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The cab window glistens with teardrops of rain, and Stella tries to focus on that, on the sound of the rainfall hitting the thin roof of the cab like handfuls of gravel dropped from a height. She has found that she has to concentrate on detail. If she lets herself think about the bigger picture, about what she’s actually doing here, she’ll stop breathing or cry or turn around and run. Maybe just scream.

The driver is talking about his wife and kid with that tone of fake resentment that’s actually a mask for pride. His daughter was picked for the piano recital even though she’s only been learning for six months. Six months of lessons . . . the cost of it! Stella lets it all run past her. Raindrops pound on metal. She breathes.

“Your first time here?” the driver asks, winking in the rearview mirror.

“Yes,” Stella says, after a startled moment.

“Welcome to Missouri,” he says. “Or Misery, we call it. It’s a terrible place.” And this too, Stella can see, is pride dressed as insult. He’s proud of how hard life is here. “She says she wants to be a doctor when she grows up. My girl.”

“My mother’s a doctor,” Stella says, surprised at herself. She generally tries not to think about her mother. “When we were kids, my sister and I thought it was so funny to call her ‘Dr. Iris’ instead of ‘Mom.’ Her first name was—is—Iris. I don’t know why, but it always flustered her.” Stella pauses. “I guess that was why we did it.”

He replies, but Stella pulls back into silence and focuses on the rain and her heart, both pounding. She must be careful. She nearly let the world come into focus there.
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They turn off the freeway into a vast lot. A checkerboard of empty parking spaces stretches into the distance.

Stella leans forward. “This isn’t right. I wanted the Rustic Inn and Suites, it’s a lodge.”

“I’m using the address you gave me,” he says, curt, suddenly tired of her. The parking lot rolls on beneath them, black and white, on and on.

Stella feels a rising tide of panic. Where is he taking her? Is he going to kill her? It’s welcome, in a way, the adrenaline coursing through her veins. It’s been a while since she felt this alive.

They drive across the seemingly endless lot in silence, until the driver relents. Stella can tell that he’s one of those men who can’t handle silence. “They were going to build a mall here,” he says, in a forgiving tone. He has decided that he’s the bigger person, of the two of them. “But they didn’t get further than the parking lot.” In the distance, a dot of neon pink comes into view. The motel grows larger, racing toward them. “Oh, it’s this place,” the driver says, pleased. “It’s changed its name a couple times.”

Stella almost asks why. But she doesn’t, because there is only one reason a hotel changes its name that often. Death.
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The clerk is a tired woman with hair the orange of safety material. She wears one earphone, which she doesn’t take out as they talk. Stella can see the baseball game which is playing on her phone screen. The hotel is nearly empty, the woman tells her, almost with pride.

“Good,” Stella says, and the woman nods, satisfied, as if this is an outcome they have both been working toward.

“Also, the hotel restaurant doesn’t open until next year. There’s a steak house a mile across the construction site.”

“I’m not hungry,” Stella says.

The corridors are long and brown, the carpet swirls in shades of dun and beige. Stella wonders what Frank felt, all those years ago, walking these long intestinal passages with their two-year-old son in his arms. Was it nicer back then, the lodge, before everything around it was leveled into a parking lot, and it changed its name? Was it less brown? To Stella, hotels with brown insides sing of death, no matter how you look at them.

She sits down heavily on the bed. It’s the room she asked for, number 17. The one Frank and Sam stayed in eight years ago. She wants to be as close to them as she can in this journey, and she hopes that staying in this room will help.

The TV has actual antennae, one arm crooked at a jaunty angle. The taps and showerhead in the bathroom give out only freezing water, so cold it makes her gasp. The view through the smudged gray glass of the window is of endless empty parking spaces lit by fizzing pools of yellow light. As she turns away, she sees a tiny flash of movement beneath the unplugged mini fridge. Do they choose the colors in these places to camouflage the roaches? she wonders. She pulls back the bedspread, brown and blue swirls, of course. The sheets are pulled tight and crisp, but there’s a long, dