is murdered, you seek retribution. You do whatever is necessary. No matter what the cost.” 
 
    I pressed my lips together and ground my teeth. 
 
    “She doesn’t go over there anymore,” I finally said, non-committal. 
 
    She turned away from the window and proceeded toward the second stairway. I nearly bumped into her as she stopped dead in her tracks, turning her face just slightly my way. “I’m going to show you the master chamber after all. Fuck Cal and Lana and their privacy.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes but grinned, surprised. “Um. Okay.” 
 
    Yeah, fuck them, I thought, marveling in what must have been the original mahogany door. The ornate design in the wood reminded me of a scene in the Bible. 
 
    The Garden of Eden. 
 
    “Eve had everything, but she just had to have that apple,” Virginia murmured as though reading my mind. She opened the door. 
 
    Their room was messy. I was embarrassed for them. Clothes strewn about. A wet spot on the carpet where they’d left their snow-covered shoes to melt. Fast-food garbage. Had they brought food from the car inside with them? A melting, wax cup on the antique dresser, no coaster. 
 
    Trash. 
 
    “Here now. I’ll show you, but only you, Lizzie.” She led me across their room. I smelled garlic. The kid’s clothes always smelled like garlic when they returned from their house. They explained that Lana cooked all the time and always used garlic. 
 
    Every time they told me Lana cooked all the time, it felt like a jibe. I hated to cook, she loved to cook. Who cares.  
 
    “Is that...”  
 
    I marveled at the way the wainscoting clicked apart from the wall as Virginia touched the candelabra fixture above it. “Yes, a hidden staircase, like you’d asked about. These stairs lead down to parlor, behind one of the bookcases.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” I managed, mesmerized by the concept. There was nothing modern about the secret passageway. The stone stairs were littered with concrete dust, and cobwebs matted the corners of the stairwell. “Do you use it?” 
 
    “Once. Never again. The stairs don’t feel secure, and I’d hate to find myself falling through them to the basement.” 
 
    “There’s a basement, too?” 
 
    She stepped back, edging me out of the way and quickly closing the door. The wainscoting blended so well, you’d never know it’d ever been disturbed. 
 
    “Just a crawlspace. Come along now. I must prepare lunch.” 
 
    I nodded, following her down the stairs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    SEVEN 
 
    Jake was already inside when we reached the kitchen. Virginia began preparing lunch right away, and I moved into the parlor with Jake 
 
    “We need a tow. I think it’s the fuel pump. Any reception?” he asked.  
 
    I pulled my phone from my pocket, sighing. “No. And I’m feeling pretty desperate. How do you feel about a hike?” 
 
    “It depends on what she’s got to offer us. The windchill is dangerous right now.” He gestured outside. “I heard on the radio that it’s negative 9, but negative 36-degree windchill. That’ll cause frostbite to exposed areas in under ten minutes.” 
 
    “Jesus.” I moved into his arms, and he chafed his hands over my shoulders, trying to warm his skin. “Good thing you’re a boy scout and a cowboy.” 
 
    “Good thing,” he agreed half-heartedly. I knew he was getting frustrated too. 
 
    “And Cal and Lana went out exploring in this?” 
 
    “Well they’re idiots,” he reminded me, and I chuckled. 
 
    “Right.” I wrapped my arms around him and hugged him tighter, and he returned my squeeze. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Virginia,” I whispered. “She’s kind of messed up, I think. Like, really messed up. I’m getting a little freaked out.” 
 
    As though on cue, Everly Brother’s “Dream” began from the kitchen.  
 
    Another of my mother’s favorites.  
 
    He lowered his voice to a whisper near my ear. “I get it. Me too.” 
 
    “None of us have reception? Both our vehicles stop working and she has no vehicle, no landline? Closest house is six miles away? I’ve seen too many horror movies to think this is all a coincidence.” 
 
    He exhaled a little laugh. “Well, she’s just one woman. Older, and alone. I think we could take her.” 
 
    “It’s not that,” I said, shrugging. “I don’t feel... afraid. Just... I don’t know. It’s hard to explain.” 
 
    “I get it. Cut off from the world. Me too.” 
 
    “What happened with her daughter really destroyed her.” 
 
    “I imagine it would. It’d destroy any mother.” 
 
    “Holy fucking fuck it’s cold out there!” Cal said, tumbling in the front door with Lana. He stomped his boots on the entryway carpet, and she followed suit. “I can’t feel my hands.” 
 
    “Good gracious! You were out too long in this weather!” Virginia exclaimed, peeking around the corner from the kitchen. “I’ve made soup and sandwiches. Let’s get some hot liquid into those bodies. Wouldn’t want to lose any important parts.” 
 
    I exchanged a look with Jake. See? I communicated silently.  
 
    “Soup sounds good,” Lana replied, her teeth chattering.  
 
    I imagined pummeling Lana’s head with a hammer, watching her teeth fly right out of her head and land in bloody heaps of dentin and root on the carpet. 
 
    The thought was so unexpected, I nearly gasped.  
 
    What is wrong with me?  
 
    Virginia’s anger had resonated with me so deeply that I felt the old stirring of hatred for Lana that I’d long since worked through and gotten over. 
 
    “Knock knock,” a man’s voice sounded from the front door. We all turned to see a man- a police officer- pushing his way into the snowy foyer. “Pardon me for coming right in. I rang the bell, but I don’t think you folks heard me. Is Mrs. Townsend here?” 
 
    “Officer Roy?” Virginia called, pushing through us. “Well, this is an unexpected visit. What’s wrong?” 
 
    Her tone had gone from chipper to flat to apprehensive in three seconds. The myriad of emotions this woman possessed made me wonder if she was possessed. 
 
    “Nothing to worry about, no bad news,” Officer Roy assured her, holding both palms flat in front of his chest. “Easy.” 
 
    “It’s just... you haven’t been here since...” 
 
    “Since Molly, I remember.” The older officer tipped his hat in an old-fashioned gesture. “Sorry ‘bout that. I see you in town so often is all, I don’t mean to disturb your peace out here. We got a call, though,” he explained. “One of you Lizzie?” 
 
    “I am,” I rushed, my mind immediately going to the kids. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “You’re lost, apparently,” Officer Roy replied, chuckling. “Your mother has called the department every hour on the hour since this morning insisting we go check on you folks. Says it’s not like you to not respond to her calls and texts.” 
 
    “We lost cell reception,” I hurried. “I’m so glad you’re here. Both our vehicles are disabled. Can you call for a tow?” 
 
    “Sure thing, glad to help,” he answered, and the quartet surrounding him sighed in unison. “Still no land line, Mrs. Townsend?” 
 
    “It’s always been one of those things on my list that never seem important with my cell,” she explained. 
 
    “With runnin’ a Bed & Breakfast, you need to get yourself situated with a land line. Especially in western Pennsylvania.” 
 
    “Yes, Officer.” 
 
    “Preach, Officer,” Jake murmured so that only I could here, and I nearly laughed. We’re saved! 
 
    “I’ll go call from my car now,” he assured us, and Virginia reached for her coat. 
 
    “I’ll come with you. I’ve had soup made and frozen for Delilah for a month now; let me grab it from the freezer in the garage.” 
 
    “Mighty nice of you,” Officer Roy replied, tipping his hat to all of us. “My wife, Delihah, raves about Miss Virginia’s cooking,” he explained. “Well, then. I got all your numbers from your mother, Lizzie. She’s mighty prepared.” 
 
    “That’s my mom,” I agreed, knowing I’d turned into the exact same helicopter mother that she was. I would never stop hovering. 
 
    “Right then. We’ll get the tow trucks on out here lickety split. Nice meetin’ you all.” 
 
    “I’ll go change and get packed,” Lana announced, already heading for the stairs. Virginia tucked her head back inside the doorway before following Officer Roy. 
 
    “Not so fast, dears. Hot soup and sandwiches on the table. Help yourselves until I get back inside!” 
 
    Cal rolled his eyes so only I could see, and Lana ignored her. Jake lifted his eyebrows. 
 
    “Well, problem solved. I’m so ready to get home.” 
 
    “Me too.” We walked into the kitchen, and I sighed at the spread before us. “We can’t just leave all this. She made it for us. She’s been so hospitable. We should at least eat a little.” 
 
    “If by hospitable you mean crazy as a fucking loon, then right, hospitable,” Cal answered, grabbing a bowl. “I’ll bring some upstairs and eat with Lana while we pack.” 
 
    I watched him loading food onto a silver serving tray. I reached for a bowl, and the backs of our hands brushed against each other. 
 
    “Sorry,” we both mumbled. 
 
    Sorry, I thought, staring at my fingernails. Sorry for accidently touching you. Sorry my knuckles touched your knuckles. Sorry that, even though you put babies inside of me, I can’t stand your touch. 
 
    I’d read once that the human body regenerated cells and replaced itself every seven to fifteen years.  Some parts- some cell groups, however, were never replaced. 
 
    Like the heart. 
 
    I wanted all new cells. A new body. Right after Cal left, I cut my hair as short as I could stand it, right under my ears. I wanted it to grow in completely new strands. I wanted hair that he’d never wound around his finger while we watched a movie. A shell that Cal had never hugged, or held, or hurt or made bleed. I wanted new fingertips that had never touched his lips when he was smiling. I wanted new skin everywhere he’d ever kissed.  
 
    I wanted a new heart most of all, but I wasn’t a candidate for the transplant list. 
 
    “Soup looks good,” Jake said, and I nodded, reaching for the ladle. 
 
    Jake fixed my heart. I hadn’t needed the transplant after all. 
 
    “Yes. Hot. Works for me,” I answered. 
 
    Cal took their food to their room, and Jake and I sat down at the table. Virginia was gone the entire time we ate, and eventually we heard the car engine start again. 
 
    Virginia was a talker. Poor Officer Roy. 
 
    “As eager as I am to get the show on the road, I’m really beat. I slept rough last night,” Jake said. 
 
    I was drowsy too, and Virginia came in then, looking flushed and red-cheeked. 
 
    “Tow will be at least two or three hours, according to the company in town. Cars off the road left and right. We only have one tow company with two wreckers. Was the soup good?” 
 
    “Delicious,” I replied, yawning. “Would it be too rude to excuse us for a little while, then? If we have to wait, I think a quick nap sounds really good.” 
 
    “Of course not, dears. Relax. I’ll knock when the tow truck arrives.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I managed, my limbs suddenly feeling heavy. Thick. Each stair step was a marshmallow, and my legs protested. I hadn’t felt this exhausted since I was pregnant, and I decided the relief of finally getting closer to getting home was more overwhelming than I’d originally imagined. 
 
    Jake and I made it to the bed. I remembered him kissing me, and that was all. 
 
      
 
    . . . 
 
      
 
    I woke up sluggishly, my brain still toying with the remnants of my dream. 
 
    I was in the ranch house, the house where Cal and I had raised the kids for so many years. I’d given the walls a fresh coat of Suburban Beige, the color of a bulk discount or a quick real estate sale. We’d tried to put the house on the market right in the middle of the market crash, a decision that summed up our marriage in one choice. Get out while you’re upside-down. Hopelessly pound that sign into the ground. You’re going to take a loss. 
 
    Cut your losses and run. 
 
    After Cal left, I couldn’t stand the house. It was a house of too many memories, some good, but mostly bad. I never wanted to live there again. The night he merrily skipped to his car and drove off to fuck Lana, I spent in our frigid attic above the garage. I stayed awake the entire weekend gathering every memory of him that I could find. Every photo of him, with or without me, with or without the kids.  
 
    Every gift he’d ever given me.  
 
    The memories I’d pasted together in the Lizzie is a Scrapbooker Era. Ticket stubs to our first movie together. Starship Troopers. 1997. I paid our admission because he didn’t have enough money. Tickets to our first Cleveland Indian’s game, where he told me I was so much more fun to be with than his first ex-wife. An empty gum wrapper from our date at the zoo. Leah’s first ultrasound picture, because he’d written Thank you for my family on the back, and I hated his handwriting now. 
 
    Every letter he’d ever written me, which I’d kept and glued painstakingly into a memory book. I love you, Infinity + 2, he’d write. Our thing. Our sign-off.  
 
    Infinity + 2 was actually a date on a calendar, as it turned out. 
 
    Lizzie, my love. 
 
    I love your hands. I love your smile. I love your wit. I love the way your written words flow on paper. I love the way I feel when I am with you, and I love the way I feel when I am thinking about you. 
 
    I, I, I, I, I. 
 
    You saved me from my loneliness and myself. 
 
    I will love you for as long as you will let me. 
 
    All of it, into the oversized Rubbermaid tote.  
 
    Some scorned wives would have burned his shit. Some would have taken the time to scratch his eyes out of every family photo he was in. Some would have hocked his tools and sold his coin collection on Craigslist. 
 
    I didn’t. 
 
    I took each item and held it in my hand. The music box he’d bought me, but broke against the wall during one of his rages. The framed photo of us at our courthouse wedding as we held baby Leah in our arms. Snapshots of him in the delivery room, holding Leah, Clay, and Lilly. 
 
    His CD collection. Ray Charles, Stevie Ray Vaughn. 
 
    Into the tote. 
 
    Books. Clive Cussler, because my dad introduced him to his adventures on one of our family vacations together. The boxed set of Band of Brothers I’d gotten for him for absolutely no occasion at all, just because he liked it. 
 
    Into the tote.  
 
    I wanted to put him in the tote. I wanted to weigh each one of his body parts in my hands. I wanted to count each finger that had wrapped around my throat. I wanted to cut out the eyes I’d gazed into for too many nights and drop them right to the bottom so they’d roll around and land in the wheel wells of the bin. 
 
    Thud thud thud. Settle. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, the windows were black. 
 
    Jake was snoring softly next to me. Shuddering, I desperately tried to shake the lethargy out of my system. I nudged him, and he made a humph sound, the kind he made when he wasn’t ready to get up but wanted me to know that I had his attention. 
 
    “Jake, it’s dark.” 
 
    He stirred then, blinking away the sleep in his eyes. After a long, cognizant moment, he sat up, looking around. 
 
    “Did the tow get here?” 
 
    “It’s after eight,” I cried, showing him my phone. “What the fuck?” 
 
    We both shot to our feet, but neither of us were steady. I gripped my head as a lightning-fast pain took over my temples. 
 
    A soft knock at the door drew our attentions. “Jake? Lizzie? Are you awake yet?” 
 
    Jake threw open the door, and Virginia backed away, her eyes wide. 
 
    “Did the tow truck come?” he demanded, a little too forcefully. 
 
    “It never showed,” she explained. “That’s what I was coming to tell you. You’ve been sleeping for hours. The tow never arrived. I did manage to get a text to go through to the woman in town who gives me a ride to the stores and bank now and again. Her name is Sarah Miller. She said she can be here in an hour.” 
 
    Cobwebs. In my brain. I couldn’t seem to follow what she was saying, though it made sense.  
 
    Tow trucks never arrived.  
 
    Too many vehicles off the road, needing service. 
 
    We weren’t in an emergency situation. 
 
    We weren’t stranded. 
 
    “Okay. Okay, so this lady is coming. That’s good,” I said, looking at Jake. I could see that he wasn’t buying a word she was saying. 
 
    “When she gets here, I’m riding into town with her for help.” He stopped there, and I knew he was carefully mulling over his next words. 
 
    “Of course, Jake. I was going to suggest either you or Cal go and get some emergency assistance. Call your insurance companies, get a tow,” she added. 
 
    “Right,” Jake added unnecessarily. He turned to me. “Are you going to come with me?” 
 
    I lifted my eyes. “Um, yeah.”  
 
    Get me out of here. 
 
    “Well, with the weather being what it is, my friend’s husband is driving, and they’re bringing their two children to drop them off at friend’s houses for a sleep-over. They only have room for one, but I assured them that was more than enough.” 
 
    Fucking really? 
 
    “I’ll ride in the cargo area,” I said, trying and failing to sound funny. 
 
    “It’s a sedan, I’m afraid.” 
 
    I felt like screaming. My phone still had zero bars, and I hit the backlight again just for the comfort of my wallpaper. The four of us, all at the Christmas tree farm just three weeks ago. The kids begrudgingly posed for me because they knew I needed my annual photo. Jake with his arm around me, and the kids on either side. A stranger had offered to take the picture. 
 
    I needed my memories.  
 
    “I’ll go. I’ll have someone out here in less than an hour,” he promised me softly. 
 
    “Maybe a little longer than that. Another blizzard just hit.” 
 
    I looked toward the expanse of black windows, but all I could see was our reflection. 
 
    “Great,” I said. 
 
    “And that windchill. Oh, my.” Virginia shivered in her white cardigan sweater. “No hiking in this. You’ll catch your death.” 
 
    I pursed my lips together, biting the insides of my cheeks as my head really began to pound. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    EIGHT 
 
    Cal and Lana were arguing in their room. 
 
    I wasn’t embarrassed for them anymore. Virginia had to see what sloppy people they were, inside and out. Cal shouted something about it being ‘all Lana’s fault’ they stopped off the highway to begin with. 
 
    I smirked, holding my finger up as Jake reached for our door handle. 
 
    “You want to listen to that crap?” he asked, wrinkling his nose. 
 
    I shrugged. “Why not. It’s entertaining and I need to distract myself from the fact that we’re still here.” 
 
    “I’m going to pack up,” he said, without comment. 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    I knew Jake gave me allowances for being an emotional woman, but thought I dwelled too much in the past.  
 
    I thought I dwelled the appropriate amount of time in the past. I dwelled on the horrors that had made me into a stronger woman. 
 
    “It’s your fucking fault we’re stuck here!” Cal was saying. 
 
    “You were falling asleep at the wheel!” Lana defended. 
 
    “You could have driven if you weren’t so fucking drunk!” Cal responded. 
 
    I leaned against the wall in the hallway, tracing the floral design with my fingertip.  
 
    They were both always so fucking drunk. 
 
    Lilly was the only one who ever wanted to stay overnight with her father. Leah and Clay had written him off long ago. They’d lived with too much abuse in every size and shape, and they hated that he’d had an affair. They were older and felt an allegiance to me, but moreover they were disgusted with their father’s infidelity. Clay tried to get to know Lana at first, but soon neither of them wanted anything to do with their new stepmother. The kids referred to her as “Dad’s wife”- when they had to refer to her at all. 
 
    I never slept soundly when Lilly was with Cal and Lana, and I kept my phone by my ear on my pillow at maximum volume. 
 
    I worried less about brain tumors and more about my daughter. 
 
    Six months earlier, over the summer, Lilly had asked to spend two consecutive weeks with her father. Jake was on night shift and it was just me. I’d been on the edge of sleep when my text alert sounded. Picking up my phone, I squinted to see the words. 
 
    Lilly: Mom wake up 
 
    Lilly: Mom 
 
    Lilly: Mom 
 
    I tried calling and the line went to voicemail immediately. I called again, and this time Lilly picked up. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I fired immediately.  
 
    “Dad and Lana are fighting- like with their fists,” she rushed, under her breath.  
 
    “What?” I demanded, throwing the covers aside and racing for the door. 
 
    “I tried to get Dad to stop, but he- he spit in her face, and was choking her-” 
 
    “I want you to stay in your room and lock the door. I’m calling 911. Does he have his gun?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, but I don’t think they’re locked up, so I don’t know...” 
 
    “I’m calling 911 and then I’m calling you right back. Stay in your room.” 
 
    The panic churned in my stomach and vomit burned my throat. I managed to make a shaky call to 911 and tell them to go in fully prepared. 
 
    Guns, alcohol, temper- the whole nine yards. 
 
    I called Lilly back and told her to stay on the line with me as I made the drive to her father’s house.  
 
    Cal and Lana had moved into the same neighborhood that Cal and I had lived for ten years. I was appalled when they did it, and so were all the neighbors I’d made as friends. Cal was so self-absorbed that he fully believed that our former friends welcomed him back into the community, despite our very public separation and Lana being the “other woman.”  
 
    A few of our friends seemed to welcome him back, and a few more actually played nice with Lana. Most texted me privately to promise that they still showed me support. I tried not to think in terms of allegiances, since I really wasn’t close to too many people in our neighborhood. I spent many block parties and bonfires inside our house, feigning one excuse or another. If I ended up going to a gathering where Cal would be drinking, I’d watch him the entire time, counting his beers, checking his mood, and driving myself crazy monitoring our situation to determine if he’d reached the point where his temper would flare, and I’d get the brunt of it at home. 
 
    If I stayed home, I could get the kids to bed and pretend to be asleep myself when he stumbled in, hopefully preventing screaming and violence. 
 
    It was a delicate balance.  
 
    I was a nervous person back then. 
 
    That’s the irony of an abusive relationship- you never quite know you’re in it until you’re out of it- mostly because your abuser is there to tell you you’re overreacting. 
 
    Overreacting. Being dramatic.  
 
    It never happened. 
 
    It didn’t happen. 
 
    It didn’t happen all those times. What are you talking about? You’re blowing things way out of proportion. You always get so dramatic. It’s always all my fault, right, like you had nothing to do with it. With what?  
 
    It didn’t happen.  
 
    Throw a hot iron at you? Didn’t happen. 
 
    Throw a computer monitor at you? The old dinosaur kind that weighed twenty pounds? Didn’t happen. 
 
    Throw a full gallon of milk at you and then force myself on you? You’re imagining things. You can’t rape your wife. Get over yourself. 
 
    Grab you by the throat while you’re six months pregnant with our child? Nope. Slam on the breaks and veer off the highway in anger with all our children in the car? Choke you against the wall while our three children watched? 
 
    Didn’t happen. 
 
    Threaten to sleep with other women? It’s your fault for being fat. 
 
    Actually sleep with other women? You don’t give me enough attention. 
 
    I learned later about gaslighting, a technique that a toxic person used to confuse you. Make you question your own reality. Lessen the seriousness of his offenses. 
 
    I spent so many years questioning my reality. 
 
    I was starting to feel that way in this house, with Virginia. Confused. Tired. Unable to connect the dots but knowing in my gut that something wasn’t right. 
 
    Both Lana and Cal had covered for each other with the police that night, lying to say that there had been no physical fight. Later, even after the police and Child Protective Services and her child psychologist and everyone assured Lilly that they knew it happened, they believed her, and they knew her father and stepmother lied, she still questioned her own reality. 
 
    Lilly, my twelve-year-old little girl, was left wondering if pieces and parts of her life really happened. 
 
    And Cal did nothing. He wouldn’t validate what happened to his own daughter, because that would mean getting in trouble with the police, or child protective services, or losing the precious reputation he still believed he had. Cal would rather let his youngest child, the only kid left who really gave a damn about him, live in disruption and confusion than to admit what happened. Cal was incapable of being a man. 
 
    Cal was a coward. 
 
    And nothing happened. Again.  
 
    Nothing except Lilly would never spend the night at their house again.  
 
    Over my dead body would she ever spend the night there again. 
 
    Or over Cal’s dead body, all cut up, inside a tote by the curb. 
 
    “You’re the biggest fucking mistake I ever made,” Cal seethed at Lana, and I continued to listen through the walls. 
 
    “Oh, I know, here we go again. Lizzie was a perfect wife and mother and I’m a piece of shit,” Lana replied, her tone dripping with sarcasm. 
 
    I shook my head, disgusted with her. If he says these things to you repeatedly, why do you stay? Christ woman, have some dignity! 
 
    Why did I stay? 
 
    Lana stayed. She hid the fingermarks and bruises on her neck from the police. I’d joked with Jake once about her keeping turtlenecks in her closet just for my 911 calls. Like she had a dickie collection, in various colors and styles, and she’d whip one out and pull it over her head to tuck into her t-shirt for when the authorities arrived and it was time to lie.  
 
    “Why are you wearing a dickie, Miss?” 
 
    “They’re stylish and versatile, officer. Why wouldn’t I wear a dickie?” 
 
    Jesus Christ, they worked. Cal and Lana worked. If Jake and I were Yin and Yang, Cal and Lana were oil and water.   
 
    It took a long time for me to realize that Cal had a Madonna-whore complex, and a long time for me to understand I would never be good enough for him in the bedroom because of it. We met when I was still a virgin, and I gave birth to his children. I was firmly rooted in the Madonna zone. As I got older and my sexual desires grew, I realized that Cal had a problem (one of many.) In his rages he’d waver between calling me a prude and a whore. I was a prude because I wanted nothing to do with him when he was sickeningly drunk and horribly abusive. I was a whore when I wanted sex.  
 
    He wanted me to initiate sex, but if I did, he was turned off.  
 
    Square peg in a round hole. 
 
    In turn, I was never satisfied with him. I’d go to great lengths to finish whenever we did have sex. I’d always fake it to make it end and give his ego a boost, then finish myself off in the bathroom while he snored in the bed. Sometimes I’d do it right next to him while he slept, thinking of anyone but him. I joked once to myself that each of the kids would have different fathers if I’d been fucking who I’d actually been thinking of at the time they were conceived.  
 
    Cal couldn’t have desire with love, or love with desire. Sigmund Freud would have a lot to say about Cal. A narcissist by definition, and many narcissists had this complex.  
 
    Lana the Whore was the best thing that ever happened to him. I wanted to knock on the door and thoughtfully interject, and I giggled out loud at the thought. 
 
    Falling in love with Jake showed me that there was not a line in the sand. There was love where there was intimacy. He could adore me and please me at the same time. 
 
    Cal was the fucked up one. 
 
    Cal fucked me up along the way. 
 
    I suddenly developed a penchant for rape fantasy after Cal raped me once. I wanted sex but had too many morals to step outside our marriage. So, when Cal would roll over on top of me, I’d go back to the time he forced me. 
 
    When I said no, but he didn’t stop. 
 
    I imagined he was forcing me every time after that so I could stop feeling guilty about wanting sex from a man- any man- even this monster I’d married.  
 
    I hadn’t thought about that in a long time. With Jake, everything was different. I was present with Jake. Jake was the man I made love with. I was never afraid. I was never in survival mode. I was free to explore my sexuality and he supported it. Encouraged it. He found me desirable whether I was packing him a lunch for work or asking him to tie me up in the bedroom. 
 
    Cal fucked me up, I knew it. 
 
    “Your first wife was a whore. I’m a whore. Why the fuck didn’t you stay with Lizzie if she’s so fucking perfect?” Lana fired. She tried to sound angry, but instead whined her words to him. 
 
    I almost laughed again. 
 
    His first wife wasn’t a whore, Lana, you simple fool. His first wife was pregnant with their first child and something happened. 
 
    Cal would never be clear. 
 
    Something happened. 
 
    First, Cal told me they went in for an ultrasound and there was no heartbeat. Then, one drunken night, he told me he’d pushed his first wife into a wall, and she’d started to bleed. Then he told me he’d caught his first wife on the couch talking to a friend of hers- a man- and his first wife was having an affair with him, so his first wife took a bunch of pills to kill their baby. 
 
    He always emphasized first, as though the numbers after her would be inconsequential. 
 
    The stories changed depending on what he was drinking, how much he’d had to drink, and how he wanted me to feel about him.  
 
    Defensive. Sorry. Apologetic that he had a problem with hurting women and needed therapy. 
 
    It wasn’t until a year after our split when I really began to think about Cal’s first wife. 
 
    What really happened? 
 
    Cal threw something. I could hear it hit the wall. “I should have fucking stayed with her. You’re a bitch.” 
 
    A bitch. I did laugh then. I laughed because that used to be one of my names. 
 
    Lana was a bitch now, but she was so much more than what I ever was.  
 
    A whore.  
 
    A cum-dumpster.  
 
    Good for a fuck up the ass while he told her how worthless she was.  
 
    Two legs to fetch him a cold beer. 
 
    “Lizzie.” 
 
    Jake’s voice pulled me out of the reverie of my sickening thoughts. I didn’t hear our door open. 
 
    “I’ll be in in a sec,” I promised. 
 
    “You can hear them from in here. Come in with me, sweetheart.” 
 
    Patient. Empathetic. Jake knew I hated Cal but loved listening to anything slanderous about Lana.  
 
    I obeyed, something I did rarely in my life but most often with Jake. Jake was my rock. He was solid when I was liquid lava. 
 
    The door closed behind us with a soft snap. 
 
    “They’re a mess. Come here.” 
 
    I obeyed again, because I wanted Jake’s arms around me. I wanted his warm breath on my neck, and one of his enveloping hugs that were like a love letter and a trip to the chiropractor, all in one. I moaned with pleasure as he squeezed.  
 
    I laughed at my cracking bones. “I’m super tense. I didn’t realize it.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re so fucking perfect, Lizzie,” he teased, kissing the top of my head.  
 
    I rolled my eyes, backing away to search for his lips. “Too bad he just now figured that out.” 
 
    “Too bad for him. Lucky for me,” Jake replied. 
 
    We landed on the bed, and he propped himself up on one elbow, looking down at me. 
 
    “What is happening?” I managed, unable to truly articulate my confusion. 
 
    Jake read me as easily as he always did. “I don’t know, but I don’t want to leave you alone here. Something doesn’t feel right. Just when I convince myself this is just a bunch of really bad luck, I get a feeling. Like something is wrong. And I know you said you think Virginia is creepy, but I’m concerned it’s more than that.” 
 
    “You mean, like she’s a homicidal maniac who lures unsuspecting couples into her inn to murder them in her basement?” 
 
    “Like exactly that.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Well, the police officer was here and seemed to know her really well. She even made soup for his wife. I mean, clearly she’s not in trouble with the law.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean Officer Doofy.” 
 
    I laughed. “Hey now.” 
 
    “What? You can’t tell me he didn’t fit the exact profile of the incompetent, unsuspecting officer in every horror movie we’ve ever seen.” 
 
    I shrugged as he worked his magic fingers over my legs, through my tights. “Well, get out of here with her friend and get us help. I’ll keep your gun on me.” 
 
    “I want you with me,” he insisted. “Even if we have to just hike out of here. I’m not leaving you behind.” 
 
    “She likes me, Jake. We’ve talked. We spent a long time talking about her daughter and... if she was even capable of violence, I don’t think she’d hurt me.” 
 
    “My mind feels all heavy. I’ll be honest with you. I feel like she drugged that soup.” 
 
    I laughed then, narrowing my eyes. “Okay, now come on. Really?” 
 
    “Lizzie. We both immediately came up here and passed out. Like, unconscious. My dreams were weird. Were yours?” 
 
    I thought of the messy emotional soup in my brain, shaking my head. “Of course they were, I’m stuck in a house with Cal and Lana. I can’t get to my kids. I’m a wreck.” 
 
    “Well, don’t eat or drink anything she makes going forward. Drink water from the tap.” 
 
    “The tap?” I cried, pretending to be horrified. Jake smirked, giving my hip-butt area a teasing swat. 
 
    “Yes, the tap, city girl.” 
 
    “I’m a country girl now,” I reminded him, smiling into his kiss. 
 
    The heaviness in my head created a pleasant cloud. Maybe he was right. Maybe Virginia was so desperately lonely that she was sabotaging our attempts to leave. Maybe she had drugged our soup and we were stuck in a muddied state of confusion. 
 
    Maybe we were just exhausted. 
 
    Jake pulled my tights off and I tugged at his shirt. He slipped it over his head and lowered his lips to mine. He had incredible shoulders and lats, the kind you earn from hard work, not hours in a gym. My tongue met his and he pressed his body to mine, and that was all it took for me to be wild for him. 
 
    And that was normal. A look across the room made me burn. He could brush his fingers over my cheek and I was both school-girl infatuated and turned on at the same time.  
 
    “You give me butterflies,” I’d told him, right after we met. 
 
    “I promise to always give you butterflies,” he’d said. 
 
    He meant it. 
 
    When we’d first met, I had thirty-two days until my dissolution hearing. Until the paperwork was official and Cal and I were no longer legally wed. One day into my relationship with Jake, it became clear that we were both sexually attracted to each other.  
 
    When I explained to Jake I needed to wait to be intimate with him until the papers were filed and I was no longer Cal’s wife, he was both shocked and pleased. Later, he said that was how he knew that he could trust me to be faithful to him, when even after all that Cal had done to me, I was determined to hold on to my fidelity. 
 
    Those were the hottest days of my life. 
 
    He’d drive me to beg for him. To moan and thrash and to give in, to plead with him to give in. He refused, sometimes losing control, but always above the sheets. He promised to respect my wishes, no matter how hard we fooled around in those days before the official court hearing. 
 
    He drove me absolutely mad in the best way possible. 
 
    I hadn’t meant for my morals and values to be a woman’s trick, the kind of Anne Boleyn and Henry Tudor passion that sent nations to holy war. But my choice had become just that. I set fire to a forty-one-year-old man, one who had never had to wait for sex in his entire life.  
 
    And the fire never extinguished. 
 
    “I’m sorry to interrupt,” Virginia called with a knock on the other side of the bedroom door. “I’m getting spotty cell reception if you’d like to try. Just wanted to let you know, Lizzie.” 
 
    Jake kept kissing me, but I backed away, reaching for my cell phone. 
 
    No bars. 
 
    “It’s like she knew we were in bed,” Jake groaned. 
 
    He stiffened, and then backed away. 
 
    I met his eyes, then let my gaze wander over the walls of the enormous turret room. 
 
    The oil portraits that lined the walls returned my stare. Every eye was focused on the bed. Men. Women. Children. All unsmiling, all staring deadpan into the lamp-lit room. 
 
    All staring at us. 
 
    “What if she can see us?” I said, under my breath in one exhale. 
 
    Jake reached for his shirt, sitting up on the bed. 
 
    “Like I said. Something isn’t right,” he repeated. 
 
    I thought of a tour I’d taken as a child with my grandma through Falling Water, the Frank Lloyd Wright house. He was a talented architect who built homes and buildings, often using the natural terrain as part of the infrastructure. This home had been built into a waterfall. 
 
    During the tour, the tour guide had mentioned that the owners of the home had a peculiar son who had specifically requested peepholes be cut into the guestrooms. He wanted to be able to peer through the hole to see what the guests discussed behind closed doors. 
 
    There was even a peephole in the shower. 
 
    Of all the things about that house, I remembered that the most. 
 
    “Let’s pack up and wait for her friend downstairs. You can sit on my lap in the car if you have to. I’m not leaving you here,” Jake said. 
 
    I scrambled for my tights, nodding in silent agreement. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    NINE 
 
    The family of four stood in the front entryway of Virginia’s home, and seeing their unfamiliar faces was weirdly comforting.  
 
    There are still people out there. This isn’t some crazy dream. 
 
    “What happened to you?” the young girl said as she stared at me, and I gestured to Jake. 
 
    “This is my husband, and we got stranded. Virginia was nice enough to offer us her home.” 
 
    “Annabella, back in the car,” her mother said, eyeing me. “Yes, Virginia is very nice. She’s always been there for us in a pinch, lending us her home when we have large family gatherings or birthday parties. Vinnie celebrated his sixth birthday here,” she explained, patting the little boy on his shoulders. 
 
    “Well, we really appreciate the ride into town. I’d like to give you gas money for coming all the way out here-” Jake began, but the man held up his hand. 
 
    “Not necessary. Just glad to help.” He glanced my way. “I’m sorry there isn’t enough room for you, but I promise you, I’ll have your husband back here in no time with a tow.” 
 
    I was fully prepared to sit on Jake’s lap, as he suggested, but a glance out the window told me Virginia had been correct- a small sedan, not even four doors.  
 
    Jake looked at me. “Oh, I can squish in on Jake’s lap, it’s no big deal,” I assured him. 
 
    The woman widened her eyes with a shake of her head. “Heavens, no. That’s not safe at all, I can’t allow it.” 
 
    “My wife is going with-” 
 
    “That’s okay.” I cut Jake off, touching his elbow gently. “That’s okay, Jake, just go and get back. Fast as you can.” 
 
    “I’ll take good care of Lizzie while you’re away,” Virginia promised, and Jake met my eyes firmly. 
 
    “Are you sure?” It was a statement, not a question. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure, go,” I said, pressing a kiss to his lips. 
 
    He moved his mouth to my ear. “I love you.” 
 
    “More,” I whispered in return. 
 
    I watched the taillights as they pulled out of the snowy driveway. I thought for sure they’d get stuck, but Virginia must have used the tractor to plow again. 
 
    “Well, then, we’re headed in the right direction,” Virginia announced merrily, walking toward the radio and turning the dial. 
 
    “Since I Don’t Have You” by the Skyliners. 
 
    I knew the song well. 
 
    She turned the volume up, and I took a deep, calming breath.  
 
    Jake was gone. 
 
    I had only to wait. My brain was still a little foggy. “Could I make a cup of coffee?” I asked Virginia, and she turned to me with a brilliant smile. 
 
    “Of course, dear. I’ll have a cup with you.” 
 
    I remembered my conversation with Jake. 
 
    Tap water. 
 
    “You know, on second thought, it might make me jittery.” I helped myself to a glass, then went to the sink. “Water’s fine.” 
 
    She regarded me with a side glance, but I didn’t meet her eyes. Taking a long drink, I stared out the window.  
 
    My reflection in the black window stared back. 
 
    I lowered the glass to the cabinet. 
 
    My reflection did not move. 
 
    I screamed, letting the glass slip through my fingertips. She rushed over to me, hurriedly bending to collect the glass shards in a hand towel. 
 
    “Oh, dear. Are you alright? Let’s sit down,” she urged, leading me toward the back parlor. 
 
    Portraits on the wall. Everywhere. Eyes staring me down. Staring us down, the two of us, arm in arm, each supporting the other. 
 
    Lizzie and Virginia.  
 
    Eyes watching with various levels of interest, some more than others. 
 
    I looked back over my shoulder at the black window, and my reflection mirrored my movements. 
 
    Am I hallucinating? What just happened? 
 
    “You know, the Millers are a very nice family. Jake is in good hands,” she said, patting me on the shoulder. “If you’re worried.” 
 
    “No, I just saw... I don’t know what I saw,” I managed, looking up at her as she lowered an afghan into my lap.  
 
    “You’re exhausted. It’s been a tiring few days,” Virginia said. “A lot of emotion. After our talk, I’ve been thinking a lot about Molly. It’s hard to remember such things without feeling it all over again. I know you understand,” she assured me. 
 
    Patting my hand. 
 
    Another song began, from the fifties or sixties. I recognized it on the playlist I’d made for my mom whenever she and I rode in the car together, but I couldn’t remember the name of the band, or even the song title. 
 
    I pulled my hand away, shoving it under the old afghan. I could still see my skin through the large, worn-out pull holes in the blanket where the yarn had separated with age. 
 
    “Of course,” I managed. 
 
    “Here now,” she said, reaching for the old book on the small table between us. “You’re a writer, you say. I know you must love old books as I do. Have you ever heard the quote, ‘hell hath no fury like a woman scorned?’” 
 
    I blinked. “Of course I have.” 
 
    “This is a tragedy written by the British playwright William Congreve. His play first premiered in 1697. Those are very old words,” she went on, opening the frayed book. “A first edition, you see. Very old. I handle it with my fingers and not gloves, because it is mine, and we only have this one life to touch things. Objects. Items of no consequence. I don’t have a care for who should come along after my death and whisk these books away to auction. I care only for this moment.” 
 
    She traced a fingertip over the words on the binding.  
 
    “The Mourning Bride” by William Congreve. 
 
    “Hell does have no fury like a woman scorned. But not just any woman. No, men are not worthy of the scorn of a woman.” She gripped the book in her fingers, and her knuckles turned white. “It is a mother who holds the true power of fury. True rage. Capabilities beyond comprehension. Just as a superhero draws her power from a particular moment, item, or situation.” 
 
    She gasped for air. “A woman who is handed the true fury of a mother who has had her child taken away is a force greater than a hurricane. A force stronger than anything manmade or nature-made. And she is not made by nature. Having your child taken from you. Stolen. Murdered. That is not nature. There is nothing natural about another person ending your child’s life. Nothing natural at all.” 
 
    I listened to the rise in her voice, shuddering. 
 
    “Congreve wrote of a woman’s wrath, but he was a man. Egocentric as any man. Vain enough to believe that a woman could possess such a powerful fury over contempt. Rejection by a man.” 
 
    “I’ve heard the quote, but I never read the play,” I managed. 
 
    “You’re not well-read, then, Lizzie. You must be a reader to be a writer, dear. Consume the words of others. Feel the way they tumble and dive into your emotions. Be irritated by their lack of depth. Revel in sentences so powerful that you’re driven to hold a word between your fingertips.” She held up the book. “Every book I own, I own for a reason. Not to fill the shelves of my library. But to touch words that have touched me.” 
 
    I felt like I’d been thrust into a college classroom with one of those overly passionate, first-year teachers determined to change lives with their desire of the written word.  
 
    “I’m glad books mean so much to you,” I said, almost defensively. No, I wasn’t well-read. I was forced to read Jane Eyre and The Great Gatsby and Catcher in the Rye in high school with the best of them, but they weren’t for me. 
 
    When it came time to pick a book for our high-school senior literature thesis, I chose One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest by Ken Kesey. I knew there was a movie with Jack Nicholson, and it’d be easy to ramble on for eight to ten pages about society’s drive to control natural impulses in the early sixties. It was my go-to conversation piece whenever I discussed classic books. 
 
    Virginia pouted as though my half-enthused response was not the intellectual exchange she’d been hoping for.  
 
     “May I tell you about the day Liza came here to apologize to me?” Virginia asked. 
 
    I twisted the multicolored afghan in my fingers. My engagement ring, a solitaire, pierced one cluster of yarn and became entangled. 
 
    “Of course,” I replied, but what I wanted to say was, please don’t. 
 
    “You’re so easy to talk to, Lizzie. I can’t explain how much your visit has meant to me.” 
 
    My visit? I wanted to rip the afghan apart.  
 
    “After the accident, Liza left Martin. She left him, but I couldn’t feel satisfied about that. I couldn’t feel gratified that the woman he’d left me for had left him. Because I knew why she left him. She couldn’t live with the guilt of what had happened to our Molly, and the way that she murdered our daughter.” 
 
    I pressed my back into the oversized chair.  
 
    I could feel the ringing in my ears as she began talking, as though my blood pressure was dropping. I always had to lay down on a cot when having my blood taken to keep from fainting, and I learned the hard way how my body felt when it was about to happen. I took deep, slow breaths. 
 
    In through my nose, out through my mouth. 
 
    In through my nose, out through my mouth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    VIRGINIA 
 
    Autumn in Pennsylvania officially lasted three months but existed for all to see for two solid weeks. Liza knocked on my door in the middle of the most beautiful day, the kind of day where I could sit on the wraparound porch and watch each individual leaf change over the course of several hours. I witnessed the chlorophyll break down with such clarity, I imagined tiny microscopes attached to my eyes. The lake was still, so each leaf that fell played in the air for only seconds before landing in the water. So few fell in the water that day, so the surface of the lake was glass, mirroring the colors as they appeared. 
 
    Liza had texted me, I learned later, but I’d blocked her number, so it never came through. She’d texted me that she was ‘beyond sorry, and I’m leaving Martin. I’m disappearing for a while, but I need you to know how sorry I am.” Beyond sorry.  
 
    Beyond sorry sounded like something a teenager would write in an apology letter to her parents. I’m beyond sorry that I missed curfew. Can I please be ungrounded?  
 
    Beyond sorry was lazy work. What was beyond sorry? Sorrow? A lifetime of solitude?  
 
    Death? 
 
    Liza texted me, but I never received the text. Blocked texts don’t come through, you see. I knew later that Liza texted me because I read the text. I read it again and again until her phone locked, and then I easily guessed the password to unlock her phone. 
 
    The password was Molly’s birthday, because that was the date they officially became official. Martin and Liza. An item. A couple. An arbitrary date for her that was the anniversary of the day I became a mother, and Martin and I became a family. 
 
    A celebration of an affair come to fruition. 
 
    A commencement of infidelity. Of sexual encounters that became the foundation for their marriage. 
 
    Molly’s birthday. 
 
    The text was sent too early in the morning to be polite. I am an early riser, but to send a text at 5:30 a.m. was rude. Inconsiderate to a mother who was mourning her child. Inconsiderate to anyone. 
 
    Liza knocked and the leaves stopped changing. I wasn’t expecting anyone that day, though Sarah Miller would often stop in to check on me. She’d bring me groceries and casseroles from the people in town long after Molly’s funeral. 
 
    I would look at every casserole and wonder if it was the last casserole. I never knew the last anything, so I wanted to be prepared this time. I never knew that my last kiss with Martin was our last kiss, or the last time I heard Molly say “I love you, Mommy,” was the last time I’d hear her voice. I never knew that would be the end of it, so I wanted to pay attention to lasts. First meant nothing to me. Lasts were impactful. Casseroles were a good place to start. Non-committal. Insignificant.  
 
    I still had a fresh casserole and two in the freezer from Sarah the day before, so I doubted it was Sarah at my door. But the days really ran together back then, so several days could have passed and I wouldn’t have been the wiser. 
 
    Martin never came by. He never tried to knock on my door or text me or call me. Martin put Molly inside of me, and his whore took her away from me, but he didn’t check on me.  
 
    I opened the door. I saw her red hair first, the kind of old red that remained on a dirty bandage. Old blood. Blood that wanted to turn black and harden. She’d let it grow to her shoulders and the wind tossed it about. She tried to brush it away from her mouth when she spoke to me. 
 
    “Virginia, please don’t close the door. I just- I need to apologize to you. I need to say the words. And then I’m gone. For good. I’m leaving, and I’m not coming back. Please.” 
 
    I watched her lips as they moved. I imagined they tasted like cigarette smoke and old lipstick. Lipstick from the very bottom of a purse that had sat in a car through the highest and lowest temperatures in Pennsylvania. Matted, salty lipstick speckled with lint and food remnants. 
 
    “Virginia?” she asked again. 
 
    I hated my name on those lips, those filthy lips that had put on a show for my husband. Lips that sucked his dick and kissed my child. Lips that so easily accommodated bottles of vodka. 
 
    I said yes because I wanted my name off her lips. I backed up and opened the door so she could enter my home. 
 
    She wasn’t appropriately awkward when she came inside because there wasn’t a polite bone in her body. She was purposeful, and the clackity clack of her heels on the tile echoed up the stairs. I wanted her to take off her shoes before she reached the carpet because the dagger heels would certainly puncture the thick padding. 
 
    She didn’t take off her heels. 
 
    She spun around in a nervous circle, and then walked toward the door again. 
 
    “Maybe we could walk outside, by the lake? It’s hard to talk in here. This is your house and I feel bad.” 
 
    I almost laughed at that. You’re uncomfortable? You feel bad? 
 
    You’re beyond sorry? 
 
    “Yes,” was all I said as I slipped my shoes on and found a light sweater. It was warm enough outdoors to not require a sweater, but Liza made me feel cold. 
 
    We walked along the cobblestone pathway around the house, toward the lake. I hadn’t been to the lake since Molly was alive. It felt right bringing her killer with me, as though I was closing a circle. Completing a long-awaited task.  
 
    It felt right. 
 
    I was waiting for her to speak. I had nothing to say to her, and she was the “beyond sorry” one. She kept clearing her throat, like the words repeatedly attempted to come up but turned to mucus every time. 
 
    Finally, we reached the dock. There was no defined path around the lake, and I had no intention of forging one to continue strolling with my daughter’s killer. 
 
    She turned to me. 
 
    “Molly said that she loved this lake. That Martin would take her fishing here, and you’d make lunch for the three of you so you could all have a picnic in the sunshine.” 
 
    I could hear Molly’s giggle then, as Martin teased her with his dirty, mud-and-worm covered fingers. “Should I wash my hands before I eat?” he’d ask, and she’d shriek, running away from him. 
 
    “Those are my memories,” I snapped at Liza, narrowing my eyes. “You are not worthy of them.” 
 
    She looked taken aback for a moment, and tears clouded her ugly eyes.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Beyond sorry. 
 
    “Get on with it,” I hissed. 
 
    She sniffed, wiping her nose with the back of her hand. 
 
    “I’m sorry I wasn’t more careful. I- I should have just hit the rabbit, it wasn’t that big. I- I reacted at the last minute, and I swerved, and...” 
 
    And. 
 
    And she stopped. 
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at her. “And?” 
 
    “And I-” 
 
    She was openly sobbing now. With every gasp of air she took, I gritted my teeth. 
 
    She breathed my air. My thin goddamn air that barely fed my lungs anymore. It was hard enough to inhale without my own daughter’s killer stealing all my fucking air. 
 
    “Stop breathing,” I said, my voice shallow. I didn’t want her breath in my mouth. “Stop breathing!” 
 
    She was startled. Taking a step back from me, she stumbled in her heels but managed to keep her balance. 
 
    “This was a bad idea. I should go,” Liza said. 
 
    From everywhere and nowhere, I felt superhuman anger that I hadn’t known I was capable of. The rage of a mother scorned. The wrath of a thousand mothers with murdered daughters, Lizzie, you see, I- I can’t quite explain it. The rage that can only end with the end. The end of something or someone. Finite. Fixed and determinate. A story of a permanent death with no sequel. And that, Lizzie, is the fury of a woman scorned. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TEN 
 
    The lights flickered. 
 
    I could hear the wind picking up outside. I had twisted the afghan into such a knot that my hand was caught in its web. As I tried to untangle my fingers, I swallowed hard and then swallowed again. 
 
    She killed her. 
 
    I think she killed her. 
 
    How could she have read her text messages on her cell phone? They were at the lake, the same lake Virginia stared at every time she passed the window. How easy would it have been for her to simply murder Liza, and dispose of her body in that enormous lake? 
 
    There was no one for miles. 
 
    Liza was leaving town, she’d made that clear to everyone in her life. 
 
    It was perfect. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    Is she trying to tell me? 
 
    I waited, perched on the edge of my chair, staring into Virginia’s eyes. 
 
    I waited. 
 
    “And then what happened?” I managed. 
 
    Just a little push. 
 
    Virginia cupped her hand to her ear, as though I should listen. The faint remnants of “She’s Not There” by the Zombies carried in from the kitchen. 
 
    One of my dad’s favorites. First one on his playlist, the one I’d made for him long ago. Songs I’d listen to when I needed to think about my dad, the kind of man every man should be.  
 
    The strong man that every good woman deserved. 
 
    “No one told me about her,” Virginia echoed, looking at me dead in the eyes. 
 
    Dead in the eyes. 
 
    “No one told me about her. About women like her. Women who would presume to enter another woman’s life and place herself in front of another woman’s husband. And when that man was at his weakest, she slipped in. Her red hair, those goddamn red pieces of hair, trailed behind her as she walked. Not like a cape, or the train on a wedding dress. Like matter. As though she released a toxin into the atmosphere and the runoff leaked behind her, caught the air, and wafted under my husband’s nose. Poison. Poison that seeped into his senses and took them over until all he could see was her. All he could taste was her. Everything was about her. Everything. About her.” 
 
    She was panting. A yellow strand of hair came loose, and she ignored it instead of giving it a pat into place. Her cheeks were red. Her lips cracked and her skin tore. I focused on the tiny bead of blood on her lower lip, watching her tongue dart out of her mouth to lick it away. 
 
    Everything was still. 
 
    Finally, I twisted my ring on my finger, freeing myself from the yarn trap in my hands. 
 
    “Did you kill her, Virginia?” 
 
    Her eyes changed. The black orbs were blue again, and she raised her eyebrows in genuine surprise. “Goodness! It’s nearly dinner time, and I haven’t done a thing to prepare.” She patted the loose hair into place behind her ear, securing the loose bun at the nape of her neck. “What kind of hostess am I? Be a dear and let Cal and Lana know we’ll have dinner a tad later tonight, will you, Lizzie?” 
 
    I couldn’t get up fast enough. The stairs seemed a million miles away. I took two of them at a time, wishing my head would clear.  
 
    Warn Cal and Lana. Run. 
 
    Or fuck Cal and Lana. Run. 
 
    Breathe, Lizzie. 
 
    I gasped. Their bedroom was silent, and the last thing I wanted to walk in on was them screwing each other in a make-up sex session.  
 
    “Cal?” I knocked on the door, hard.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    When I tried the doorknob, it was locked. 
 
    “Cal! Lana, can you please come to the door?” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Cal was the heavy sleeper. When I’d first met him, he lived in small ranch-style house across town. He was in the midst of his first divorce, though he lied to me and told me that he was already divorced when we started seeing each other. He and his first wife were separated at least.  
 
    She’d left him by the time we met. 
 
    I’d stand on the doorstep of the first house, staring at the brass knocker. It was engraved with he and his first wife’s name.  
 
    Mary & Cal. Newlyweds. It was a gift from his sister for his wedding, he later told me. 
 
    I imagined that Cal had carried this Mary of his over the threshold of their brand-spanking-new home, probably on one of his good days. A day when Cal was happy, so Mary was permitted to be happy, too. 
 
    I’d knock with my knuckles but never the brass knocker. I was already irrationally jealous of the wedding dress that Mary wore when she exchanged vows with Cal, as though my sixth sense told me I’d be legally bound to him in a pale green courthouse ceremony, wearing my high school graduation dress. 
 
    He wasn’t so much of a sound sleeper back then as he was passed out piss-drunk. But my naïve eighteen-year-old self didn’t mind that part. It was the house of new beginnings for me. The house I surveyed and mentally decorated and dreamed of sharing with Cal if he ever proposed to me. It was the house of lost virginity. The house of first wives and lost babies. 
 
    Eventually he lost the house in the divorce. 
 
    Cal spent a lot of time at the bar back then, and when he wasn’t working or at the bar, he’d have me over to watch a movie on his tiny TV/VCR combo. I worked at a video store, so I always had the latest new releases.  
 
    The video store was called That Video Place. When I’d mention I was heading to work, my dad would inevitably ask, “where do you work, babes?” and I’d reply, with the smirk of a daughter who adored her dad’s dad-iest dad-jokes known to dads.  
 
    “That Video Place.” 
 
    “What video place?” 
 
    Groan and giggle. God, I loved my dad. 
 
    I was eighteen years old, and the summer of ’97, right after my high school graduation, was winding to a close. The closest thing I’d ever had to a real job was helping at Trina’s parent’s beverage store. Her parents, who were like my second parents, would pay me three dollars an hour to make sure the coldest beer was always in the front for customers to grab after a long day of work.  
 
    And babysitting, of course. Being a teenage girl who loved to do arts, crafts, and activities with my young charges made me a hot commodity on Friday and Saturday nights in my neighborhood. 
 
    That Video Place was my first real job, where I had to complete tax forms and clock in and out. I was nervous on my first day, trying desperately to listen to my new boss explain to me the system they used to check out videos. 
 
    “The customer brings you the tag, you find the number back here, you put the tag on the shelf in the place of the video, you enter the number into the computer after you bring up their account. Cash or check is fine, and credit cards are accepted but you have to do a special process. There’s some carbon receipts down here under the counter with the printer paper...” 
 
    I nodded so much my head felt like it was going to fall off my shoulders. I also wanted to appear very enthusiastic since I’d be working with the general public, so I kept a gigantic, crazy smile on my face during my entire five-hour first shift. By the end of the night, Sharon, my boss, had gone home and I was massaging my tender cheeks with my fingers while staring at the pile of tags that needed to be put away. 
 
    “You did good,” Janie announced. She’d come in for the night shift, and her motherly tone eased my nerves. I remembered Janie from my graduating class in high school, a little. Trina was my best friend since seventh grade, and we’d been inseparable ever since. Trina was way more social than I was, and I preferred to spend my free time doing what I loved the most. 
 
    Writing. 
 
    “Thank you,” I answered Janie. “It’s so much to remember, but I’m a fast learner.” 
 
    “Don’t let Sharon freak you out. She likes to make a ton of rules. Just stay on her good side and she won’t care if you mess up sometimes.” 
 
    I smiled with gratitude. “I don’t remember you in high school. I was such a nerd, I barely talked to anyone,” I added, trying not to sound like she was the invisible one. She could have been the most popular girl in our graduating class, and I wouldn’t have known or cared. I was deep into my fifth novel at that point, and my fictional characters (and Trina) were my closest confidantes.  
 
    “I had my daughter in junior year. I was out for a while.” 
 
    I nodded, immediately understanding the maternal vibes she was giving off. There was something deeply nurturing about this eighteen-year-old girl that made me feel far less mature than I was. 
 
    “What’s her name?” I asked. 
 
    Her entire being lit up. “Gia. She’s my whole world.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to meet her,” I said, letting her infectious warmth put another aching smile on my face.  
 
    “I’ll fill you in on everyone here. Kerry is older- she’s twenty-six.” Janie pointed at our co-worker, lowering her voice slightly. Kerry was nodding as a customer was talking to her from across the counter. “And that’s Cal. He comes in here almost every night.” 
 
    I saw the man like I saw all people- like faceless, Amish dolls with no discernable features. I had decided years ago that I must have been missing the piece of my brain that would ever allow me to work in law enforcement or become a spy. I couldn’t recall what a person looked like unless I described him on paper. 
 
     “Will we get a lot of regular customers? Ones who come in a lot?” I asked, helping Janie gather the remaining movies that needed to be shelved. Rows and rows of numbered VHS tapes lined the shelves, and I quickly realized, at 5’6”, I was the tallest girl there. The top shelf became my job that night. 
 
    Janie scoffed. “Mostly Cal. I think he has a thing for Kerry, since they went to school together, but Kerry is married. Cal is going through a divorce. Every night, he goes and gets a six-pack of beer, Chinese food next door, and comes in here for a movie. His cable got shut off and all he has is a VCR. He also has a dog named Buddy who waits in the car for him. I know all of this because, like I said,” she went on, shoving the movies into their spaces, “he never. Stops. Talking. Ugh.” 
 
    I giggled, stealing another glance at the man. 
 
    Cal was older than me by nine years. On the thin side, but probably recently thin, since his shirt seemed a little baggy in the wrong places. I met his eyes and widened mine. His were the darkest blue, like sapphires. Like the sea after a storm, I thought in my ever-dramatic-writer’s brain. I looked away, not wanting to draw his chatty attention. 
 
    “That girl over there,” Cal began, lifting his voice louder so that I could ear, “she never shuts up. Hey new girl, you should probably shut up and pay attention,” he said. 
 
    With a grin.  
 
    A charming, smirking, smirky grin that forced a rush of heat to my face. Immediately overheated in my standard-issue That Video Place polo, I gathered my shoulder-length, honey-brown hair into a make-shift ponytail.  
 
    “Yeah, I should,” I joked lamely, rushing away from the counter as quickly as possible.  
 
    I worked morning shifts throughout the weekend and into the next week. The following Wednesday night, I had my first closing shift with Janie. She was teaching me the nightly routine, explaining the cleaning that needed to be done. Armed with a wad of paper towels and a bottle of Windex, I began spraying off the glass countertops near the cash registers. 
 
    The bell that jingled an alert every time someone entered the front door sounded, and Cal walked in holding a take-out bag with a Styrofoam container inside. The smell of hot Chinese food reminded me that I hadn’t eaten since eleven that morning, and my stomach rumbled. 
 
    “Hey new girl,” he greeted me, and I gave a little wadded-paper-towel wave in his direction. He set his bag of food down on the counter at the far end near the candy for sale. “Do you mind if I set this here while I look for a movie? Is it in your way?” 
 
    I shrugged, shaking my head. “No, that’s fine.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he replied, off to hunt for a video. 
 
    I took a deep, steadying breath. For some reason, this stranger made my cheeks flush and my heart race every time he spoke to me. My gut told me something in Morse code that made me want to run to the bathroom in the back.  
 
    “And... he’s back for more entertainment.” Janie gestured to the swinging saloon doors just past the cash registers. “At least he doesn’t rent the porn. You don’t come here to find a date and rent porn. He’d be stupid.” 
 
    “A date? I thought he was married?” I asked, my voice barely a whisper. 
 
    “He’s going through a divorce.” 
 
    “But that’s still married, right?” I asked. 
 
    Janie turned to me, sighing dramatically with a wayward smile. “Oh, you innocent little thing. You’re really adorable, you know.” 
 
    I gave her a confused half-smile as she moved to plug in the vacuum.  
 
    “Westerns. Who organized this shelf? Half of these aren’t even Westerns,” Cal announced, pointing to the display shelf next to the counter. “Unforgiven? So much more than a Western.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen it, so I don’t know,” I answered, shrugging as he handed me his tags. 
 
    He gaped at me, and I stopped in my tracks. 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ve never seen it,” I repeated slowly. “I don’t like Westerns.” 
 
    “You need to watch it. Watch it and tell me if you think it’s a Western.” 
 
    “Um, I don’t know,” I managed, nearly mixing up his choice of 12 Monkeys with Shiloh. I quickly grabbed the correct movie, guessing he wouldn’t enjoy the children’s flick. 
 
    Unless he had kids, I thought. With her. The ex. Maybe she had the kids. After all, twenty-six was so old. He could have kids. Janie was my age and she had a daughter. 
 
    “Listen. You take this home and watch it and let me know. I’ll buy you a cup of coffee and we can discuss it,” Cal said. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows until they disappeared into my hairline. I glanced around for Janie to see if she’d heard him, too, but she was already pushing the heavy, old vacuum around the floor in the back of the store. 
 
    “Okay, maybe I will,” I said in my most teasing tone. I felt like I’d just been given an assignment by one of my college professors, but at the same time, I felt like he was flirting with me. 
 
    Or talking? Talking incessantly could be considered flirting, so I quickly pushed that thought away. 
 
    “I’m Cal, by the way,” he said. “But you probably knew that from your computer there.” 
 
    “Lizzie,” I replied, fighting the urge to extend my hand and shake his. Is he an adult? A kid like me? I have no idea. 
 
    “Lizzie,” he echoed thoughtfully. “What is that around your neck, a roller skate?” he asked, pointing to my gold charm necklace. 
 
    I pressed my fingers to my chest, shaking my head. “No, it’s a lighthouse. I love lighthouses.” 
 
    He leaned in for a closer look, and I got a better assessment of his eyes. 
 
    Sapphires. 
 
    I was having a recent love affair with sapphires, and I glanced down at the ring on my finger that I’d chosen in lieu of a Class of ’97 ring. It was a sapphire surrounded by tiny diamonds. 
 
    Like Cal’s eyes. 
 
    He gathered his Chinese food and waved good-bye to me and Janie, and Janie gave him an annoyed little wave in return. Janie really didn’t like him. 
 
    But I did. 
 
    A little. 
 
    I was quiet, and he filled all the space. I was nervous, and he was charming. I was hesitant, and he was flirtatious. 
 
    It was some unexplainable pull that made me think about Cal for the next half an hour. 
 
    The cordless phone rang, and I grabbed the receiver along with a handful of tags to return to the floor. “That Video Place,” I answered. 
 
    “Hey, hi, it’s Cal- I was just up there and rented a movie?” 
 
    He waited for me to respond with recognition, and I automatically smiled into the phone. “Hi, yes, I remember. It’s Lizzie.” 
 
    “Oh, good. Listen, I think I left my wallet there. I got home and can’t find it anywhere. Can you take a quick look? It’s light brown leather.” 
 
    I walked to the registers again, grinning. 
 
    He didn’t leave his wallet.  
 
    He’s standing in his home, wherever that may be, holding his wallet. I was positive. 
 
    It was the first time I sensed Cal’s lie. It was like energy through the phone. It was a series of rushed words. Over-explanation. Distracted sighs that weren’t really distracted, but in fact were purposefully choreographed. 
 
    But it was really damn cute that night, on a night when I’d never had anyone really flirt with me. When, in my teenage mind, I decided that lying was charming and so was Cal. 
 
    “No, I’m so sorry, I don’t see it here,” I answered. “Maybe the Chinese food restaurant?” 
 
    “Maybe. Well, thanks for looking, Lizzie. Have a good night,” he said. 
 
    “You too,” I replied. 
 
    I hung up the phone, grinning like a madwoman. I knew with certainty that he wasn’t missing his wallet. I knew he called just to talk to me. 
 
    And it felt really, really good. 
 
    I pressed my forehead against the Adam and Eve door. 
 
    My thoughts were so boggled, and I was beginning to believe Jake was right. If Virginia was capable of killing another human being, drugging our soup would be child’s play. 
 
    The door opened suddenly, and Cal stood in front of me, his sapphire eyes older now and marked with the crow’s feet of twenty years. The little lines were tales of the laughter and joy the kids and I had given him, and the scowls Lana had brought him.  
 
    “Are you drunk?” I asked, cringing at him. 
 
    He scowled. Okay, that one was for me. “No I’m not drunk, but I feel like I am. Did Lana come out here?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “No, but Jake went for help. Cal, we have to get out of here,” I said in a rushed whisper. “I think Virginia-” 
 
    “There you are,” Virginia said, and I jumped, turning to see her standing on the stairs behind us. “Dinner will be done very shortly. Come on downstairs, Lizzie and Cal.” 
 
    I met Cal’s eyes, trying to silently communicate with him.  
 
    Cal ignored me. “Is Lana downstairs?” 
 
    Virginia chuckled. “Oh, she’s been downstairs for a while now. We’re chatting about cooking. I understand she’s quite skilled in the kitchen.” 
 
    I pressed my fingertips to my temples and pushed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ELEVEN 
 
    The sound of Virginia and Lana chatting and preparing dinner in the kitchen made me curiously jealous. In my muddled mind, I’d convinced myself that Virginia was both a murderer and my sympathizer, so the level of betrayal I felt while listening to them work together in the kitchen was clearly irrational. 
 
    I was back in the parlor with Cal, and as soon as Virginia turned up the music again, I hurried close to him to whisper. “Cal, I think Virginia is... off. Like, crazy. And she was telling me the story about her daughter earlier and I- I think she might have killed somebody.” 
 
    “Her daughter killed somebody?” 
 
    I glared at him. “Are you being deliberately stupid?” 
 
    “Virginia killed somebody?” he clarified, returning my glare. “And don’t call me stupid.” 
 
    “I didn’t call you stupid. Oh for Christ’s sake, I think Virginia got away with murder. Maybe a decade ago. And Jake and I also think she put something in the soup. Did you and Lana pass out upstairs?” 
 
    “We napped,” he said simply. “You sound a little crazy yourself there, Lizzie.” 
 
    “Don’t call me crazy!” I huffed, louder than a whisper but still under my breath. A Beatles song played in the distance from the kitchen. “I’m trying to tell you something. I think we might be in danger. Especially you and Lana. Especially Lana,” I clarified. When his confused expression changed to incredulous, I exhaled slowly. “Listen to me. Lana looks a lot like Virginia’s ex-husband’s lover. A woman he cheated on her with and ended up leaving her for. The same woman who became their daughter’s stepmother. The same woman who was driving the car that wrecked and killed their daughter.” 
 
    Cal listened. He answered me with an eyeroll. “Are you plotting a new book?” 
 
    I threw my hands in the air, backing against the bookshelf. “Jesus. Never mind. I don’t know what’s going on and I’m done talking to you.” 
 
    He crossed his arms over his chest. “Why are you getting so worked up?” 
 
    I pinched my eyes closed. 
 
    Always. Always, the same statements. 
 
    Why are you so upset? So overdramatic? Making a big deal out of nothing? 
 
    I remembered Cal was cold. Cal was the month of March in Ohio, when everyone craved spring with every ounce of their remaining sanity. Cal was the frigid snow that kept entering the forecast. Even though I chose to live in Ohio, I was always disappointed by the snow in March. But the snow didn’t give a crap about me. The snow kept coming.  
 
    Some winters would be relentless. Some winters would have these surprise, seventy-degree days peppered throughout the arctic void of November through March, giving you just enough hope to hang in there. Just enough to remember what the other seasons were like. 
 
    So you kept on going. Those beautiful days, when the ice melted and the rivers and streams and creeks flooded the pothole paradise of our roads, and you could catch a small glimpse of the spring that was bound to come eventually.  
 
    It always came. Cal always warmed up again. Cal always came around, if only for a little while. 
 
    I remembered taking a walk alone in the woods that March after we divorced, and I was thinking about how the Ohio winters were like my marriage.  
 
    My failed marriage. My marriage that was over. My marriage to the stranger. 
 
    That’s how I thought of him. The stranger. The man who was the father of my children, my first love, and the best actor I’d ever known. In his defense, he wasn’t truly an actor. He was a sociopath, who knew no other way to be but his way, to get his way. I sidestepped a protruding root in the ground and thought of him spread out on a cold slab in the morgue, with the team from CSI discussing his case as they referred to an old MRI he’d had done of his brain, years before. 
 
    “His frontal lobe lights up like a firecracker. How could the doctors not have known he was a psychopath? His poor widow. How he must have tortured her.” 
 
    Groaning, I felt my phone vibrate in the pocket of my dry-fit jacket.  
 
    Cal. “Hey. Sorry I missed your call,” I said, which was code for I ignored your call because I hate your voice. 
 
    I remembered that day so vividly, because it was the day. The day I’d wanted to come so badly since the moment he ran out the door and ran to Lana. That cold March day in Ohio, I’d been with Jake for only two months, long enough to love him harder than I’d ever loved Cal. 
 
    I walked to the edge of the ravine, staring at the rushing river water. My fingers traced a knot on the tree as I struggled with my irrational heartbeat.  
 
    “Hey,” he answered, clearing his throat. “That’s okay. I was trying to get Leah’s passport, but they want the custody paperwork.” 
 
    I sighed, wrapping my arm around the small oak tree for support. Leah was trying to go away for the weekend with her best friend’s family to Canada and needed a passport. Cal insisted he could take care of it, but I knew it’d come down to him calling me for help.  
 
    “God. Everyone wants that novel,” I said, referring to our shared parenting agreement. 
 
    “How are you doing?” he asked. 
 
    I hated when he used that tone. Pitying. Feigned concern. And yet the betrayed wife that I was soaked it up and reveled in his attention. 
 
    The trained wife.  
 
    The abused wife. 
 
    The ex-wife. 
 
    “Hanging in there,” I said. In truth, it’d been a terrible day. A nervous breakdown day. A day I had to leave work in tears and walk through the woods to clear my head. I’d made it into the office that day thanks to Jake, which was hard enough sometimes, but Cal had texted me just as I started working. 
 
    Cal: I hate myself for what I did. Something happened. Something so small and insignificant but I am so small and petty that I spin it and piss myself off. You’ve seen me do it a million times. But you know me well enough not to put me in that situation. 
 
    That text. That jumbled, run-on text. 
 
    The first indication that maybe there was trouble in paradise. The first hint that maybe, just maybe, Cal had regrets. 
 
    Maybe Lana wasn’t all that he’d ever wanted. 
 
    Cal sighed. “Sorry about my text. I know it was kind of cryptic, and I didn’t mean for it to be... you know, she just said something that pissed me off, and you know me so well... you know what to say and what not to say, and... anyway, sorry.” 
 
    Oh, how I ate that shit up. 
 
    “What did she say?” I edged, cautious.  
 
    “Nothing. Something. It doesn’t matter. It just made me realize how...” 
 
    “How what?”  
 
    Yeah, I bit. 
 
    “How I wish I could go back. Change everything. Go back in time.” 
 
    I gripped the tree. 
 
    There it was.  
 
    All the tears, all the heartbreak, all the sadness. 
 
    Oh, how I’d imagined that moment. 
 
    “Go back,” I repeated, my breath caught in my throat. 
 
    “Yeah. I was talking to my buddy at work about that job in North Carolina. Why don’t we just go?” 
 
    “We?”  
 
    I was afraid I’d snap my phone in half. 
 
    “Us. You, me, and the kids. Pick up and start over. Forget Lana. Forget Jake. Pretend none of this ever happened.” 
 
    I shook my head at the river.  
 
    Pretend.  
 
    Pretend none of this had happened? Pretend that I could ever touch his skin again and not imagine her whore hands all over him? Pretend he hadn’t fucked her and lied for months, or hadn’t thought about her while he was lying in bed next to me? Pretend? 
 
    Pretend I wasn’t starting to finally wake up from the fog of abuse and torture that he’d put me through? 
 
    And then, I answered. 
 
    “I love Jake,” I heard myself say, and my heart fluttered to support my voice. “I am in love with him.” 
 
    “You barely know him,” he said, without a moment of hesitation. 
 
    “I know him better than I knew you, obviously.” 
 
    The snap in my tone was enough to put him back on guard. “Yeah, whatever. I gotta go.” 
 
    He disconnected. 
 
    I lowered my phone, slipping it into my pocket. 
 
    That one text, only a couple months after he’d moved in with Lana, had evolved over the past few years into him screaming at Lana upstairs about how she was useless and I was perfect.  
 
    I went home that night and told Jake about my phone call with Cal. 
 
    “Lizzie,” Jake said, pulling me into his arms. “If you still want to work on your marriage, I won’t be the one to stand in the way of a family. I won’t be that guy.” 
 
    I widened my eyes, appalled. That early into our relationship, Jake knew some of the things Cal had done, but he didn’t know the entirety. He didn’t know the monster that I’d lived with for most of my marriage. 
 
    “No, Jake. No. Even if I wasn’t with you, I wouldn’t be with Cal. I’ll never be with Cal again.” 
 
    He smiled then, the widest smile he’d ever given me. 
 
    “Listen,” Cal said, pulling me out of my pit of memories and back to the library. “I have my gun. She’s a woman. What do you think is going to happen, Lizzie?” 
 
    “I know you don’t think much of women, but as a gender, we’re pretty damn clever.” 
 
    “Why is everything an argument with you?” 
 
    I pinched my eyes shut. “I paid a lot of money so I don’t have to argue with you anymore. Consider yourself warned. I’ve done my due diligence.” 
 
    When I opened my eyes, he started to say something, but Virginia was bustling into the parlor.  
 
    “Dinner is served! Come now, let’s all gather at the table. I imagine Jake should be arranging that tow about now, so you’ll want full stomachs for the ride home.” 
 
    I didn’t look at Cal again as I made my way to the dining room. Lana was setting a casserole dish in the center of the table, and I cringed at the squish of the oversized spoon as she shoved the utensil into the concoction. “I made your favorite, Cal,” she said. “Garlic cheddar chicken.”  
 
    His favorite? “Aren’t you still lactose intolerant?” I asked Cal. 
 
    Lana blinked, staring at him with wide eyes. 
 
    Cal shrugged, choosing a chair. “Eh, it comes and goes.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re always in the bathroom after I make this?” Lana demanded, and I chuckled at her very personal comment. 
 
    “Thanks,” he snapped at her. 
 
    “I just mean...” she trailed off, choosing the chair across the table from him. “Sorry.” 
 
    “I grew out of it,” Cal replied, and I rolled my eyes, irritated as Virginia chose the seat next to Lana. I was stuck sitting next to Cal unless I chose a chair at the head of the table, which would be directly between Cal and Lana.  
 
    No thanks. 
 
    “Human bodies don’t just grow out of lactose intolerance, but okay,” I said, mostly under my breath. “Mm, garlic. Yum.” 
 
    Virginia poured us all glasses of an expensive looking riesling, and I accepted graciously. 
 
    “Cal always says my cooking is delicious,” Lana snapped. “He’s always boasting about my skills.” 
 
    I ignored her stupid jibes, wondering if ‘boasting’ was on her word-of-the-day calendar.  
 
    Sometimes I pitied her. There she was, flattering herself and reliving the memories of the one- or two-times Cal had complimented her cooking.  
 
    “It really is,” I forced, taking a small bite. After I chewed and swallowed, I said, “Cal was always complimenting my organization skills, like the way I could organize all of the take-out menus in our town in a binder. Color-coded tabs. Laminated even.” 
 
    Cal chuckled next to me, nodding. “Yep. She even wrote little notes, like ‘average delivery time’ or ‘charges extra for substitutes.’” He grinned at me. “Do you still have that binder?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. I left it at the house when we sold it.” 
 
    “That had to be expensive,” Lana chimed in, taking a sip of water. “Eating out all the time.” 
 
    I met her eyes. “Well, two income household. Both parents working full time. It gets busy and hectic.” 
 
    There was my you have no job jibe. Score one for immaturity. 
 
    “Well, there’s nothing like a home-cooked meal,” she said. “It’s the way to a man’s heart, you know,” she added. 
 
    Snide. 
 
    “You’re assuming that every man has a heart,” Virginia said before I could fling a spoonful of cheesy garlic bullshit at Lana’s face. 
 
    Cal laughed again. “Oooh, burn,” he said, nodding at Virginia.  
 
    Cal sat at the table like he was the prize at a tennis match, and I refused to spar with Lana for one more second. “Come to think of it, you know what I still do have?” I asked. “Your salt and pepper shakers. You know, the wooden ones? You can have those back if you want. I think you said they were a gift at for your first wedding, for you and Mary.” 
 
    Lana speared a piece of chicken. “That’s not necessary.” 
 
    I smirked. “I keep them in my kitchen, like little trophies. Kind of like ‘I Survived Being Married to Cal’ awards.” I was laughing now, and Virginia laughed with me, the sparkle in her eyes shimmering with genuine amusement. “I’ll pass them on to you when it’s your turn,” I offered Lana. 
 
    Gloves were off, and cattiness took a back seat to full-on anger. “What’s that supposed to mean?” she demanded. 
 
    “Lizzie, knock it off,” Cal snapped. 
 
    I settled back in my chair with my glass of wine. 
 
    They ate and I sipped my wine, exchanging glances with Virginia. I wasn’t going to eat another bite of Lana’s food, and Virginia knew it. “I made a marvelous pie for dessert. Let me go slice us all a piece.” 
 
    When she left the dining room, Cal turned to me, narrowing his eyes. “What in the hell is your problem?” 
 
    I heard music begin from the kitchen. The Beatles again.  
 
    Hey, Jude. 
 
    So loud.  
 
    Too loud. 
 
    “I don’t have a problem, Cal. Lana is desperate for your attention, and I was merely giving her something to feel desperate about.” 
 
    Hey, Jude. 
 
    “Fuck you,” she retorted, slamming her fork onto the table.  
 
    Everything happened slowly, but all at once. 
 
    Cal pressed his hand to his forehead, folding over before sliding off his chair. I watched in incomprehensible confusion as he landed in a heap on the carpeted floor. 
 
    “Cal?” Lana cried, bursting to her feet.  
 
    Hey, Jude. 
 
    She swayed, gripping the table and trying to focus. 
 
    After a moment, she dropped to her knees, bringing her plate down with her. Cheese and chicken smacked the red carpeting. 
 
    Lana was unconscious. 
 
    I looked down at my wine glass, realization settling in my gut like I’d swallowed entire rocks. 
 
    “Oh, not to worry, dear,” Virginia said as she returned to the table, setting a piece of pie in front of me. “There’s only a mild sedative in your glass. You see, I decided it was time,” she began, settling back in her chair. She made no attempt to see to either Cal or Lana. 
 
    My heartbeat thundered in my chest before slowing considerably. I gripped the stem of the glass, biting my lower lip. 
 
    “Time?” I ventured, my lungs refusing to function properly. 
 
    She nodded, sliding her fork into a piece of warm cherry pie. “It’s time, Lizzie. You’ve lived through more than any woman should. More than any mother should. You try to wear a smile, but I can see through your smile. I can see your pain. I can hear you talk about Leah and Clay, your precious two remaining children. I know Lilly isn’t here on this earth anymore. Once, but no longer. And there is no accountability. And you’re tortured. And the torture must end. It’s time for Cal and Lana to pay for their sins.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TWELVE 
 
    Cal and I dated each other for four months at the end of 1997. He was in the midst of his first divorce, and he was my first relationship. I couldn’t quite remember those months as a romance, since it was mostly one-sided. I idealized Cal, though his behaviors would have been red flags to any educated, experienced woman.  
 
    Alcoholism. 
 
    Narcissism. 
 
    Abuse. 
 
    In January, Cal called me at my video store and told me it was over. “We’re in two different places,” he said quickly. “You’re going to college. I want a family. I’m just going to end up hurting you.” 
 
    Oh, it hurt, just like the first break-up does. The pain was unbearable at times. I threw myself into my college courses, making the Dean’s List for the first time that semester. I clung to my friends. To Trina. To my sister. To the memory of what I’d been before Cal. 
 
    And I started to get better. By April, I was moving on. Confident, clear-headed, and realizing that my relationship with Cal had been unhealthy. 
 
    Toxic. 
 
    “He saved you by breaking up with you,” Trina reminded me. “He was bad news, Lizzie. He liked to hurt you and disappoint you.” 
 
    Trina was wise beyond her years. 
 
    In April, one late night at the video store, the phone rang. Trina answered it, then scowled. I met her eyes. 
 
    “Here. It’s Cal, and he sounds drunk,” she whispered, handing me the phone. 
 
    My heart had clenched, stopped beating, and then leapt out of my chest, all at once. I hadn’t spoken to Cal in months, and I hadn’t been prepared for that feeling. 
 
    “Hello?” I managed. 
 
    “Lizzie, I need to ask you a question,” Cal said, clearly hammered. I wrinkled my nose at Trina, rolling my eyes. 
 
    “Okay. What?” I asked, trying to puff up my feathers and put on my guard. 
 
    “Do you still love me?” 
 
    The words hung in the air, bitter, like a shot of expensive perfume at a department store that you hadn’t really asked for but agreed to anyway. You knew your hands and your clothes would smell like the perfume for the rest of the day, and eventually it’d give you a headache.  
 
    I hesitated for a moment. One brief, foolish moment. 
 
    “Yes I still love you, Cal,” I said. 
 
    He groaned. “See, that’s what I was afraid of. I miss you and I want to be friends with you, but we can’t be friends if you still love me. It would just complicate everything.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “Aren’t you dating someone?” I’d asked. 
 
    I knew he was. I’d heard through the grapevine that he was dating a woman with a little girl. 
 
    “Oh, that’s over. She was crazy. She actually called the cops on me! She got pissed off about something I said in the car, and I slammed on the brakes and she took that as a threat or something and called the police on me. Said I held a knife to her, but we were just joking around. Crazy bitch.” 
 
    I nodded, even though he couldn’t see me. 
 
    More red flags that had begun to drip dye, staining my innocent mind. 
 
    “That is crazy,” I’d agreed, my teenage self reveling in his words. It wasn’t easy to find information about an ex in 1998. There was no social media, and cell phones were few and far between.  
 
    It made it that much easier to move on after a break-up. 
 
    No contact. 
 
    “Right. So, I want to be friends and I miss you, but we can’t if you still love me.” 
 
    “Okay then, I don’t love you,” I said. 
 
    Most desperately. 
 
    “You just said you did.” 
 
    Customers were piling up. 
 
    “I’d rather be friends with you than nothing at all,” I said. 
 
    He was hungry. I was feeding him. Some people ordered fried food at the bar. Jalapeno poppers. Chili fries.  
 
    Cal ordered an Eager, Desperate, Ego-Stroking Lizzie, what would become his favorite snack in the coming years. 
 
    “Okay then, let me think about it. I’ll call you this weekend.” 
 
    And that was that. 
 
    The mind-fuckery began that night, and it lasted from April until June.  
 
    I was new to sex, and I didn’t understand the concept of friends with benefits, mostly because I got absolutely zero benefit from sex with Cal. Short, selfish sex that I’d manage to deal with until he finished.  
 
    I wanted the intimacy after. The cuddling. The whispers during. 
 
    His words. 
 
    I do love you, Lizzie.  
 
    God I’ve missed you. 
 
    Nothing has been the same without you. 
 
    And then, it’d be over, and he’d snap back into Cal. I’d have no choice but to snap back into Lizzie, put on a brave face, and go on with my day. 
 
    On the last night that he spent in the house of lost virginity, I helped him finish packing and ordered us a pizza. We sat on the dining room floor with a box between us as a make-shift table. He was moving to his mother’s house for a couple weeks until he could find a rental. 
 
    I wanted to buy him a six pack of beer, because I knew that after a couple beers he would be nicer, but I wasn’t old enough.  
 
    “I can stay here with you tonight,” I’d told him. 
 
    “No, I don’t want you to. I want to be alone.” 
 
    I was used to his rejection at that point, but it still hurt every time. I could feel his mood shifting, so I put on my brightest smile. 
 
    “Remember when I first came over? That day we went to all the parks in the area and just got to know each other? You answered the door and were all flustered because your coffee pot overflowed.” 
 
    “I remember.” He nodded, smiling at me. “And I’d just gotten out of the shower and didn’t have a shirt on yet, and you were blushing so hard your entire face was red.” 
 
    “Well, you were cute,” I said, always feeding coins into his ego machine. “And you teased me because I wore sandals to go hiking in the woods.” 
 
    We kissed then. He led me to his bedroom and he fucked me on his bare mattress, because all his furniture had already been moved into storage. He didn’t say the nice things that he usually said while he was fucking me, and when it was over, he got up and went to the kitchen. 
 
    I met him after a few minutes, and he was gathering our trash from dinner. “You should get going. It’s getting late.” 
 
    I nodded. It was the first time I ever felt used. Inexcusably used. I had no defenses left for him, no justifications for his behaviors, no explanations or reasons for his actions. 
 
    I’d never forget that feeling. 
 
    “I love you, Cal,” I whispered, my guard down. “I think we could make this work. I want what you want, as long as I get to be with you.” 
 
    He met my eyes with his own dull, blue gaze. “Lizzie, if we got back together, you’d end up hating me.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    If I believed in omens, I’d have marked that moment as a glaring portent. An energy passed through us. 
 
    Foreshadowing. 
 
    As though some guiding oracle had taken me by the hand and lowered her mouth to my ear. 
 
    He will hurt you, Lizzie. 
 
    You will end up hating him, Lizzie. 
 
    Run, my guardian angel whispered. Run now. 
 
    “No I wouldn’t,” I argued, with the little amount of resolve that I felt. After he’d already broken my heart once, I was sure I would hate him if he did it again. 
 
    I was sure I was stupid. 
 
    “You know, I was talking to my sister the other day,” he said thoughtfully, “and I told her I don’t think I’ve met the girl I’m supposed to marry yet.” 
 
    I took a step back. Away from him.  
 
    He was throwing stones at me, telling me to go. Like the dog in that movie where the little boy is crying and hurling rocks, telling his beloved pet that he must go. Run away.  
 
    I can’t keep you. Leave! 
 
    I left. I took what little dignity I had remaining and drove away. 
 
    I helped Cal move into his rental house and slept with him once or twice after that, but eventually, I gathered enough self-respect to stop going to him. 
 
    After nearly two months of not speaking to or seeing Cal, I met Scott. 
 
    He was a customer in my video store, just like Cal had been. He was younger, closer to my age; where there had been nearly a ten-year age gap between me and Cal, there were only four years between me and Scott. 
 
    Scott was incredibly handsome. Blue eyes again, but light blue, like the sky on a cloudless day. The piercing blue of a Husky dog, with a smile that lifted the enormous weight that Cal had placed on my shoulders.  
 
    Leah had Scott’s eyes. 
 
    Scott and I had one incredible summer at the beach. My parents had been more than eager for me to bring him along on our family vacation.  
 
    Sure, Scott can come! We love Scott! Scott makes you so happy! 
 
    Anyone but Cal. 
 
    Scott was my bringer of joy. My supplier of hope.  
 
    He fed my co-dependent need for him in a healthy way. I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was missing between us, and it took long talks with Trina to realize that it was drama. Abuse. The go-away-come-back relationship that I had learned from Cal.  
 
    We exchanged I-love-yous not even a week after we met, and I made love for the first time. Not bare-mattress fuck-buddy love. Romantic love. We were Danny and Sandy on the beach, giggling and splashing and building sand castles in the summer sun. Fourth of July fireworks and orgasms and laughter. Promises of forever. Dreams of a wedding in Ireland in a castle. College graduates building a life together. 
 
    And then there was Leah. 
 
    At first, when I told Scott I was pregnant, he was supportive. He was only twenty-four, but he promised he’d be there. We’d get married and he’d do the right thing.  
 
    I’m not going to walk out on this baby like my father did to me. 
 
    I will raise her too, and we’ll be a family.  
 
    We can still go to school. 
 
    We’ll be okay. 
 
    As that summer wound to a close, Scott drove back to his town five hours away where he was to start college in the fall. We would talk on the phone occasionally, and he planned to drive back to see me in two weeks. 
 
    Those two weeks were a blur of uncertainty. I could feel us growing apart, but I wasn’t really upset about it. The more he distanced himself, the more protective I became of my own heart, as the new little one beating inside of me. 
 
    The last weekend he visited, we went to the mall. We were sitting in the food court and I was eating a baked potato, one of the few things I could stomach as morning sickness had set in and progressed into all-day sickness. 
 
    “I thought about it,” Scott began as we were eating. “About the baby. And I know we’re both Catholic, but I think it wouldn’t be the worst thing if you- you know. Had an abortion.” 
 
    I stopped eating.  
 
    I was for women’s rights, pro-choice, et cetera, but I’d never thought about it for myself. I never thought I’d have to. Throughout the weeks since I’d found out that I was pregnant, I’d never once considered abortion an option. Even if Scott wanted to throw rocks at me too, it was me and my child. The two of us were one.  
 
    The baby wasn’t a hot night under the fireworks. She wasn’t a summer fling that ended when school began. She was forever, and the utter devotion and commitment I felt was as scientifically real as her tiny heart. 
 
    “Not an option for me,” I replied softly. 
 
    “Okay,” he answered, too quickly. 
 
    When he was leaving that Sunday, I knew it was the last time I’d ever see him. Those same paradoxical winds tossed the air between us as I leaned in to kiss him through his car window one last time. 
 
    “I love you,” I said. 
 
    “I know,” he replied. 
 
    He drove away. 
 
    “I loved you,” I corrected, to myself. 
 
    The next few weeks were private. I spent a lot of time with Trina and my sister, just staying positive and re-routing. I felt in my heart that I was carrying a girl, and my sister and I discussed names. I stopped being a vegetarian as a meat-craving took over, and I ate my weight in steaks and burgers.  
 
    Scott and I talked once or twice after that, but then I stopped returning his calls. He stopped making his calls. The love that we’d felt turned out to be lust, I told myself. If I could so easily forget about him and move on, I clearly never felt the connection I’d wanted. 
 
    Or I was just coping. 
 
    On a whim one sunny day before work, I drove to Cal’s house. I didn’t want him to hear that I was pregnant from someone else. Mathematically it was impossible for Leah to be his, and I didn’t want him coming around unexpectedly. 
 
    I was in charge. I would seek him out, tell him I was pregnant, and that it was Scott’s. 
 
    His rental was small. A mid-century A-frame the yellow color of a gingerbread cottage in a fairytale. His car was crooked in the driveway, so I figured he’d driven home drunk the night before. 
 
    Buddy greeted me at the unlocked door. I petted him, let him outside to pee, and gave him fresh water before making my way to the stairs. It never occurred to me that Cal would be with a woman, so I didn’t bother knocking. He wasn’t with anyone, but he was lying across his bed stark-naked on his stomach, passed out and snoring. The humidity in the bedroom air from the late-summer heatwave reeked of alcohol. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. 
 
    Back downstairs, I decided to just leave him a note. In today’s world, a quick text would have done the trick.  
 
    Hey Cal, it’s Lizzie. I was here. I gave Buddy water and let him out. I stopped by to tell you- 
 
    “Lizzie?” 
 
    Cal stood at the bottom of the stairs, scrubbing his eyes with his palms. I was happy to see he’d thrown on shorts. 
 
    “Hey. Sorry, I didn’t mean to just stop by unannounced.” 
 
    “That’s okay. What’s wrong?” he asked, greeting Buddy and scratching his ears. The dog whined happily. 
 
    “Well, I... just wanted to tell you something,” I began, fiddling with the strap at my shoulder. The overall shorts had come back into style for five minutes, and I wore them with a tiny t-shirt underneath. 
 
    “Okay?” He sat in the kitchen chair across from me. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “First of all, it’s not yours. But I’m pregnant. I just wanted you to hear it from me and no one else.” 
 
    He stared at me with bloodshot eyes, blinking twice before standing. He went to his refrigerator, opened the door, grabbed a beer, and returned to the table. 
 
    I stared at him as he popped the top and took a long drink. 
 
    “Cal, it’s ten in the morning.” 
 
    He finished half the beer before speaking. “And it’s not mine?” he repeated, and something in his voice caught my attention. 
 
    Disappointment. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if he was disappointed that the baby wasn’t his, or if he was disappointed in me like he was a chastising parent. Either way, I shook my head. 
 
    “No, not yours. Impossible.” 
 
    “Scott then.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Is he going to step up?” he asked. “Marry you?” 
 
    I snorted. “It’s not 1950. But yes, he said he’d support us.” 
 
    He took another long drink, paused, then took a deep breath. 
 
    “So where is he then?” 
 
    I shrugged, ripping the piece of notebook paper I’d been writing on. “He went back to his apartment.” 
 
    “Are you moving in with him?” 
 
    “No. I want to be close to my parents and sister.” 
 
    “So, he’s living five hours away, and you’re here.” 
 
    I realized that he knew a lot more about Scott then I’d ever told him. Cal had done his research and probably learned most of his information from Trina. 
 
    She’s happy, Trina would have told him. Stay away from her. Scott is an awesome boyfriend. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied simply.  
 
    “Are you keeping the baby?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I repeated, clearing my throat. “I have to get going. I have a shift at noon.” 
 
    “Wait.” He stood up with me, holding his arms out. “Give me a hug. I’m here for you if you need anything. At all. If you just want someone to talk to. I’m here, Lizzie.” 
 
    My heart had a giant Vacancy sign flashing in neon red, and Cal must have seen it. Vulnerable. Defenseless. 
 
    Needing. 
 
    “Thanks Cal. Thank you. I really appreciate that,” I said. 
 
    We saw each other that weekend. I almost threw up after we went out to dinner. He sat next to me on the couch, rubbing my back. 
 
    “Deep breaths,” he murmured soothingly. 
 
    The wave of nausea finally passed, and Cal held me on the couch in the darkness of his house. It was raining softly on the tin roof, and he ran his hand over my hair, twirling one strand in his fingertips. 
 
    After a long time, I lifted my face to his. 
 
    He kissed me, the kind of deliberate kiss that meant something. When he pulled away, his eyes met mine. 
 
    “I love you, Lizzie. And I love this baby, too. I want to be with you. I’ll raise this baby like it’s my own.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    THIRTEEN 
 
    “My wife cured me of my drinking and wickedness,” said Will Munny, Clint Eastwood’s character in Unforgiven. Cal would quote the movie again and again during our marriage, usually ending a love letter with the words. 
 
    You cured me, Lizzie. 
 
    You saved me from my loneliness and myself. 
 
    Cal looked at me, disoriented, his eyes unfocused. 
 
    But I never cured you of your drinking, I thought. Or your wickedness. 
 
    You are the most wicked, Cal. 
 
    The most wicked. 
 
    We didn’t have a song. I thought about that as Virginia tightened the ropes around Cal’s legs. There were songs that made me think about the time we first met, songs that were popular on the radio, but no song was ours. 
 
    Cal tried to declare “Let’s Get It On” by Marvin Gaye our song, but I refused. There was nothing lustful or sexual in our relationship. Our bedroom was mechanical. Insensitive. Meant for sleeping off hangovers, not making babies.  
 
    Babies were made on the couch in less than three minutes, minus my fireworks girl. 
 
    The most wicked. 
 
    I would turn songs over and over in my head, trying to make this one or that one fit, but none of them really stuck. As though Virginia read my mind, music floated in the distance. 
 
    “You’re Still the One,” by Shania Twain. 
 
    He wasn’t still the one. He was never the one. But that song made me think of a time when I thought the future held the promise of love. Of longevity and devotion. 
 
    Back when I was an optimist. Back when he had potential. 
 
    The most wicked. 
 
    I had lucid moments as I watched Virginia tying them up. I floated in and out of my memories, not fully comprehending where I was or what was happening. Song after song played. “I Don’t Want to Miss A Thing” by Aerosmith. “Truly Madly Deeply” by Savage Garden. “How Do I Live” by LeAnn Rimes. “I’ll Be” by Edwin McCain.  
 
    “Semi-Charmed Life” by Third Eye Blind. It was the song we cheered to together at our first Cleveland Indian’s game. 
 
    “You’re so much more fun than my ex-wife ever was,” Cal told little eighteen-year-old Lizzie, and she warmed at the dirty compliment. 
 
    Songs of 1997. Songs of a time when I lived and made the choices that brought me to this house, twenty years later. Songs that were the soundtrack of my fortune. Songs that accompanied me on long drives as I struggled to put my finger on exactly what was wrong with Cal.  
 
    Maybe it was me. Maybe I overreacted all the time. Maybe I really was too dramatic. 
 
    The most wicked. 
 
    I felt my head with my hands, realizing that I had no restraints. Virginia was walking back into the parlor. “I needed to change the music. You seemed distressed, dear Lizzie. I need for you to be calm and clear-headed. Is this better?” 
 
    More music from my parent’s youth. 
 
    I nodded, my mouth sticky. I felt like I’d been sucking on cotton. “What are you doing?” I managed to slur. 
 
    Virginia patted my hand. “Just putting things in order. I mean to transport each of them to the basement using the dumbwaiter. It’s a fantastic piece of equipment, you see. Built right into the kitchen island. Makes for a drafty area near the counters, but so well hidden... oh, I could go on and on. It’ll only take me a little while to finish putting things in order. Time enough for your wine to wear off.” 
 
    I nodded, the overwhelming need to sleep taking over. 
 
    But I wasn’t tired. 
 
    When I came to consciousness again, I was moving. The squealing of metal on metal jarred me, and I looked around, trying to focus. 
 
    “It’s alright, Lizzie,” Virginia called from somewhere above me. “You’re almost to the basement. Just a few more feet.” 
 
    I tried to move, but my wrists were tied to the wooden arms of the dining room chair. As the realization of what was happening finally took hold, I tried to scream, but something was shoved in my mouth. A handkerchief? 
 
    “Don’t be too loud! We’re not ready to wake Cal yet,” Virginia said, her melodic voice displaced in the horror of the dank basement before me. 
 
    Stone walls. Dangling, single-bulb lights illuminated the darkness. The air was frigid, and I shivered, blinking rapidly to clear the fog from my eyes. 
 
    Virginia was in front of me moments later, sliding my chair out of the dumbwaiter. The casters moved easily over the concrete floor, and she walked around behind me to push me through the basement. 
 
    “You poor thing, you’re trembling,” she said, stopping. After a moment, a blanket was tucked over my shoulders. “It’s so very cold down here, I know. I’m sorry. Just a little further and we’ll get you warm.” 
 
    I nodded, my tongue depressed by the wad of material in my mouth. 
 
    As clarity edged its way through my mind, fear pumped in my veins.  
 
    I was right. 
 
    Jake was right. 
 
    Virginia murdered Liza, I was sure of it now, and she intended to murder Cal and Lana. 
 
    And make me watch? 
 
    Murder me too? 
 
    I moaned, unable to hold back the sorrow in my heart. 
 
    Something Virginia had said right after Lana hit the floor kept trying to make itself known, but my subconscious fought it. 
 
    Something she said. 
 
    We rounded a corner and I exhaled, choking on my gag. 
 
    Cal was shackled to a wall. 
 
    Chains, complete with metal cuffs, supported his body weight and held him upright. Another set of metal cuffs gripped his ankles. His head lulled on his shoulders, his chin touching his chest. He wasn’t fully conscious, but I could tell he was trying to wake up. 
 
    Lana was gone.  
 
    I turned my head, trying to take in my surroundings. 
 
    A basement. Wooden shelves lined the walls and dusty, rotted vegetables clotted on the timber planks. Stone stairs to the right, leading up to the low ceiling and ending abruptly. 
 
    Virginia watched me taking inventory, smiling. “Isn’t it perfect? It’s called a root cellar, Lizzie. It’s a place to naturally store your vegetables. The perfect temperature. The perfect humidity. Why, I used to store all sorts of fresh garden vegetables down here. Winter squash. Beets. Onions even. Molly was quite the gardener,” she added. “The best part about the root cellar is its anonymity. It’s not even included in the original design for the house, you know. Those stairs are under a very well-hidden trap door, and the dumbwaiter has its own trap door that must be worked manually to lower this far down.” 
 
    My eyes burned. I wanted to cry, but I wanted to listen. Listening to her was imperative. I needed to hear her if I was going to survive. 
 
    “Why, during Prohibition, this root cellar was used to store alcohol. I found very old record books detailing transactions by bootleggers. 1926 was the peak for our previous owners. It was 1926 when the secret trapdoor and dumbwaiter extension was added to fit large barrels of illegal liquor. And good golly, they did a fine job. No record of any arrests associated with the former residents of this house.” 
 
    I pretended to listen to her history lesson, mentally calculating how long it would take for Jake to return with the tow truck.  
 
    If he searched the house and found it empty, would he know to look for trapdoors and secret passageways? Did I ever mention the hidden staircase in the master bedroom to him? 
 
    I couldn’t remember. 
 
    Virginia moved in front of me, lowering to my level and meeting my eyes. “I’m going to take this cloth out of your mouth now, Lizzie. You mustn’t scream or fret, dear. The cellar is quite soundproof, you see, so you’ll only irritate your throat. Why, I can’t even hear the music any longer, and I had the volume turned up to the absolute maximum. Do you hear the music?” 
 
    I couldn’t hear the music. I couldn’t hear anything except her voice and Cal’s shallow breathing. 
 
    “Do you understand?” she prodded. 
 
    I blinked away the moisture in my eyes, nodding quickly. 
 
    She removed the gag, and I gasped for air, rolling my tongue over my teeth and lips. I was incredibly thirsty, and she produced a bottle of water from the oversized pocket of her white cardigan.  
 
    I hesitated, afraid of being drugged again, but she held the bottle up to my face and twisted the cap slowly so that I could hear the seal break. “I want there to be trust between us, Lizzie. You are so special to me, and I don’t want you to doubt me or my intentions. I mean for us to work together in this, Lizzie. Together. You and me. Are we in agreement?” 
 
    I nodded again, accepting the cool water as she tipped the plastic bottle to my lips. I drank eagerly, liquid dripping over my chin and onto the blanket. 
 
    “Good, good,” she murmured, pulling the bottle away. “Not too much.” 
 
    “Where’s Lana?” I asked. My voice was strained, my throat sore. She patted my hand, tracing the rope with her index finger. 
 
    “Never you mind about Lana. It’s you and I who must talk. Lana’s time to answer for her sins will come. So will Cal’s. But you and I have unfinished words between us. Unspoken tragedies that neither of us have opened our hearts to. Neither of us have mourned.” 
 
    I pinched my eyebrows together, staring at her. “Virginia, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, as firmly as possible. I kept my tone neutral, afraid to push buttons that might ultimately get me hurt. 
 
    Or worse. 
 
    She patted her blonde hair, straightening her shoulders as she paced before me. “You’ve been inside this shell of a body for too long, Lizzie. Trapped inside a mind that refuses to give you truths. Deceits will only prolong your pain. Jake has enabled your grief because he loves you, I understand. I forgive him for that, but not me, Lizzie. I don’t love you. I am here to break you free from this pain. This shell. Let’s make sense of where we are and what happened, shall we?” 
 
    I waited. I knew she was going to tell me what in the hell she was rambling on about eventually, but the more I spoke the more distracted she became. 
 
     She continued to pace. “Right, then. First, let’s begin with why you’re here.” 
 
    I lifted my unfocused eyes in confusion. “Why I’m here?” 
 
    “Why this house?” she pushed. “Why did you choose this house?” 
 
    I shrugged, and the blanket slipped a little off my right shoulder. “The snowstorm. We were just looking for somewhere to stay overnight, until the highway reopened.” 
 
    “Where are your children?” she asked. 
 
    “They’re with my parents,” I answered quickly, my nerves fraying. Cal’s head continued to bob every few minutes, as though he was trying to pull himself out of the haze she’d put him in. 
 
    “Where are your parents?” 
 
    I exhaled slowly. It was the strangest interrogation I’d ever heard. I thought back to all the kidnapping movies I’d seen, and never had the kidnapper sounded like a lawyer recounting the night of the “incident.” “My parents live in Pennsylvania. So do Cal’s. But Cal and Lana, and Jake and I, we live in Ohio. It’s a four-hour drive. The kids are staying with my parents over Christmas break, for a visit. We have jobs. We have to get back to work.” 
 
    Virginia nodded. “How many years ago did Cal leave you for Lana?” 
 
    I looked at her strangely, biting the inside of my cheek to keep from screaming at her. “Three.” 
 
    “And what year was that?” 
 
    I finally growled under my breath. “None of this is important, Virginia. And whatever you need, I can help you. Let’s just let Cal and Lana leave, and you and I can continue our friendship without all these... dramatics.” 
 
    She knelt before me, her blue eyes pitying. “How many years has it been?” 
 
    I exhaled sharply. “Four.” 
 
    The number slipped out before I could stop it, and I blinked, narrowing my eyes in confusion. 
 
    Had it been four years? Or three? 
 
    “What year was Leah born?” 
 
    “1998,” I answered with certainty. “March.” 
 
    Virginia nodded. “And how old will she be this March coming up?” 
 
    She was deliberately trying to confuse me. Leah had been fifteen when Cal left, and now she was about to be twenty in March. 
 
     “Twenty,” I whispered. 
 
    She nodded encouragingly. “Yes. Yes, Lizzie! You’re missing more than a year. Tell me about that year.” 
 
    I blinked away tears, lowering my eyes to the concrete floor. Fury seethed from somewhere low in my gut, and I ground my teeth. “Go fuck yourself, Virginia.” 
 
    She exhaled sharply.  
 
    I waited. Enraging your captor was never a good idea in any situation, but I couldn’t help it. She was frustrating me, and the residual effects of the drug in my system streamed confusing information in my memory. 
 
    Finally, she patted my hand. “Anger is good, my dear. So good.” She stood again and continued to pace. “Do you remember when I told you about that day at the lake, with Liza?” 
 
    How could I forget. 
 
    “Yes,” I answered. 
 
    “And you asked me if I killed her,” she pushed, the frankness of her tone not at all surprising. 
 
    “Yes,” I repeated. 
 
    Virginia crossed her arms over her chest, tilting her head. She gave me a thoughtful look. “What if I was already dead? What if she killed me first? Can a dead woman kill a living woman?” 
 
    Jesus Christ, I was so done. Clinically insane was a passive-aggressive label for whatever Virginia was.  
 
    “No, I guess not,” I said. 
 
    She nodded encouragingly. “Of course not. And when Liza wrecked that car with my Molly inside, she killed me, too. I was already dead the day she arrived here. I’m dead now. My actions are inconsequential.” 
 
    I blinked. Did she think she was a goddamn ghost? 
 
    “I see,” I replied. 
 
    She stared at me, her expression hardening. I gripped the arms of the chair. 
 
    “And when Lilly died, you became a ghost too, Lizzie. A ghost. You roam this world for the sake of your remaining two children and for Jake, but you’re only a half-person. A lost spirit. An apparition waiting for the next life.” 
 
    I didn’t breathe. I couldn’t. 
 
    “Lilly isn’t dead,” I said, my slow words trying to break her manic psyche.  
 
    Virginia stared at me. 
 
    Finally, she sighed. 
 
    “I’ll finish my story of Molly. And then you will finish your story of Lilly. Agreed?” 
 
    I glared at her. “Fine. Whatever you need to say so we can get out of here,” I demanded. 
 
    She turned her face to Cal, then back to me with a slight shake of the head. “You know Cal’s not leaving, Lizzie. You know how this story ends.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    VIRGINA 
 
    Martin was a wonderful father, and Molly adored him.  
 
    He loved her adventurous spirit. She showed an early interest in the outdoors, so Martin would take her fishing almost every weekend. Martin was an avid shooter and enjoyed target practice on the range he’d built in the woods behind the lake, and he bought a pair of pink headphones to protect Molly’s ears. Only she wanted the camouflaged headphones, so he had to exchange the pink ones for camo print. 
 
    They would fall asleep on the couch together watching the History channel, specifically World War II documentaries. And Molly loved old Japanese Godzilla films, and she and Martin would watch them again and again. It was both hilarious and endearing.  
 
    Martin taught her to play baseball and to ride a bike. She looked up to her father; he could do no wrong in her eyes. For Molly, Martin was a hero. Her hero.  
 
    When Martin left, Molly’s world grew dark. She became depressed. Her grades dropped, and her health declined. It seemed she was sick with this virus or that virus so often that her school arranged work to be completed at home so she wouldn’t fall behind.  
 
    At first, Martin tried to help. He met me at school conferences and listened to Molly’s teachers as they described how distracted she’d become in class. Her teacher even mentioned that Molly would often fall asleep before lunch, in the middle of a lesson. 
 
    I explained to her teacher that her beloved father had walked out and was living with his lover, which made for a very uncomfortable conversation with Martin sitting in the seat right next to me. Molly’s teacher looked apologetic, and I wasn’t certain if her uneasiness was directed at me for having gone through such an ordeal, or at Martin for enduring my scathing recount of his infidelity. Either way, Martin yelled at me in the parking lot for the first time that afternoon. 
 
    “Her teacher didn’t need to know everything,” Martin said, his temper flaring. “You can play the martyr on your own time, Virginia. Not in front of me, or at Molly’s expense.” 
 
    I gave him the coldest shoulder I could and got into my car. I drove away and declined two of his phone calls on my way home. 
 
    Molly started working with a child psychologist, and she began to heal. We started seeing signs of improvement. Her grades and attendance at school were pulling up, her appetite improved, and she was feeling healthy again.  
 
    The child psychologist suggested that I be supportive in our new blended family dynamic, and even went as far as to suggest I become amiable with Liza.  
 
    I was disgusted by the prospect of forming a relationship with my husband’s whore, but for Molly’s sake, I bit my tongue in Liza’s presence.  We agreed to a “family” dinner at Molly’s favorite restaurant that weekend. I smiled politely throughout the entire ordeal, assuring Molly that everything was okay, and we could all live harmoniously. 
 
    “I just have to find you a new husband, Mommy. Since Daddy is making Liza his new wife.” 
 
    I found out that he was marrying her like that. From Molly. From my daughter informing me that she needed to find me a “new husband.” 
 
    I made an embarrassment of myself then. Though I’ve tried to remind myself that I’m only human and I do have emotions, I still regret that evening. I stood up from the table and took Molly’s hand, telling her that we were leaving. When she started to protest, and when Martin started to defend himself, I reached into my purse and collected the stack of twenty one-dollar bills I’d broken for Molly’s school lunches that week. I threw the dollars at Liza and watched them fall over her like confetti. 
 
    “This should cover my dinner. Continue stealing my husband and my money.” 
 
    I dragged Molly by the hand to the car, and she cried all the way home from the backseat. I knew I was being a terrible mother, but I couldn’t control myself. 
 
    How dare he propose to her? How dare he tell Molly, without my consent? How dare he leave her alone with such a life-altering piece of information, without her mother having any knowledge of what her own daughter was left to deal with? 
 
    No wonder she was failing her class and struggling. How long had she known? In his selfishness, Martin had stripped away all the effort I had spent in getting Molly well again only to fill her head with uneasiness and even more questions. 
 
    But that was Martin. Molly was his best friend. If Molly was capable of understanding the politics of World War II, she was able to accept him taking a new wife. That was his logic. And his logic was hurting our daughter. 
 
    When Liza walked to the lake with me that day, I was thinking about that dinner. I wasn’t only thinking about Liza killing my daughter, I was thinking about Liza’s face when I threw the money at her. 
 
    She didn’t look horrified. She wasn’t ashamed or embarrassed. And she certainly wasn’t upset for me, or for Molly. 
 
    Liza looked satisfied. Triumphant. Hungry for even more of my reaction and jealousy. She began picking up the money, each dollar one by one, her eyes never leaving my face. 
 
    Pleased. 
 
    You asked me if I killed her, Lizzie. 
 
    I grabbed her hair. That long, red hair that was dry to touch, like straw. Like an unmanicured lawn in the dog days of summer. Dead. Brittle. Lacking vitamins and minerals and humanity. 
 
    I grabbed her hair with my right hand. On my left hand, I still wore my wedding band and my diamond engagement ring. A two-carat solitaire. I’d spun it around when she arrived, letting the stone be hidden in my palm. I hadn’t wanted her to see that I was still wearing Martin’s promise. I had too much pride. 
 
    When I had her head twisted back and her chin facing the sky, I slapped my left hand across her face. I was taller than her, you see, so it was easy for me to pound my palm into her cheek. 
 
    I say that I slapped her, but in truth, I did not slap her. I beat the heel of my hand up and into her cheek so hard that splinters of bone became lodged in the prongs of my diamond. It took weeks for me to dig out all the fragments and really clean the setting. 
 
    When I pulled my hand away, blood spurted out of the side of her face. It was almost comical the way it sprayed at first, then poured from the hole in her cheek. She screamed and, with her head still back like that, I could see all her teeth and even her fillings. Silver fillings, mostly in her molars. The fillings illuminated with the reflection of the sun and were mesmerizing, Lizzie. It gave her a robotic presence. Like I’d pierced her skin to find wires and circuits, and she was a poorly-formed artificial intelligence designed to fuck husbands and kill children.  
 
    Her phone fell out of her pocket, onto the dock.  
 
    I let go of her hair and pushed her into the lake. 
 
    I didn’t know if she could swim, but to a swimmer, it seemed inconsequential for an adult. For a child it’s different. I’d have been terrified if one of Molly’s little school friends had fallen into the water. But for Liza, I didn’t care. What human couldn’t stay above still water in a life or death situation? It was unfathomable to me, the concept of drowning.  
 
    Liza flailed in the water, her head bobbing up and down at the surface. The dock was far enough into the center of the lake for the bottom to be well below her feet and out of reach. Every time her mouth would catch air, she’d simultaneously try to draw in a breath and scream at the same time. And she choked. 
 
    I laughed, Lizzie. I laughed as she choked, because I’d choked so many times because of Liza. I’d choked and coughed and gasped for air because of Liza. I’d prayed to stop breathing because of Liza. I laughed, Lizzie, I did. I laughed at her misery and her pain. I laughed at her terror. I laughed because I was an experienced swimmer, and all I had to do was jump into the lake and pull her above the water.  
 
    But I didn’t want to save her. 
 
    I wanted to kill her. 
 
    Letting her drown was too passive. If I let her drown, she’d die always knowing that I was too much of a coward to end her life by my own hands. I couldn’t just idly sit back on my heels and let water fill her lungs. 
 
    So I jumped in the water. 
 
    I swam to her, and she was weakening. I grabbed two fistfuls of scarlet hair and I pushed. I crawled up onto her shoulders and I attached. I held her under with my body as I pulled clumps of her hair out with my bare hands. Even as my nails raked the sides of her face, caught the diamond hole in her cheek, and tore raw flesh. I imagined lake bacteria seeping into her bloodstream. Brain-eating amoebas feasting their way through her nostrils. Fictional water-beasts with sharp fangs tearing at her heels, ripping at tendons, and shredding her precious heels. 
 
    Well, Lizzie. Time was a bit choppy that day. I’m not sure how many hours passed before I was back on the dock, and she floated belly-down to the dock. I thought I wasn’t finished with her yet. I wanted her to stay in the lake but I also wanted to bring her into the house so I could finish with her. I wanted to scrape all the skin off her body with a paring knife, Lizzie. 
 
    I hit her with an oar for a while, but my arms grew tired. 
 
    I dragged her by the hair along the side of the dock, all the way to the shore as though I was walking my pet along the water. She floated so easily. Glided, really. It took some elbow grease, but I managed to drag her ashore.  
 
    When I flipped her over, she was blue and bloated. I liked her skin better that color. Bloated blue. “Wait here,” I whispered before walking back to the house. 
 
    By the time I reached the porch, I hadn’t panicked yet. I wasn’t afraid, or even disturbed. I was... unfinished. I really wanted my best paring knife, the one I keep in the drawer with my finest knives.  
 
    I was wet, so I carefully stripped on the porch and walked naked to the kitchen. Knife in hand, I made my way back outside. Rather than putting my wet clothes back on my body, I remained naked. Without sopping clothes to restrict my arm movements, I felt I could more easily work with her skin. 
 
    When I got back to the lake, I almost expected her to have disappeared. It was too good to be true. Liza, in the mud, bloated and blue. Clumps of red hair missing from her scalp. A hole in her face. Too good to be true. 
 
    I started with her face. 
 
    I pared her upper lip, and then her lower. The skin separated easily, a few layers down. Not much bleeding, though. But I wasn’t too disappointed. Blood would have been too messy, I consoled myself. It’s best that there is no blood. 
 
    I peeled and peeled. Skin everywhere. Clumps in the grass, like mud in the water.  
 
    After a while my lower back began to ache from kneeling over her, peeling. I stood and grabbed her by the ankle, dragging her back into the lake. I tied her to the furthest piling from the shore, all the way at the end of the dock. I used the rope that kept Martin and Molly’s boat attached to the dock. I didn’t mind if the boat floated away now, you see. I didn’t have Martin or Molly, and I certainly didn’t need their boat.  
 
    I peeled her for days, Lizzie. Days. I woke up every morning with such excitement. Such exuberance. After a full night of sleep, the first that I’d had in years, I had the energy of a teenager. It was that falling-in-love feeling. That mixture of endorphins and adrenaline that forced me out of my grief. So, I do have Liza to thank for that. She may have killed me, but she helped me recover from my own death. Thank you, Liza. 
 
    Her hands had begun to blister and turn greenish-black. Her skin was wrinkled, and the knife didn’t glide as easily. Her body was decomposing, so the smell had started to get to me a bit. Admittedly, when I began to peel between her legs, I almost vomited. Just the smell, you see. I found a pair of Martin’s foamy earplugs, ones he often used when he went shooting, and shoved them into my nostrils. The problem was solved. 
 
    I’m not sure how many days I peeled her. One day, when I went to untie the rope, her hand slipped out before the knot was undone. She was slimy, and the leaves were clinging to her skin in piles. I’d brought the oar back to the garage, so I had nothing to retrieve her with. 
 
    It was getting cold, and I didn’t want to jump into the lake. 
 
    I realized... I had to let her go, Lizzie. 
 
    I had to let her go. I went through another period of grief after that. I almost contacted Martin and asked him to come to me, but I was unsure of myself. I was angry with Martin, and I no longer knew my limits, or what I was capable of. If Martin arrived, would I kill him, too? Or would I be relieved? Would his presence be a comfort or a temptation? 
 
    I didn’t call Martin, but he did arrive at my doorstep six months later. He told me Liza had left him and they’d never spoken again. He told me he was beyond sorry for what he’d done, and the choices that he’d made. He begged my forgiveness and asked if he could come back home to me. If we could try again, just the two of us. Try for another child. Try for forgiveness. 
 
    Lizzie, it was tempting to believe him. To trust that he’d changed and wouldn’t hurt me again. Even more tempting was the thought of another child, with Martin’s genes and my DNA. Maybe even another girl, and maybe a girl who would look like Molly. 
 
    But his dick, Lizzie. His dick that thrust in and out of her bloated blue crotch. I’d peeled away all her skin that his dick had touched, but I hadn’t peeled away his skin. She was clean, but he was not. And if I let him come back, and I let him touch me again, I knew what I needed to do.  
 
    I needed to peel her away from him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    FOURTEEN 
 
    “You’re a fucking psycho.” 
 
    Cal’s voice filled the dead air in the shadowy cellar. 
 
    Virginia’s head whipped in his direction, and his eyes focused on us. I met them, pleading for him to be silent. 
 
    Shut up Cal! 
 
    “Cal,” she said simply. 
 
    “Where is Lana? Lizzie! Are you hurt?” he demanded. 
 
    “No,” I replied. Virginia raised her eyebrows and looked between us. 
 
    “No? Oh, Lizzie dear. You are so hurt. So very hurt. The time for being brave has ended. It’s time for truths. It’s time you opened your wounds and showed Cal. You have his undivided attention, dear Lizzie. Let’s begin.” 
 
    She walked to Cal, streaming a silver piece of duct tape in her hands. He swung his head left and right, trying to avoid his mouth being taped shut. She took a step back and glared at him. 
 
    “If you resist, Cal, then I have no choice but to punish Lana for your impertinence.” 
 
    He paused, his nostrils flaring. They did that when he was at his angriest.  
 
    He jerked at the metal shackles once more but remained still while Virginia applied the tape. She used two layers for good measure, staggering them to stretch between his nose and his chin.  
 
    “There now, Lizzie has the floor. Lizzie, dear, it’s time. Time for you to tell me about Lilly.” 
 
    I shifted my eyes between hers and Cal’s. “Virginia,” I began carefully, “Lilly is alive. You’re confused. I know that- that your Molly died. But Lilly didn’t.” 
 
    That feeling of sorrow came again, so pungent that I nearly doubled over. I pictured Virginia leaning over Liza’s body at the lake, naked as she peeled away her skin. Why I felt sadness and despair instead of horror and disgust bewildered me. I couldn’t seem to put the pieces of the emotional puzzle together. 
 
    I feel for her. I know what happened to Molly. I understand what she did and why. 
 
    But the way she described her feelings and her actions... emotionless. Lacking human empathy. Cold. 
 
    Nonchalant. 
 
    Somewhere between her divorce with Martin and Molly’s death, Virginia had a psychotic break. I wasn’t sure if a person could become a killer, or if they were born a killer; too many serial killer documentaries told me that many people developed a personality disorder at a young age that predisposed them to a lack of empathy and remorse. 
 
    Virginia seemed to lack both empathy and remorse. Rather, she was thrilled as she talked about murdering Liza, and I wanted to know more about Martin. 
 
    “Did you let Martin live?” I asked. 
 
    Virginia shook her head. “My turn to talk is over, Lizzie. No deflecting now. I have shared so much with you. I told you all about Liza. Details I’ve never shared with anyone.” 
 
    “But there’s a tow truck coming,” I protested. “The police officer sent for one, and Jake went too. Any second they’ll be showing up here.” 
 
    “I pretended to receive a text when I was talking to Officer Roy,” she said, shaking her head. “As I stood out in the driveway while he cleaned off his cruiser, I explained that you had finally gotten a signal and called for a tow. It was a white lie, you see, but a necessary one. I’ve been blocking your signals with a small device that I purchased. A jammer. Just a simple little box that I could turn on and off to suit my fancy. Why, I even sabotaged your vehicles. It’s not a coincidence that neither of them would start. The officer showing up at the house, though... that was not part of my plan. I needed Officer Roy to move along. I didn’t want him to be part of this. This is too emotional, Lizzie.” 
 
    Our vehicles. Our signals. Every sporadic communication I’d received had been orchestrated from the beginning, all by Virginia.  
 
    We’d been at her mercy since the beginning. 
 
    I gasped back a sob I didn’t realize I’d been holding. “Is Jake okay? Did you hurt Jake?” I pleaded. 
 
    “Oh, dear, of course not,” she cooed, hurrying to give me a half-hug. I cringed at her embrace. “Jake is just fine. As I said, they will arrive to find the house empty. Perhaps they will assume we hiked to the nearest house. After all, there are footsteps- fresh tracks- in the snow out back.” 
 
    “Tracks?” I repeated.  
 
    She nodded encouragingly. “Yes, Lizzie. Lana went with me willingly, once I convinced her that Cal was waiting for her.” 
 
    Cal gave a guttural growl, thrusting himself forward. The shackles caught his wrists and ankles, and he moaned in furious pain. 
 
    “Is Lana alive, Virginia?” I asked. 
 
    “Tell me about Lilly,” she urged. “You tell me about Lilly, and I’ll tell you about Lana.” 
 
    “Lilly is fine! She’s with her brother and sister at my parent’s house! There’s nothing to say!” I shouted, losing my patience.  
 
    Virginia lifted her eyes to Cal’s. The silence from the wall where he was shackled drew my attention. 
 
    Cal stared at me, pity clouding his blue eyes. 
 
    “What?” I demanded, looking between them both.  
 
    “Tell me about the night Lilly stayed with Cal and Lana. The night you called the police.” 
 
    I pressed my lips together and exhaled through my nose.  
 
    “Fine. Details. You want details. Okay.” I scowled at her. “Cal and Lana got into a fight. Cal spit on Lana. He choked her. He pointed a gun at her. Lilly tried to break it up. I called the police, went and got Lilly, and brought her home with me.” 
 
    Virginia nodded. “Yes,” she agreed. “Yes, Lilly went home with you. You saved her. You kept her safe from harm. Protected.” 
 
    “Yes. And Cal and Lana are fucking assholes and Lilly will never go over there again. The end.”  
 
    Virginia straightened, rolling her shoulders back and tucking her white cardigan tighter around her torso. 
 
    “Lizzie, I didn’t want to have to do this. I wanted you to tell me yourself. But I can see that you won’t.” She walked to Cal, and I moaned, shaking my head. 
 
    “Wait. Wait! Don’t hurt him. I’ll tell you anything you want to hear,” I pleaded, yanking at the ropes on my wrists. 
 
    “I’m only taking off the tape.” She peeled a little of the silver duct tape back before ripping the adhesive with a cruel tug. Cal grunted, coughing against the rush of stagnant air. 
 
    After a silence that seemed to drag on for centuries, Cal met my eyes. “Lizzie?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “What? What, Cal?” 
 
    He looked at Virginia, and Virginia gave him a reassuring nod. 
 
    He met my eyes again. “Lizzie, Lilly hurt herself. Don’t you remember?” 
 
    The sorrow again, sweeping in and tightening a fist over my beating heart. I bowed my head between my legs. 
 
    The song was playing again, from somewhere in the cellar. It was faint this time, like the speakers were smothered with a pillow. 
 
    She’s not there. 
 
    She’s not there. 
 
    “No one told me about her,” I whispered, my head still pressed to my knees. “No one told me about her. About the girl who looked like half of Cal and half of me. No one told me she would be so protective. So fiercely protective of her family.” 
 
    “Lizzie,” Virginia said sharply, snapping her fingers. 
 
    I lifted my head, tears streaming down my cheeks. They burned, but I couldn’t wipe them away. “No one told me about her. No one told me.” 
 
    “Lizzie,” Cal whispered, his voice filled with pain. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know she took my gun that night. I had no idea it was missing until it was too late.” 
 
    “You were drinking,” I said, blinking back tears. “Lana came home from a party, wasted, and you were drinking all evening. You got into a fight and Lilly rushed in to break it up. She watched you spit in your wife’s face, Cal. She jumped on your back and begged you to stop choking her stepmother. She took the gun. She took your gun and ran back to her room and hid it in her backpack, so you couldn’t find it. She didn’t want you to hurt Lana. She knew you were angrier than you’d ever been. And then she texted me and called me. And I called the police,” I sobbed, shaking my head. 
 
    “We cried together on the way home. She was so disappointed in you, Cal. Disgusted and disappointed. You’d been angry and abusive in front of her before, but never this bad. She’d never feared for her life until that night, and from her own father,” I cried. 
 
    Virginia approached me slowly. She reached for my eyes, dabbing each corner with a tissue. She began working on my ropes as I continued to cry. 
 
    “I’m an asshole, I know I’m an asshole,” Cal said, tears filling his own eyes. I hadn’t seen Cal cry often, but when he did, it was usually in a drunken haze of pity and regret.  
 
    I suddenly saw him in a suit, crying by a coffin. 
 
    I blinked, looking around the cellar. 
 
    Slowly the walls fell away and were replaced by generic wallpaper, a floral print. Folding chairs were lined up in two sections with an aisleway in-between, but not card table chairs. Nice chairs with upholstered seats. Abstract blue that matched the carpeting and drapery. The musty smell of too many warm people wearing clashing scents lingered in the air with the overwhelming aroma of flowers. Huge bouquets of hydrangeas and orchids, all with tiny cards expressing their sincerest and deepest sympathies. 
 
    Beyond sorry. 
 
    Cal looked nice, I remembered thinking. Years ago, he’d taken out a credit card and bought himself a five-hundred-dollar suit to go on an interview for a pyramid scheme. Cal wasn’t typically the gullible type, but when he came home and eagerly explained to me the job offer he’d received, I told him what a pyramid scheme was and how it worked. When he realized that I was right, he became furious with me. He threw the portfolio I’d painstakingly put together for him across our bedroom, cursing me and telling me I was always “so negative” and was “trying to stand in his way.” 
 
    He wore the pyramid scheme suit and had shined his shoes. Or maybe Lana had shined them for him. 
 
    Jake held me upright the entire time. I felt the vice on my heart again, this time squeezing my fists as Virginia removed the ropes. 
 
    The cellar came back into focus.  
 
    “Lilly brought the gun home with her. She wanted to make sure the gun was out of the house if she wasn’t there to protect Lana. She wanted to protect you from yourself.” I brushed my hands over my face, wiping away the tears.  
 
    “It’s my fault,” Cal cried, shaking his head. “I know it. I live with it every single day, Lizzie.” 
 
    “You live with it! You live!” I screamed, bursting to my feet. My knees were wobbly, and Virginia caught me before I fell backward. “Why do you live? Why Cal? Lilly brought the gun home. She should never have been left alone with a gun. She was thirteen. Is thirteen. Lilly is thirteen.” I took deep breaths, gripping Virginia’s arm. “Anything could have happened, Cal! Can you imagine what horrible things could have happened? Jake always says I think the worst, but how can I not think about what might have happened if she had- had that gun in her hands-” 
 
    Cal stared at me through his tears.  
 
    “Lizzie,” he whispered, his eyes filled with pain. 
 
    “Stop. Don’t say my name like that. Like you’re still my husband. Like you love me. Don’t say my name like that,” I hissed. 
 
    “Lizzie, she shot herself,” he said, his shoulders shaking in sorrow. “Lilly shot herself.” 
 
    Time stopped. 
 
    I stopped.  
 
    I stared at Cal, narrowing my eyes. “What are you talking about?” I cried, falling to my knees. Virginia couldn’t catch me this time; I had no muscles in my legs, and no will to stand. 
 
    “What are you talking about, Cal? Why are you talking about her like that? About our Lilly, why?” 
 
    “Lizzie,” Virginia said, kneeling at my side. “Poor, poor Lizzie.” 
 
    “Lizzie, we’ve let you live like this for over a year. Jake has. Leah and Clay have. We’ve let you go on like this for too long,” Cal said. “It was an accident. A horrible, tragic accident. Lilly died because of my negligence, but the courts let me go. Because it was out of our control. She did it to herself. It’s not your fault. You didn’t know she was depressed.” 
 
    I stared at him, listening to his lies. The endless stream of bullshit pouring from his mouth forced me back to my feet. 
 
    I walked to him, two steps in his direction. 
 
    “She died because of you, Cal,” I seethed. My fingernails cut into my palms as I clenched my fists. “Because of abuse. Years and years of your abusive mind games. You fucked with her reality. You taught her that she could only be happy when you were happy. You told her that she was overreacting every time you mistreated her. That she was being dramatic every time you hurt her. The same thing you did to Leah. And Clay. And me. But Lilly couldn’t handle being denied your love. Because she called me, and then I called the police that night, you refused to speak to your own daughter to punish her. You put that fucking gun in her hands and you convinced her that she was not worthy enough to live. You killed her, Cal, and so help me God, I will fucking kill you too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “If I am the chief of sinners, I am the chief of sufferers also.” 
 
    -Robert Louis Stevenson, The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LIZZIE 
 
    I was more disturbed by the Cal in my dreams than I’d ever been by Cal in real life. In my dreams, Cal was the man I stayed for, for so many years. When Jake reminded me that my marriage hadn’t been all bad, it was as though my mind sought out the good times and protected itself at night. If I needed to care for myself and my three children, I at least needed sleep. 
 
    I read once that narcissism was one of the few disorders where the patient was left alone and everyone else was treated. It was the first sympathetic thing I’d ever read, and the article talked about the ways he could fix himself. Many of the steps reminded me of teaching a toddler to behave; a toddler must understand his choices hurt others and react to his negative feelings he has when hurting others so that he doesn’t make a bad choice and hurt others again. 
 
    Cal was, emotionally, an adult toddler. 
 
    For Cal, feelings were facts, so his skewed reaction to events became his reality. 
 
    It took many years of abuse and hundreds of hours of therapy to understand what I was dealing with. To comprehend the man-monster that I’d married.  
 
    One of the last conversations with Lilly that I’d ever had about Cal happened in front of her school. We were sitting in my car outside the doors, and she was nearly hyperventilating. The panic attacks were usually triggered by a slightly stressful event, like attending school in a decade when active shooters were as frequent in our world as nuclear power plant melt-down drills were in our little town.  
 
    She turned to me and asked, “Why is Dad like this? Doesn’t he know he’s hurting me?” 
 
    Lilly was egocentric. Lilly was my only child left who had trusted Cal, and because of that, she was most like him. In the past, it hadn’t hurt her as much when Cal mistreated her brother and sister or me, but when Cal hurt her, it was the end of the world. 
 
    I sighed deeply, knowing I was going to be late to work- again. But Lilly came first. Lilly needed me. The guilt that I always felt pooled at the surface as I thought about what she’d been through. 
 
    Watching her father spit in a woman’s face. 
 
    Watching her father choke a woman. 
 
    I needed to make sure she understood everything so that she didn’t become a woman who sought out this behavior in other men or women. I also felt a responsibility to guide her not to become a person who behaved this way. 
 
    I looked at my child in the passenger seat, not surprised we were both exhausted from the inside out. 
 
    “Lilly, look at my steering wheel,” I said, tracing my finger over the wheel of my Jeep. “See? It’s like a pie chart. This big, open part at the top, and then two open sections at the bottom.” 
 
    “Twenty-five percent, twenty-five percent, fifty percent,” Lilly answered. I smiled at her, nodding. She’d always loved math, and though it was simple math for a thirteen-year-old at the time, I was proud of the way she’d inserted numbers into my example. 
 
    “Yes. Exactly. So, imagine this steering wheel is your dad’s mind. Up here, in this fifty-percent portion, is narcissism. It’s a personality disorder. He’s got sociopathic and psychopathic tendencies. All the things your therapist has talked to you about. Mental illness, Lilly.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Down here, in this twenty-five percent segment, is alcoholism. In this twenty-five percent segment, it’s PTSD from the war.” I drew my index fingers in lines upwards towards the larger, open segment. “These are the three things happening in Dad. They all feed each other. They’re all hungry vampires living off each other. You know where we are in all of this? Me and you and your brother and sister?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re in the middle,” Lilly whispered, sniffing back tears. “We’re the horn.” 
 
    “We’re the horn,” I agreed, tracing the letters in the word Jeep. “Me, you, Clay, and Leah. And we’re being so loud. We’re honking at your dad with all that we have. But he can’t hear us. Because the other parts of the wheel are so much bigger and louder.” 
 
    She nodded, pointing to the portion I’d labeled WAR. “And being in the war made it worse for Dad,” she said. 
 
    “It did.” 
 
    “And so did alcohol,” she added, pointing to the other portion. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And Lana is an alcoholic too, so she just fits over here,” she added, pointing to the wheel. 
 
    I lifted my eyes. “Good observation.” 
 
    “But all this,” she said, referring to the narcissism. “This is how his brain developed.” 
 
    “You’re incredibly smart,” I told her. “His brain developed this way, yes. And it wasn’t your grandma’s fault. She didn’t teach him to become this way when he was a little boy. It’s something that happens to little children when they must cope with things that are very serious or traumatic. And sometimes, when you’re trying to cope, your brain lights up and says, protect yourself. Make yourself number one. Trust only your own emotions to be facts.” 
 
    “But now I’m coping,” she said. “Am I going to be like that? Like Dad?” Lilly asked, her eyes narrowed and angry. 
 
    “Not on my watch,” I whispered, wrapping my arm around her. “That’s why we talk about this.” 
 
    She balled her fist against the window, and I realized then she was just as much like me as she was like Cal. “I get it, Mom. But I don’t care about his excuses anymore. He had lots of years to fix himself. Instead he just keeps hurting everyone because he doesn’t think anything is wrong with him. He doesn’t get help because you can’t get help for ‘nothing wrong with me’ syndrome. I’m done with him.” 
 
    I knew they were strong words from Cal’s biggest fan.  
 
    In my dreams, Cal needed me, and I helped him. Every time. I guess that’s what he saw in me from the beginning; the girl who would always help him, no matter how far he strayed from the path.  
 
    But the further I moved away from Cal and distanced myself from him, the more I realized that I was helping him by not feeding him. He was used to a Lizzie snack here and there, whenever his ego needed a boost or his rage needed an outlet. When I stopped making myself available for his abuse, he needed a new outlet. 
 
    The terrible choking and spitting night was Lilly’s interview. Lilly was quickly becoming Cal’s snack. Cal’s audience. And Lana was his four-course meal. 
 
    I’d floated in and out of my memories of the last two decades during my healing process after the divorce. It wasn’t until 2008 when Leah began showing signs of extreme Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder when I finally had my own breakdown.  
 
    Cal’s abuse was hard for me to describe to therapists because it varied in subtlety and severity. I was lucky to find a doctor who understood what was happening to me. When she first pulled out the laminated “cycle of abuse” chart, I read it with wide eyes. It was as though someone had mapped out our entire relationship, from the extreme highs to the extreme lows. 
 
    And for ten years, I’d lived it with my eyes closed. 
 
    For the next six years- six years- I slowly began to wake up. When you’re still in the cycle, waking up is especially hard. It’s like a dream within a dream. It’s a balance between knowing the truth and feeling like you’ve gone crazy. It’s teetering between filing for divorce and bailing him out of jail for a DWI. Pieces of a mangled person, scattered in the path before you, and you are the walking dead. 
 
    I was a young parent, but I’d read everything I could find about early childhood. About discipline and about education. When Leah was suffering at the peak of her OCD, I took her to intensive counseling and therapy.  
 
    Cal came with us- at first. Eventually, he stopped. The more I talked to Leah’s therapist, the more I recognized what was happening.  
 
    Cal was abusive. 
 
    Cal was an alcoholic.  
 
    Leah was the oldest child in the family and her anxiety had manifested into obsessive compulsive disorder. 
 
    Cal didn’t want to hear that he was the problem. “I’m always the fucking problem, Lizzie. Why don’t you take responsibility for yourself? Oh, it has nothing to do with you? The way you scream at me in front of the kids? You don’t think that has any effect on them?” 
 
    Six years passed.  
 
    Six. 
 
    Years. 
 
    Clay became a picky eater with upset stomach issues, and Cal decided he was just a brat who wanted junk food. One night, while I was working the evening shift, Cal force-fed Clay the ground beef in the spaghetti he’d made and refused to let him leave the table until he swallowed. 
 
    When I found out, I quit my job and stayed home to protect my children. I babysat out of my home for income, but only during the hours when Cal was at work so that he wouldn’t be around other people’s children. 
 
    It took Clay almost eight years before he would touch ground beef again. 
 
    Cal was better for a while after Lilly came along. I went back to work at my company, needing more consistent income.  
 
    Cal turned on Leah next. She became a headstrong teenager, yes, but more importantly- Leah was educated. She knew what Cal was doing and called him out on his abusive behaviors. She protected her brother and sister at all costs. 
 
    Cal grabbed her by the throat and shoved her against the wall. When she wouldn’t listen to him and go to her bedroom, he grabbed her by the hair and drug her down the hallway. 
 
    He was nailing her bedroom door shut when I finally got home from work after Clay’s tearful call. I broke several laws driving home at ninety-five miles an hour. 
 
    Lilly stood next to her father, holding a handful of nails in her three-year-old palm. She informed me she was being Daddy’s big helper. Leah had already slipped through her ground-level bedroom window and ran to her best friend’s house by then.  
 
    I told him I wanted him to leave. I wanted a divorce. I wanted him out of my house and away from my children, but he refused. 
 
    “You leave!” he screamed. “I’m not leaving my fucking house,” he replied. “How do you expect me to discipline her? She’s mouthy and talks back, and she refuses to listen. She wouldn’t go to her room. All she had to do was go to her room. I didn’t hurt her. She’s being dramatic, Lizzie. I barely touched her. Did she tell you that she was flailing at me? Oh yeah, she swung at me. That’s what set me off. I won’t have my own kid swinging at me.” 
 
    Leah started cutting herself with a razor blade. Small cuts in hidden areas of her body. 
 
    I asked for a divorce. I demanded a divorce. 
 
    He was sorry. He was so sorry. Beyond sorry. I never told my mother or sister the most terrible details, and certainly not any friends. But my mother knew. She used to say that he was the “sorriest son-of-a-bitch that ever existed.”  
 
    He was the sorriest. 
 
    The most wicked. 
 
    He turned on Clay again. Clay immersed himself in video games. Clay stayed in his bedroom in front of his PlayStation and drowned Cal out. He became the most nervous child, constantly checking on me and his sisters. When Cal would slip into a fit of rage, he’d put on his headphones and live in a make-believe world. 
 
    Cal would call his name, but Clay couldn’t hear him, which would infuriate Cal. He burst through the boy’s shared bedroom door one evening, glaring at Clay. “Turn off your goddamn video game and get out here for dinner,” he snarled.  
 
    I happened to be in the next bedroom and jumped to my feet.  
 
    “Just a second, Dad, I’m almost done with this,” Clay explained. 
 
    “If you don’t turn off that fucking video game I’m going to smash it with a goddamn hammer,” Cal threatened.  
 
    “Go ahead then!” Leah screamed from behind him, rushing to her brother’s defense. She disappeared into the garage, returning with a hammer in her hands. “Smash it! Go on!” she urged, utter hatred burning in her ice-blue gaze. 
 
    “Fine, I will!” Cal grabbed the hammer, and I wrenched the tool from Cal’s hand. 
 
    “Jesus, what in the hell is wrong with you?” I shouted, turning to see Lilly sitting on Clay’s bed, staring at us with wide, four-year-old eyes.  
 
    “Give it to me! I said I’m going to smash it, and I am!” Cal shouted. 
 
    “I’ll smash you with a hammer,” I hissed, under my breath, so only he could hear. 
 
    His eyes widened to blue-black orbs. He grabbed my upper arm and wrenched the hammer away from me, and I ran to Clay as he began to cry. 
 
    “Go ahead!” Cal screamed, throwing the hammer at me. I covered Clay and dodged out of the way as it hit the drywall and landed at Lilly’s feet. “Smash me with a fucking hammer, just try! Just try it, Lizzie! Threaten me? Did you hear that, kids? Your mom is threatening me. Mom. Is. Threatening. Me. Who needs help now?” 
 
    He got in his car and left. 
 
    He came back hours later, beyond sorry. 
 
    The sorriest. 
 
    Finally, I went to see a lawyer. I told her I wanted out, but I wanted to protect my children. I couldn’t imagine Cal having shared custody of my children and them being left defenseless, without me there to protect them.  
 
    It was always that thought that prevented me from leaving. 
 
    The lawyer looked at me sadly. She shook her head, reading over my information. 
 
    “Did you ever call the police? File a police report?” she asked. 
 
    I was used to talking to therapists, and I was taken aback by her cold, hard questions. Usually, my decisions to not file police reports and not tell anyone was met with understanding. This time, my ‘no’ was met with a shake of the head. 
 
    “He got a DWI,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Were the kids in the car?” she prodded. 
 
    “No,” I answered softly. 
 
    She sighed, looking over my information again. “Lizzie, I can tell you now- most judges would not award you full custody. In Ohio, shared parenting is preferred. The kids could speak on their behalf, but it’d be a grueling process for them. And in most cases, abuse like this is hard to explain. A few isolated circumstances, with no supporting police report, will be tough to argue.” 
 
    I nodded and slipped her business card into my wallet. 
 
    There were five sides to every story. 
 
    I need to wait until they are a little older. 
 
    I started writing to escape Cal. I began emotionally detaching myself from him, much like Clay did with his video games. I dove into imaginary worlds with imaginary characters and published a few books myself.  
 
    When Cal complained about the lack of attention I was giving him, I shrugged and told him to leave then. 
 
    I remembered the last time he choked me. I was writing the first book in a new series, a spin-off series. My character had bright red hair, and she was the girl I couldn’t write anymore because of Lana. She was my kick-ass heroine who would be visiting the salon in chapter one of my next installment. 
 
    It was a dark book about a demon. Imagine Dragon’s “Demons” was on the radio all the time. Demons were everywhere in my life. I was choking and drowning with no end in sight, and I told Cal as much. 
 
    “You’re sick, Cal. You’re an abusive, alcoholic sick person. And you were right, all those years ago in your old house. You were right. I do hate you. I have ended up hating you. I hate the monster in you because the man is too far away to see anymore. I hate the father that you are and the husband that you are. You’re an awful human being and you refuse to change.” 
 
    “I’m the way I am because of you,” he growled at me. “You make me this way. You never taking responsibility for your own actions. Always blaming me for everything. Everything is always my fault!” 
 
    “Because it is!” I shouted in return. “Don’t change then! Be who you are! Be what you are! Just do it away from us because you’re hurting each one of us! Go be a miserable human being away from me and the kids! Find someone else to torture and leave me and my babies alone!” 
 
    He grabbed me by the neck then and slammed me up against the door in the hallway. All three of the kids had gathered and were shouting at him to stop. Clay was holding his ears. Lilly was trying to pull her father’s leg. Leah held Lilly back. 
 
    I shoved Cal away from me and burst into tears.  
 
    It was all too much. 
 
    He was sorry again. So sorry. 
 
    And I couldn’t let him have my children, not even every other weekend. 
 
    So I stayed. 
 
    I stayed for one more family vacation, tortured by Cal and his abstract abuse. Abuse that couldn’t be bullet-pointed in a court deposition. Events that were droplets of water in the dark cloud that hung over my life. 
 
    And then there was the last event. 
 
    The one that made me realize that no one was safe, and he would destroy these children one cell at a time for the rest of their days. 
 
    We had season tickets to Cedar Point, our local amusement park, and there was only one day left in the season. It was November first, and in Ohio, we were playing the lottery to go to a rollercoaster park on the first day of November. As my bad luck would have it, it was freezing, and the first snowflakes of the year swirled in the air. But we went anyway, because Ohio natives rode rollercoasters in the snow. 
 
    Cal was excited because Lilly was finally tall enough to ride the big roller coasters. He stood in line with her and Leah, waiting for a half an hour in the cold to get to the front of the line. I stayed at the bottom with Clay because he didn’t want to ride. 
 
    When Cal finally appeared with Leah and Lilly on the exit ramp, I knew. Lilly was sobbing and Leah was consoling her. Cal was enraged, and he stalked toward me, leaving the girls behind him. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked, glaring at Cal. 
 
    “We got all the way to the top and Lilly wouldn’t fucking ride. All she had to do was get in the car and she wouldn’t get in the fucking car.” 
 
    “And Dad called her a pussy,” Leah said, holding Lilly tighter in her arms. 
 
    “She was being a pussy! Christ, it’s a rollercoaster. You’re strapped in. All she’s done is talk about how excited she was all summer long to ride this thing and here we are in the fucking snow, ready to ride, and she chickens out. Jesus fucking Christ.” 
 
    I gathered Lilly into my arms. 
 
    I wanted to kill Cal. 
 
    I wanted to ride with him to the highest hill, and just as we were about to go over the top and into a series of upside-down spins, I wanted to unlatch his belt. 
 
    I wanted him to plummet to the ground. 
 
    Because that was the only way he would stop hurting the kids. He would have to be dead. The law couldn’t protect them from this type of behavior. The law couldn’t say that Lilly’s life was in danger because Cal was mean to her. 
 
    But Lilly’s life had been in danger. 
 
    Lilly’s life had been in danger since the moment she was born. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    FIFTEEN 
 
    Air left my lungs. 
 
    When I stopped talking and looked up, I saw that Virginia had taped Cal’s mouth shut again. I guessed that he’d tried to interject and defend himself several times as I told my story, but Virginia wasn’t having it. 
 
    She didn’t give a fuck about what Cal had to say. Cal had said enough over the years, and Virginia was my advocate, not his. 
 
    As I tried to focus, every thought that led me back to Lilly shut down. Roadblocks erected. Flashing yellow hazard lights. No matter how hard I tried to concentrate and recall the day Cal wore his pyramid scheme suit, I couldn’t. The scene was lost, just beyond my reach. 
 
    “Dear Lizzie, you are so close. I’m proud of you,” Virginia said, hugging me again. This time I accepted her arms around me, my eyes burning from too many tears. 
 
    “I’ve told you everything now,” I said quietly. “Everything that I can remember. A lot of it is hazy, Virginia. I told you some main events, but I think... I think my mind blocked some of the rest. I start to remember it, but the thought just shuts down a minute into the memory.” 
 
    “That’s perfectly normal. Perfectly understandable,” Virginia replied. “As we continue, you’ll start to unlock it all, Lizzie. Your memories will become your own again. But you have some tasks to complete,” she reminded me.  
 
    I lifted my eyes to hers, and then met Cal’s. He looked at me angrily. I’d divulged so much information to this stranger, this murderous woman, and Cal desperately wanted to defend himself.  
 
    I reveled in his frustration. The facts had been recounted, out-loud, for the first time, and Cal had no way to twist them. He had no way to spin each story to make himself the victim. I imagined that he was whispering against the duct tape with every incident that I recalled, protesting its truth. 
 
    So satisfying. 
 
    Cal was silent. Cal had to listen to what he’d done. Even if Virginia was crazy, she’d put Cal in the position I’d longed for for years. Cal was on trial and the judge would not allow him to speak. 
 
    Cal was held in contempt. 
 
    “It’s time to move along,” Virginia said, stroking my hair. “Do you feel up to taking a walk? I have warmer clothes and boots right here. I just need to be sure you won’t try to run. If you try to run away from me, Lizzie, I’ll be forced to dispose of Cal and Lana myself, and perhaps Jake, if he should arrive unexpectedly.” 
 
    My fierce protection for my husband forced my frustration to surface. “Don’t even think about hurting Jake, Virginia. I’ll protect Jake with my life.” 
 
    Virginia walked to the far corner of the cellar, bending to retrieve the boots that were lined neatly against the wall. “I didn’t think you’d run. Not after all we’ve been through and all we’ve shared with one another. Here now,” she said, smiling warmly. “Coat, hat, gloves, boots. Another secret passage right here that will lead to a hidden cellar door. We’ll be going for a snowy walk. We need to get to the lake.” 
 
    I nodded, sending Cal a wayward glance before slipping into the coat and boots. Time skipped a bit, and I figured the drugged wine’s latent effects were still toying with my consciousness.  
 
    I walked through the snow with Virginia. The air was filled with swirling snowflakes, the kind that rode the wind and refused to land. The crunch of the snow beneath our feet was the only sound until Virginia said, “there she is.” 
 
    I stopped as her red hair came into focus. 
 
    Lana’s body was in the center of the lake, sprawled on the ice. 
 
    “I used an auger to cut a hole in the ice. Martin kept one for ice fishing in the garage. Easy enough to operate.” Virginia reached for my hand as we approached the edge of the lake. “Don’t worry, Lizzie. It’s frozen solid. I walked all the way out to the center with Lana and drilled the hole without so much as a crack.” 
 
    My heartbeat skipped through my ribcage. 
 
    “Is she... alive?” 
 
    “Yes, oh yes,” Virginia replied as we neared Lana’s body. “The frigid water will wake her up. She’s such a petite thing, so the drugs in her wine are taking much longer to wear off. It was an effort to get her to walk.” 
 
    “Virginia,” I whispered, stopping. “What are you planning to do with her?” 
 
    Virginia smiled, tugging on my gloved hand again. “Oh, Lizzie, I can’t do all the work. The rest is up to you. I’m giving you the opportunity to watch her suffer and die. You see, the ice will act as a pane of glass. Like a window,” she added. “You’ll push her under and keep her from surfacing through the hole. She should be disoriented enough to not find her way out, but she’ll press on the ice. That is when the show begins.” 
 
    My stomach twisted. I turned to heave, wine and water pouring from my mouth. She was patting my back and I cringed, trying to fight her off. 
 
    Dear God. 
 
    “Virginia,” I cried, brushing my mouth with the back of my hand. “This is murder. Murder, do you understand me? Lana has a daughter. We can’t do this,” I cried. 
 
    “Yes, we will. Think about it, Lizzie,” Virginia said, staring at Lana. We were less than ten feet from her body. “If you allow her to live, she will continue on like this with Cal. She will enable him and feed his rage. His addiction. Her daughter will suffer. You are saving her daughter from suffering,” Virginia said. “You’re doing what you must do. You’re protecting the children. They have no one to protect them but us. Maybe we couldn’t protect Lilly, but we can protect Gabrielle. Protect her from Cal and Lana. Protect her from years of unspeakable abuse. The police won’t help Gabrielle. Child protective services won’t help. They investigate and nothing happens because Cal and Lana will lie and hurt and continue to lie until another child is dead or turned inside out. You love children, Lizzie. You love all children, even Lana’s. You don’t want them to be hurt, Lizzie, so you must do the hard work. And I’ll be here to take responsibility for this,” Virginia promised. “If anyone should find out. But this is the perfect place. The invisible lake. The middle of nowhere. Liza is already in there, Lizzie. She’s waiting for Lana. Child murderers don’t deserve to live, do they?” 
 
    I listened to her words, my breaths coming too fast.  
 
    “I can’t,” I said, my eyes burning again. “I can’t kill a person!” 
 
    “You must,” Virginia replied. “Or I will have to kill Cal. They can’t be permitted to exist together. Together, they are a volcanic eruption. So, allow me to make this easy for you. Lana or Cal?” 
 
    I pressed my hands to my forehead, trying to shake away the dizziness. I wasn’t prone to vertigo, but over the past few days, I’d never felt more off-balance. 
 
    “Decide!” Virginia screamed, jolting me. 
 
    “Lana,” I whispered, hurrying to her body. Virginia stayed back ten feet while I reached for Lana’s red hair, just as Virginia had described in her story. I fisted a clump of dirty red and drug her across the ice, toward the large hole that Virginia had created. The water was black beneath. 
 
    “Save the children,” I murmured, dropping to my knees and pushing Lana into the icy hole. 
 
    She woke as she was going under. 
 
    I met her terrified, unfocused eyes. Adrenaline surged through me. I fell back on my ass and kicked her with my legs, forcing her under the water and ice. 
 
    She did exactly as Virginia had described. 
 
    Lana screamed as she went under, and immediately tried to find her way out. She floated further away from the hole instead of toward it. 
 
    I followed her face as she continued to bob and smash against the ice. 
 
    I realized I liked it when she got closer to the surface, so I could see her clearly. 
 
    Her eyes were a nondescript green, and her pupils dilated. Her nose kept bucking at the ice, and I watched, my gloved hands flattened against the surface as I crawled along. 
 
    Bent over, crawling on the ice, following her. 
 
    Like a demon. 
 
    She jerked, but this time, she wasn’t trying to pound on the ice. She was choking on water, and I was fascinated. 
 
    One gulp, and then another. She was swallowing the murky lake water the way she’d swallowed my husband. 
 
    Whole. 
 
    She slowed down considerably. Her movements were no longer forceful. Her eyes lost focus, and I pressed my face closer to the ice, trying to see her. 
 
    She was sinking. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    I blinked rapidly, realizing I was sobbing. Rolling over onto my back, I stared up at the sky. Snowflakes fell and clung to my lips and eyelashes. Clouds blocked where the sun should have been, and darkness settled around us. 
 
    Looking around, I realized Virginia was gone. 
 
    “Virginia?” I cried, slipping twice on the ice before finally pulling myself to my feet. As soon as I noticed that she’d left and gone back into the house, I wanted to run. My boots kept catching the ice and sliding out from under me, and I fell twice. The second time, my head cracked against the frozen water, but I managed to get back up and hurry to the yard. 
 
    Her footprints led back to the cellar door. I ran through the snow, my lungs burning and begging for release. I knew that the full realization of what I’d just done would hit me at any moment, but I couldn’t allow myself to think about it. I had to get to Cal. 
 
    The cellar door led to a myriad of catacombs that I didn’t remember walking through on our way out. I dragged my hands along the cold stone and tried to find my way to the root cellar. I could hear music again, but this time it was above me, not ahead. I walked away from the music, stumbling through the dark. 
 
    “Through here, dear,” Virginia called. I burst into the cellar, thankful to see Cal was still alive and shackled to the wall. The duct tape was gone from his mouth. 
 
    “Where is Lana!?” he roared at me. 
 
    “I did it,” I panted, pointing at Cal and talking to Virginia. “I did it, so let him go.” 
 
    She stared at me thoughtfully before tilting her head to the side and patting her blonde hair. 
 
    “You did do it, Lizzie. I’m so proud of you. So many steps in the right direction today. I do believe this is the most progress you’ve made in a very long time. But we’re not done, dear Lizzie. We have more to do. More hard work.” 
 
    “You told me you wouldn’t kill Cal! You told me that if I did- what I did-” I stumbled over my words as Cal glared at me, “then you wouldn’t kill Cal!” 
 
    “I have no intention of killing Cal. That’s not my place,” Virginia said.  
 
    “Then set him free!” 
 
    “Lizzie. You’re going to tell me about Lilly. You’re going to tell me what happened to her and where she is. Once you do, you’ll have all your answers. Your path will be clear. Every question you’ve ever had will be answered. Every uneasy feeling will fall away. You’ll be at peace again, Lizzie. Peace is all you have ever wanted. Peace is what you’ve been asking for.” 
 
    I cried out, growling and pressing my fingers to my temples. I was so sick of her riddles, and I wanted to claw at her face. I wanted to drag Virginia out to the lake and push her into the ice hole.  
 
    “Lilly shot herself with Cal’s gun!” I screamed, fury boiling my veins. “She shot herself while I was at work and Leah and Clay were at school!” 
 
    I gasped, brushing the hot spit off my lips. 
 
    Virginia stared at me, her eyes wide. 
 
    “She wrote me a letter,” I sobbed, my eyes meeting Cal’s. “She wrote me a letter in her journal and left it on her desk. She wrote that her Dad didn’t love her anymore, and she couldn’t live in the same world as him knowing that he didn’t love her. He broke her heart. And she didn’t want to be in a world where her father didn’t love her.” 
 
    Silence roared through the cellar. 
 
    Cal jerked at the chains, glaring at Virginia. “Let me go to her! Unchain me!” he shouted. 
 
    “Fuck you,” I cried. “I don’t want you to touch me, Cal! Or talk to me! Or look at me ever again!”  
 
    “I never told her I didn’t love her,” Cal argued. 
 
    I burst out laughing, fits of uncontrollable hysteria taking over as I doubled up.  
 
    “Why in the fuck are you laughing?” Cal rumbled, jerking at his chains again. 
 
    “You’re still invalidating her! Still lying to her, even after she’s gone,” I spat, walking to him. “You still defend yourself! You still say you’re the innocent one, and she’s not even here! She’s gone, Cal! She’s dead, in that casket we picked out. The one with the silk on the inside, and the pillows with lace. She’s rotting in that dress that she never wore, the one I bought for her right before she died. The teal dress, always teal. Lilly loved teal. I bought it for her on clearance, thinking it was such a great find. A steal, really. A dress she could wear again and again, to Leah’s graduation or my dad’s retirement party. I had so many plans for that dress, Cal. So many fucking plans. She was going to dance in that dress, Cal. Dance and laugh and drink punch and complain about how scratchy the material was. She was going to wear that dress more than once. More than just that once, in her casket, at her own goddamn funeral!” 
 
    I alternated between a whisper and a scream. I couldn’t seem to regulate my thoughts or emotions. Cal tried to open his mouth so many times, but I shouted over him, closing him up. Sewing his lips like they sewed our baby’s lips. Lacing them tight with truths instead of twisted fucking lies.  
 
    When I imagined Lilly older, as a woman, I pictured her in that casket. 
 
    In her casket, wearing her teal dress. 
 
    “Lizzie,” Virginia said softly, lifting her fingers to touch my arm. “May I hold your hand?” 
 
    “Get the fuck away from me!” I snapped at her, seething now. “You’re psychotic. You’re a murderer, and now you’ve turned me into a murderer. And if I already murdered Lana, what difference does it make if I murder Cal? What is the significance of one murder or ten murders? Twenty even? There is no difference. There is no impact. It wasn’t in self-defense. It wasn’t premeditated. It was just murder, and she’d just dead. Dead like my Lilly. Dead like your Molly. Dead. Fucking dead.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    SIXTEEN 
 
    Right after Cal left, I went to see a tarot reader. 
 
    It was a psychic fair that had reserved a conference hall in a local hotel for one dreary pre-spring Saturday, and Trina and I lined up with our twenty-dollar bills for readings. She chose a woman named Crystal who read stones with Native American symbols on them. I chose a man named Doug who read a regular- but worn- pack of tarot cards. 
 
    As soon as I sat down across from Doug, I knew he was the real thing. 
 
    I’d been to many psychics at this fair or that, always with my sister or friends but never alone. When I sat across from Doug, there was no pretense. No theatrics or dramatics. We introduced ourselves and Doug simply said, “oh, sweetheart. I’m so glad you came, and I’m glad to see you. It’s been hard for you. So hard.” 
 
    Maybe he saw that my eyes were still puffy from all the crying I’d been doing since Cal left, but I’d just met Jake. My swollen eyes were replaced by laugh lines. My heart was filled with butterflies. New butterflies. Butterflies that swarmed and dipped and fluttered against my heart like I was seventeen years old again. They were a beautiful teal color in my mind, because teal was the color of reservation. Beautiful, unconventional femininity. Creativity without seeking attention. 
 
    Jake’s butterflies were teal, and teal was peace.  
 
    “I promise to always give you butterflies, Lizzie,” Jake said when we first met. 
 
    Doug took my hands and prayed with me for a moment.  
 
    Cal was an atheist, so Doug’s praying made me uncomfortable for a moment. 
 
    But I can pray again, I thought. 
 
    I’m allowed to pray again. 
 
    He instructed me to shuffle the deck. He kept touching my hand the same way Virginia touched my hand; sympathetic, but not pitying.  
 
    He began to lay the cards in front of me, murmuring every so often. When he was through, he sat back in his hotel chair, sighing deeply. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” I asked, my nerves getting the best of me. 
 
    “Oh, it is now,” he said, tapping his finger on one of the cards. “I’m going to tell you the meanings behind each card as I turn them, but I want to tell you this first. I want you to pray again, Lizzie. Someone kept you from God for so many years, but that someone is gone now. This new friend- this gentleman,” he said, turning over a card and tapping his finger against a picture of a royal man. “The King of Wands. He is fire and strength. He is the one, Lizzie.” 
 
    “I know he is,” I whispered, nodding solemnly. “His name is Jake.” 
 
    I blushed when he turned the card above him. Two naked people entwined in each other’s arms. He must have felt the heat radiating from my cheeks and smiled. “The Lovers. This card in this position has a very literal meaning. A connection of souls. And look- here you are. The Queen of Wands. You are warmth and fidelity. Oh, the two of you are meant for one another. I haven’t seen a match like this in a very long time. You’ve spent many lifetimes with each other, and you worked through all the struggles a long time ago, in other lives. In this life, you get to just be. Loving each other is so easy. Jake and Lizzie, Lizzie and Jake. And I can see that you deserve that, and so does he.” 
 
    I tried not to cry. He handed me a tissue. I believed in past lives. I wrote an entire book series about past lives. Hearing him validate my own intuition about Jake, after I’d been doubting that I could ever trust myself again, was relieving. 
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered. 
 
    “You don’t have to thank me. I just read what I see.” 
 
    I took a deep, calming breath while he went on. 
 
    He talked about me and Jake with the kids, and then with grandchildren. “Ah, and the ten of cups. So lovely. Divine love. Soon, you’ll be a happy family. It will take time, but you will get there.” 
 
    An ominous card drew my attention, and I waited impatiently for him to talk about the cloaked figure.  
 
    “This is your ex-husband. He’s begun a very lonely journey. He will end that journey alone as well. You may be angry with him, and then pity him. Eventually, you will have no emotion for him at all. He is detached from you and your children and will continue to detach further. He will never get better, honey.” 
 
    I nodded. I couldn’t hide my disappointment. 
 
    He turned another card. Again, a hooded figure, this time holding a bunch of swords under his cloak. “He is the seven of swords. Fitting,” Doug said with an exhale. “Betrayal. Deception and trickery. You’re lucky to be away from that ex-husband of yours, Lizzie.” He turned another card, nodding. “And the Eight of Cups. Time to walk away.” 
 
    Doug stopped again as he turned the next card. He lifted his eyes to mine. “The Moon. You have so much healing to do, Lizzie. You’re afraid, and you’re broken. You will heal.” 
 
    I listened, trying to remember everything he’d said. As though he could read my mind, he said, “hey, you can take a picture of the spread when we’re done. Anything you need.” 
 
    I smiled thankfully. 
 
    “Lizzie, what’s your ex-husband’s name?” 
 
    “Cal,” I replied softly. 
 
    Doug nodded. He looked up, speaking rapidly. “I have visions. I have since I was a kid. My mom used to take me to church to chase the visions away, but they’ve always been there. I see you’re not afraid of them and you have no doubts. It makes it easier for me to tell you what I see without feeling self-conscious, so thank you.” He kept speaking. “These visions aren’t literal, I should tell you. They’re like metaphors when I see them. I see Cal. He climbed to the highest floor in the tallest building and he jumped. After he jumped, he regretted it,” he added. “He probably called you and tried to get back together.” 
 
    I remembered the cold day in the woods, nodding. 
 
    “And down he falls. So slowly. Every window he passes, he has more and more regrets. And there are so many windows, Lizzie. He could crawl into any of the open windows, but he just keeps falling. When he lands- and what goes up, must come down, as you know- he will land alone. All alone.” 
 
    I thought about Lana then, who was simply the girl he’d left me for back then. She wasn’t yet his wife. Doug continued. 
 
    “You’re thinking about her. She won’t be there in the end,” he said. “I see her with long fingernails. Very long and very red. That represents her claws. She has her claws so deep in him, Lizzie. And she’s tapping those claws on a cash register. That’s not literal, remember. She doesn’t work in retail. It means she’s staying for the money. She’s going to stay with him as long as he’s willing to provide for her. Eventually she will stop working and just live off of him.” 
 
    I cringed. 
 
    “But here is your focus. You and Jake and your children. You’re moving methodically in the right direction. The card at the top of your spread is the Knight of Pentacles. One step at a time. Here, you become the Queen of Swords,” he said, tapping a card. “You learn so much and you grow tremendously. Get your phone out, Lizzie, take a picture. Keep this path in mind. Always remember where you’re going. Look ahead, and only glance back when you need to heal from something new.”  
 
    All my cards were right-side-up. 
 
    But Lilly was upside-down. I was upside-down. 
 
    Upside down in Lilly’s teal dress. 
 
    Virginia regarded me as though I were her prize pupil, and she made me think of Doug. Doug had read my future four years ago, and Virginia was my guide.  
 
    Virginia walked me from card to card like they were life-sized stepping stones.  
 
    She pinched her pink lips together, shaking her head with a proud grin. “Oh, Lizzie. I couldn’t be more proud of you right now. You’ve come so far. And you came to your own conclusion. It’s time, Lizzie. Time to kill Cal. Finish this.” 
 
    I met Cal’s eyes.  
 
    “I can’t kill him,” I whispered. 
 
    The silence in the cellar was deafening. 
 
    Cal’s expression washed with relief, but anger quickly turned his eyes black again. 
 
    “I’m here for you, Lizzie. Not only to support you,” Virginia said, “But to move you forward. I cannot accept your denial anymore. I give you no choice. You must kill Cal. You must end his life. If you do not, I will have to end yours.” 
 
    My head whipped to hers, and she lifted a gun and aimed. 
 
    I’d never had a gun aimed at me in my life. A real gun. Plenty of foam shooters and toy rifles and alien blasters, but never an actual weapon. 
 
    I shook my head quickly, backing away. 
 
    “Virginia,” I managed, my voice shaking. “Please. You don’t want to do this. Leah and Clay need me. They’ve already lost-” I gasped, forcing the words to my throat. “They’ve already lost their sister. And their father walked out on them. Please don’t do this.” 
 
    “I have no intention of killing you, Lizzie. I know full well that you’re strong enough now. You’re strong enough to finally rid yourself of this bloodsucker. This leech on your soul. This sorry excuse for a man and pathetic example of a father.” Virginia spoke evenly, her gaze shifting to Cal and then back to me. 
 
    “Yes! Yes, he is all those things. But he was also my first love,” I said, the words tasting false as they crossed my lips. 
 
    “You don’t even believe that yourself, I can hear it in your tone. Jake was your first love, Lizzie. Your first real and true love. Cal was your first manipulator. Your first torturer. Life would be easier without him and without Lana. You’re halfway there, Lizzie. One more murder, like you said. What’s one more once you’ve committed the first?” 
 
    “But you couldn’t kill Martin!” I protested, backing against the stone wall behind me. “You couldn’t bring yourself to kill Martin. You had the opportunity and the motive, but you didn’t do it. Why?” 
 
    Virginia scoffed. “I never said I let him live,” she replied. 
 
    “Then he’s alive?” I demanded. 
 
    “He escaped,” Virginia said, lifting one hand to delicately pat her hair with her fingers. “He escaped after I explained to him, in great detail, how he murdered our daughter. I kept him down here for some time. In this root cellar. Torturing him. Breaking him. When he finally admitted to how, ultimately, he was the one who killed our Molly, he couldn’t bear to go on with his life any longer. I convinced him that the only way he could seek absolution, the only way he could ever earn my forgiveness, was to end his own life. Find our daughter in the afterlife and plead for her forgiveness. Stay with her so she wasn’t alone.” 
 
    I realized both Cal and I were holding our breath. 
 
    “Martin drove back to the city one last time. He took the stairs up to the rooftop of the building he worked in. Fifty-three floors. Security footage showed that he climbed each and every step. I imagined that he was thinking about me. About what I’d told him. About how I convinced him that Molly would still be alive if he’d never had an affair. Each step.” 
 
    I thought of Doug’s vision of Cal, and how he climbed to the top and jumped. I knew what was coming, but I still shuddered as she clapped her foot against the ground. 
 
    “Smack. His body was nothing when it landed on the concrete. Each step he climbed he thought about what I’d said. Each window he passed, he must have regretted his choice. It took a lot of effort to break him, you see, but the fall had to have sobered him. He was a smart man. A business man. He took calculated risks, so to know that Martin acted on pure emotion told me that I’d really destroyed him. I’d dug into his brain. I bore a hole. I thought about him as I used the auger on the ice for Lana. I turned the screw, over and over. I got him to the top and to jump. I laughed at his regret on the way down.” 
 
    Cal groaned. 
 
    “Just like what Cal did to Lilly. He turned the screw. He turned it again and again. Twisting her little heart and mind. Tangling her emotions and her feelings until she was left with absolutely nothing. Nothing but sorrow. Sorrow that her own father manifested within her. Sorrow that left her feeling so desperately unloved and unwanted by the one person she admired the most. And when her world was shaken, and she was at her lowest, she made a choice, Lizzie. You know this. There was more in her letter,” Virginia said. 
 
    I saw Lilly’s letter in my mind. 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut, reading the words in my memory. 
 
    It’s all about her, Mom. 
 
    About her. 
 
    About her. 
 
    All about Lana. Dad’s so obsessed with Lana and she’s the devil, Mom. She’s this horrid person who has taken Daddy’s heart and crushed it in her ugly hands. Is Dad even capable of love? Dad was better with you and now he’s the worst he’s ever been. And he will keep hurting Lana and soon Gabrielle. And I have to do something about it. I’ve got Dad’s gun. I’m going to keep it in my backpack. The next time I go over there, I’m going to break up their fight. And if I have to shoot one of them or both of them, I will. 
 
    I remembered then. 
 
    The coroner had ruled Lilly’s death accidental. 
 
    Lilly had no intention of killing herself, but she’d taken the gun out after she’d vented to me in a letter in her journal. She took Cal’s gun and tried to rack it backwards, but she wasn’t strong enough. 
 
    Except she was, and it was aimed at her when she tried again, her little finger wrapped around the trigger. 
 
    “She didn’t kill herself,” I whispered, facing Cal. “She was going to protect you from each other. She was going to use your gun to break up your next fight. She didn’t want to die. She wanted to live. She wanted to live, Cal, she wanted to live.” 
 
    Virginia tugged the tape off Cal’s mouth again, and he cried out pathetically. “It was an accident,” he said again. 
 
    “You’re there, Lizzie. You’re at the end,” Virginia said, a beaming smile brightening her face. “You know all of it. And you know what’s left to be done. Lilly never wanted to die. She died because of Cal. Because of his abuse and neglect. She died because she was trying to protect a stepmother she despised from a father who hurt her. In the end, it was Cal. Cal murdered your daughter.” 
 
    “Fuck you, you stupid cunt,” Cal seethed, yanking on his chains, his wrists covered in blood and bruises.  
 
    Virginia held out the gun, and I accepted it. 
 
    “Lizzie, you can’t do this. You can’t do this. Think of the kids. Think of-” 
 
    I pressed the gun between his eyes and pulled the trigger. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LIZZIE 
 
    “Mom. Mom!” 
 
    Lilly’s voice shook me out of my thoughts. 
 
    I stood in her bedroom, gripping her backpack in one hand and Cal’s gun in the other. 
 
    “Lilly?” 
 
    “What are you doing in my room?” she demanded, snatching her backpack out of my hand. “Why are you going through my stuff?”  
 
    I looked down at her bed. The pages of her journal were still opened, the same pages I’d just finished reading. 
 
    I’d been cleaning the house, blasting my playlists on shuffle and enjoying the first coveted spring day of the year. All the windows were open in the house, and the sunshine streamed through the screens. The air was still crisp, just cold enough to help me pretend like I was giving the rooms a good, sterile cleaning. 
 
    “You took this from Dad’s house?” I asked her.  
 
    I could still hear my phone blaring my playlist through the house. It had shuffled through all my genres, ending on my dad’s sixties and seventies garage band collection. 
 
    “You’re reading my journal? Oh my God what is wrong with you?” she shrieked, turning and running from the bedroom. 
 
    I followed her, shouting after her. “Lilly! Stop, please?” 
 
    She turned in the living room, her ponytail swinging in a dramatic circle. “You invaded my privacy! You act like you can just-” 
 
    “Do you realize what could have happened? This is a weapon, Lilly. A weapon.” 
 
    “I know what a weapon is, Mom,” she fired sarcastically, making a face. “I’m giving it back to Dad. I wasn’t actually going to do anything with it. Do you think I’m stupid?” 
 
    “I never said you were stupid. And it’s my job to make sure you’re safe. I was putting your clothes away and I saw your sweatshirt sticking out of your bag. And your journal was open.” 
 
    “Yeah but it doesn’t say HEY MOM READ ME!” she snapped. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LIZZIE 
 
    I had gotten home from work and heard the music coming from Lilly’s room. It was old music, the same music that my parents listened to. I knew she’d gotten into the classic sixties and seventies rock, but I thought she only listened to that genre when she was in the car with her father. Boston, Journey... but this was even older.  
 
    The Beatles. 
 
    The Zombies. 
 
    “Lilly!” I called, as cheerfully as possible. I knew that if I made my presence known well before I knocked on her bedroom door, she’d have more time to transition into mom-time-mode. If I bombarded her with questions like how was your day? Did you do your math homework? You know you can’t miss any more school, right? she’d burst into frustrated rage. So, I took it easy. “Lilly, I’m home, and I brought pizza!” 
 
    Silence. Music. 
 
    I sighed, edging the pizza box onto the counter and setting my laptop bag against the wall. The dog was begging to go out and be fed, and I tried not to be irritated that Lilly had clearly ignored the animal’s needs all day.  
 
    She’s going through a lot. Her father is an asshole. 
 
    I finished the few quick chores, finally calling her one last time. “Lilly, I’m coming in, okay?” 
 
    I knocked twice before opening her bedroom door. 
 
    The first thing I saw was her bed. 
 
    I registered all the blood, but in my mind, it was a pile of dirty laundry. I couldn’t compute. Nothing computed. The music blared from her phone and poured through her desk speaker, and I reached for her phone. 
 
    I got blood on my hand. Her phone was covered in blood. 
 
    Her bath towel, still wet from her shower that morning, lay across her hamper. I grabbed it, and blood stained the white linen. I knew the mark would turn old and brown, no matter how many times I bleached the fabric. 
 
    The wall was covered in blood. 
 
    My life was covered in blood. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LIZZIE 
 
    Jake was holding me. 
 
    Police cars everywhere.  
 
    Blood everywhere. 
 
    “Lizzie,” Jake whispered, brushing my hair out of my eyes. I tasted copper and smelled salt. The red and blue lights swirled over the snow like an emergency disco. “Baby, can you hear me? Lizzie?” 
 
    “I can hear you,” I managed, shivering. He tugged the blanket tighter over my shoulders. 
 
    “They found Virginia and Cal. They can’t find Lana,” he said, eyeing an officer as he approached. 
 
    “We have a female officer. Would she be more comfortable?” the man said. 
 
    “No,” I managed. “Lana is dead. Lana is in the lake.” 
 
    The officer no sooner registered my words before he ran for the car. More police, all in various locations in front of the Victorian mansion, crunching through the snow. We were a macabre Norman Rockwell painting, complete with candlelight in every window. 
 
    “Thank God you got away from her. Thank God,” Jake repeated, over and over, rocking me against his chest. “I never should have left you behind.” 
 
    “Jake,” I whispered, pulling away long enough to lift my eyes to his.  
 
    He used his thumbs to wipe away blood from my cheeks. “What, Lizzie?” 
 
    “I killed them,” I said. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “What? Baby, what?” 
 
    “I killed Lana first,” I said, my tone going flat. “I pushed her through the hole in the ice and watched her drown. Then, I killed Cal.” I swallowed, my mouth dry. A chunk of something came away from my tooth and went down my throat. “I pressed the gun to his forehead and pulled the trigger. Then I turned to Virginia and shot her too. I killed them all.” 
 
    “What?” he asked again, and I could hear the fear and disbelief in his tone. “No. No Lizzie, you’re upset. You-” 
 
    “I killed them Jake. I killed them all.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ABOUT HER 
 
    Lizzie kept a collection of classic novels on the bookshelf in her living room. She loved the colors of the spines and had a penchant for buying the classics based on the colors of their binding. She preferred earth tones. 
 
    The Scarlet Letter. Red. 
 
    Moby Dick. Blue. 
 
    The Great Gatsby. Green. 
 
    She’d decorated her entire living room to match the books on the bookshelf, something Jake found endearing.  
 
    As the snow began to fall softly outside, she considered choosing a novel to read by the fire. But building a fire in the wood-burning fireplace would take energy. Choosing a book would take energy. And once she finally opened the book, she was sure she’d read the same sentence again and again before giving up. 
 
    Lizzie was running out of energy, so she rested her head on the back of the couch and poured through her phone instead. 
 
    The social media post caught her attention as she scrolled through the newsfeed. 
 
    A picture of a bed with an elegant quilt. 
 
    Rose petals strewn in a heart shape. A bottle of wine resting against the pillow. 
 
    Lana’s caption.  
 
    Cal treated me to a surprise getaway! A romantic B&B. Could I have a better husband?  
 
    #besthusbandever #infinity #letsgetiton 
 
    Lizzie read each hashtag again, slower this time. She should have laughed at Cal’s inability to be original. She should have cringed at his psychotic reuse of their own relationship tropes. She should have shuddered at Lana’s “best husband ever” who had, only a week ago, referred to his wife as a “lazy, unemployed, financial suck” to Lizzie as he dropped off Lilly’s remaining personal effects that he’d had at his house. 
 
    She should have. 
 
    Instead, Leah walked out of her room just then. She carried something in her hands, and without her coming closer, Lizzie could tell what the teal-colored object was. 
 
    Lilly’s butterfly. 
 
    It was tattered after years of love and comfort, and Lizzie knew the edge of the right wing was crispy. Lilly had chewed there as her bottom two teeth were fighting to break through. The antennas had long been removed by scissors; she was an overprotective mother and had been afraid her daughter would tear the antennas loose and choke on one. 
 
    “She’s not a puppy, Lizzie,” Cal had scolded.  
 
    “I’m not taking any chances,” Lizzie replied, snipping each coral antenna from the head. 
 
    Leah sat next to Lizzie on the couch, curling her long legs under her body. She rested her head on her mother’s shoulder, holding the butterfly in her palms.  
 
    “I picked this out for her, do you remember?” Leah asked, brushing her thumbs over the soft, velvety material. “You and I were shopping for something for the nursery. I saw it and wanted it for my baby sister. You let me get it, and I wrapped it myself and gave it to her in the hospital after she was born.” 
 
    “I remember,” Lizzie said softly. “You were only seven, but you were the best big sister ever. Even before she was born.” 
 
    “But not later,” Leah whispered, stroking the wings of the butterfly. “Not later, when she needed me the most. I couldn’t protect her from Dad. I couldn’t convince her that he’s never going to change, and she just kept on trusting him. Over and over. And he just kept on breaking her heart. Over and over and over.” She sighed deeply, turning to press her teary face into her mother’s shoulder. “And then it was like he found an accomplice. Lana never defended Lilly. She hated Lilly. She hated the attention Dad gave her every time she came over. So, she’d start a fight, every single time.” 
 
    Lizzie held Leah close, tears burning her eyes. 
 
    “Every time,” Leah continued. “Lana would either stomp around with that resting-bitch-face, insisting on throwing a cold shoulder at Lilly, or she’d do something dramatic, like go to a party and get drunk, come home and start fighting with Dad. She wanted Dad’s attention, and Dad couldn’t see it. And they’d fight, and you’d call the police, and CPS couldn’t do anything. The police couldn’t do anything, because both Dad and Lana are a couple of liars. So Lilly,” she whispered, gripping the butterfly in her fist, “Lilly would be caught in the middle. Getting used and manipulated and abused by them both.” 
 
    “Leah,” Lizzie said softly, covering her fist with her palm. “You know what Lilly’s journal said. You know the words she wrote. She never intended to harm herself. She was going to use the gun to break up the next fight between them.” 
 
    Leah nodded, opening her palm and dropping the butterfly into her mother’s lap. “That’s what she wrote. But she said something to me that day, before I left for school. Something I can’t stop thinking about and never told you.” 
 
    Lizzie narrowed her eyes, backing away to look at her daughter. “What did she say?” 
 
    Leah took a deep, steadying breath, brushing away her tears with the back of her hand. “She said that the only way Dad would ever change is if she really got his attention. And she wanted him to change, to be a better Dad for me and Clay, and especially Gabrielle, since she’s so little. She said, since she was closest to Dad, it was her responsibility to do something drastic to make him hit rock bottom. To make him really turn his life around.” 
 
    She gasped, shuddering. I felt my blood rushing in my ears. 
 
    “She said that?” Lizzie managed. 
 
    Leah nodded. “I just told her that Dad would never change, and to give it up. Then I hugged her and left. And when the reports came back from the- the coroner- and the autopsy- and they said it was a close call, but they ruled it an accident- Mom, I don’t think it was an accident. I think Lilly changed her mind that day. I think she decided she was going to be the one to change Dad. To do something so dramatic that Dad would have no choice but to see ‘the light.’ To change his ways. To dump Lana and get himself help.” 
 
    “He never changed,” her mother whispered, staring at Lilly’s butterfly in her lap. “She sacrificed her own life to change him, and he’s at some bed & breakfast with Lana right now. He’s the ‘best husband ever.’” 
 
    Leah sneered, sniffing and sitting up straighter. “And he wasn’t held accountable. No criminal responsibility. Dad didn’t even have to answer for the fact that the gun wasn’t locked up. They said Lilly stole the gun. A tragic accident. I know my sister, Mom. I know what she did. And I will never stop blaming Cal and Lana. I’ll never call him Dad again.” 
 
    Leah stood and left the living room, leaving Lilly’s butterfly behind in her mother’s lap. 
 
    Lizzie opened her phone again, staring at the rose petal picture. She saw Lana had tagged a location.  
 
    Rolling Hills Victorian Getaway.  
 
    Southern Ohio. 
 
    About three hours away. 
 
    The snow had started to really come down, and she opened her internet browser to search the weather report for where they were. 
 
    Snowing, but with little accumulation. 
 
    Jake was working all night. Clay was at a friend’s house, and Leah was leaving for her boyfriend’s house where she planned to spend the night. 
 
    Lizzie was having a hard time processing time. She’d been to see a psychiatrist after her daughter’s death. The psychiatrist became preoccupied with the fact that Lizzie was having out of body experiences. She was losing time and finding herself in odd places doing odd things. During those blackout times, as Lizzie called them, she would awaken dressed differently. Jake went to a few sessions with Lizzie and told the doctor that his wife listened to different music during these experiences. She spoke differently. She even had different mannerisms. Gestures that Jake described as older. Like a person from another time. 
 
    Lizzie grew tired of the sessions. She knew when to give in to the blackout. She could feel them coming on and assumed that it was her mind’s way of protecting itself from the truth. 
 
    When Leah left, as she was pulling out of the driveway that evening, Lizzie felt herself slipping. 
 
    It was a gradual process, like a headache coming on after too much wine. But, once she gave in, it was merely like going to sleep. 
 
    Virginia never liked the way Lizzie dressed. Lizzie would try to defend her wardrobe, explaining that as a writer and an employee who worked from home, there was no need to get all dolled up for the work day. Virginia disapproved.  
 
    Virginia preferred to dress conservatively, and like a lady. She loved the white cardigan in Lizzie’s closet, the one with the deep pockets. It went well with any long dress, and she could easily pair the ensemble with boots or a nice scarf. 
 
    Virginia pinned her long, blonde hair into a bun, or sometimes a ponytail. Lizzie wore her dark hair like a shroud, always down, and always in her eyes. Virginia preferred to show off her face, especially her high cheekbones. 
 
    The drive to southern Ohio would be long, but music always made any car ride manageable. She chose Lizzie’s parent’s playlists, the only music she approved of. Virginia couldn’t stand the country music that Jake liked, or the nostalgic, nineties grunge that Lizzie lost herself in for most of her moody moments. No, Virginia preferred Lizzie’s parent’s music. Hits of the 1950s through 1970s. The music that Lizzie grew up listening to. Music Lizzie remembered hearing on fun trips to visit her grandparents, or outings with her siblings.  
 
    Lizzie had the most wonderful childhood. 
 
    It wasn’t until Cal showed up in Lizzie’s life that she started to doubt herself, Virginia thought. Virginia had volumes to say on that matter, but it was time for her to take care of Lizzie now. 
 
    Virginia had no problem finding the Victorian B&B that Lana had so helpfully tagged in her social media post. She drove through the snow effortlessly, glad to see the accumulation was little to nothing the closer she got to the West Virginia border.  
 
    She saw Cal’s red Ford Explorer in the driveway. The main office that handled the B&B rental was already closed for the evening; Virginia passed it a half a mile back. She learned from a quick internet search that the entire B&B was rented to one customer at a time, privately, during the off-season. Cal and Lana would be the only people staying there. 
 
    Virginia was glad she and Lizzie were so close. Lizzie had shared the combination to Jake’s gun safe with her long ago, so choosing the right weapon had been easy. 
 
    Virginia chose a revolver, the gun she was most comfortable operating. 
 
    The lights in the lower level of the oversized B&B were dark at the midnight hour, and she stepped up onto the porch. The oversized picture window was covered by sheer drapery, offering a muted view of the living room. 
 
    A fire crackled, illuminating the living room. 
 
    Cal stood in front of the fire. He held the mantle with one hand for support. His other hand was on Lana’s red head as she knelt before him. 
 
    Her head bobbed back and forth, back and forth. 
 
    Her head bobbed like she had a long way to go, and Virginia and Lizzie both knew that wasn’t the case. 
 
    Her head bobbed like a whore. 
 
    Virginia stood watching. She watched Cal’s face as he came, and she watched as Cal tightened his grip on Lana’s head, forcing her to swallow. 
 
    Virginia watched until there was nothing left to watch. 
 
    They got up unceremoniously and went for the stairs. 
 
    Virginia tried the front door, but it was locked. It was like Cal to be overzealous in security; he never trusted anyone.  
 
    People who never trusted either had done the worst or had seen the worst. 
 
    For Cal, it was both. 
 
    Virginia walked around the house through the snow, glad she borrowed Lizzie’s frumpy but practical snow boots. The doors that opened to the basement were chained shut with a haphazard knot, as though the owners had zero concern for trespassers. 
 
    She set the heavy chain aside and opened the door, retrieving a flashlight from her pocket. She thought again about the practicality of the deep pockets in her cardigan. So useful. 
 
    As the dark corridor stretched before her, she found her way toward a tiny room just off the main basement. 
 
    A root cellar.  
 
    An old stone staircase led up into the smallest stairway, so narrow that Virginia had to place both hands flat on the walls to make her way up the steep steps. They seemed to go on forever in the dark, but the further she walked, the closer she got to sound. 
 
    Voices. 
 
    She heard Cal’s voice first.  
 
    He was speaking in his nasty way, in the tone that meant that Lana had somehow disappointed him. She was defending herself, and he was snapping at her, cutting her off.  
 
    “I brought you all the way out here for a romantic evening, and you’re texting some fucking guy?” he raged.  
 
    Virginia heard something smash against the wall in front of her. Narrowing her eyes, she pushed the smallest bit on the wall, realizing that a panel opened from the stone stairway into the master bedroom of the house. 
 
    Through a slit in the wainscoting, she could see them in the brightly lit bedroom. 
 
    “You broke my phone!” Lana shouted. “I can’t believe you broke my phone!” 
 
    “Fuck you! I’ll break your phone and I’ll break your fucking neck if you cheat on me, you hear me? You’re a fucking whore. Why wouldn’t you cheat?” 
 
    “You cheated on Lizzie!” Lana defended herself. “What does that make you?” 
 
    “With you,” Cal scoffed with a laugh. “What a mistake that was.” 
 
    Virginia clucked her tongue softly, shaking her head with disapproval. His salty business was still fresh on her lips and already he was degrading her.  
 
    She made her bed, Virginia thought smugly.  
 
    May as well lie in it. 
 
    “Oh, I know, here we go again. Lizzie was a perfect wife and mother and I’m a piece of shit,” Lana replied, her tone dripping with sarcasm. “Your first wife was a whore. I’m a whore. Why the fuck didn’t you stay with Lizzie if she’s so fucking perfect?” Lana fired. She tried to sound angry, but instead whined her words to him. 
 
    Cal reached for her then. 
 
    His hands went around her throat. He squeezed, his eyes wide. Wide like a monster’s eyes. Wide and black with no blue left. 
 
    But Lana was turning blue. Blue and bloated. 
 
    Virginia knew it was time. Time to do what Lizzie couldn’t. Time to do what Lilly had intended to do, right up until the moment of her death. 
 
    She pushed open the wainscoting panel. Cal caught her out of the corner of his eye. When he let go of Lana, Lana gasped for air. 
 
    “Lizzie?” Cal said. 
 
    Virginia decided it was fitting for Lizzie’s name to be the last word that he spoke. 
 
    She lifted the gun and shot at Cal, but her aim was terrible.  
 
    She hit Lana instead. 
 
    Lana went down, and as Cal reached for her, Virginia shot him. 
 
    Down he went. 
 
    But not far enough down. 
 
    Virginia pushed them both to the hidden staircase. She rolled them both down the stairs. Blood trailed. Blood everywhere. Blood that made her think of Martin and Liza and Molly.  
 
    But that was all so long ago. 
 
    Once she got them to the basement, she felt for a pulse. Lana was dead. 
 
    Cal was still breathing. 
 
    She tied Cal to the wooden shelves of the root cellar. He was bleeding a lot. 
 
    She dragged Lana by the hair up and out of the basement, into the snow in the backyard of the Victorian mansion. The woods weren’t far off the property, but another option loomed before her. 
 
    A lake. 
 
    The lake wasn’t yet frozen, and Virginia shoved Lana into the lake. 
 
    It was time for Cal. 
 
    Back in the basement, Cal had regained consciousness and was trying to pull at the ropes. Virginia saw him open his mouth to speak, but she wanted Lizzie’s name to be the last name that he spoke, so she shot him again. 
 
    Right in the mouth. 
 
    The mouth that charmed little Lizzie in the video store that night. 
 
    The mouth that kissed her and made her feel like the only girl in the world. 
 
    The mouth that broke her heart. 
 
    The mouth that called her fat. 
 
    The mouth that berated her and her three children. 
 
    The mouth that chipped away at their confidence, and their nerves, and their sanity. 
 
    The mouth that broke Lizzie. 
 
    Virginia shot him right in the mouth, and Cal died in the basement. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
    The voices always came in like AM radio chatter when Virginia left and I came back again. 
 
    “She’s doing well today, Jake,” the nurse said softly. “It might be a good time to talk to her.” 
 
    I pulled the blanket tighter to my chest, widening my eyes as Jake lowered to the chair next to me. The white walls of the hospital were always alarming when I realized that I was institutionalized, and Jake could see my panic. 
 
    “There you are, sweetheart. You’re safe. No need to be afraid,” he said, his broad smile warming my heart. He was so sexy, even still with his graying hair and salt-and-pepper whiskers. 
 
    “Where are the kids?” I begged. I knew, somewhere in my mind, that they weren’t kids any longer, but Jake was always happy to indulge me. 
 
    “They’re good. They’re in their own homes, remember Lizzie? They’re good. Leah and her husband just had a baby. Leah is a baker.” 
 
    “She makes the best cupcakes,” I whispered. 
 
    “Yes, she does.” Jake sat back, holding my hand in his. “And Clay just got promoted. Lead software designer. He and his wife have two children. Twins. Remember the twins?” He reached into his back pocket, retrieving his phone. “Look how big they grew, in just a year.” 
 
    “Red hair?” I said, cringing.  
 
    “Clay’s wife has red hair, remember?” he answered.  
 
    “And Lilly?” I begged. “How’s Lilly?” 
 
    He sighed deeply, tucking his phone back into his pocket. “Lilly is safe now, Lizzie. She’s safe.” 
 
    I wanted to push, but I didn’t. I couldn’t.  
 
     “Virginia made me kill them,” I cried finally, gripping Jake’s arm. “Virginia made me kill Lana, and then Cal. And then I killed- I killed Virginia. I’m sorry for what I did,” I said tearfully. 
 
    “Lizzie.” Jake squeezed my hands. “I know why you did it. Cal and Lana were ultimately responsible for Lilly. Losing her the way that we did...” 
 
    “We never lost Lilly!” I cried. 
 
    “Lilly is safe,” Jake soothed. “Lilly is safe now.” 
 
    “There was no body!” I shouted, frantically fisting the afghan in my lap. “Find Virginia, and she’ll tell you! She forced me to kill them, or she was going to kill me! If there was no body, then Virginia has to be alive! She still has to be alive, hiding somewhere!” 
 
    “Okay,” Jake said, his careful words staccato and monotone. “I’ll keep looking.” 
 
    I glared at him. “Why are you patronizing me? You don’t believe me. You were there, Jake. You saw her. She told us about her husband, and her daughter who died, and- and you were there, why don’t you remember?” 
 
    “I wasn’t there, honey. I wasn’t there.” Jake looked defeated. “When Lilly died, you spent a year in and out of psychosis. You had a psychological break. Virginia helped you through it. Virginia is a part of you. Lizzie... you’ve been here for seven years.” 
 
    I ignored his lies about Lilly. “I know that I killed Cal and Lana. I know it. But I had to, I had to. It was kill or be killed,” I said, growing tired of defending myself. 
 
    Jake nodded, taking my hand. 
 
    “Maybe Virginia should tell me about it,” he said reluctantly. 
 
    I knew Jake hated Virginia. When I became too agitated, he always seemed to invite her into our conversation. 
 
    I closed my mouth, shaking my head. 
 
    Jake smiled again. “You know, it’s a beautiful spring day. Why don’t go enjoy a walk in the garden? Okay?” 
 
    I nodded quickly.  
 
    I was tired. 
 
    So tired.  
 
    Jake reached for my hand. I wished I’d known he was coming. I would have put on something nicer than pajama pants. 
 
    “The sun does feel good through the window. I think this was the longest winter we’ve ever had,” I said to Jake as he led me toward the door. 
 
    He nodded, turning to press a kiss to my forehead.  
 
    “The winter’s over now, Lizzie. Time for the sun again.” 
 
    “And the butterflies?” I asked. 
 
    Jake nodded and smiled at me, tightening his grip on my hand.  
 
    “I promised I’d always give you butterflies. Have I ever let you down?” 
 
    I smiled up at him, leaning into his arms. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “The price of anything is the amount of life you exchange for it.” 
 
    -Henry David Thoreau 
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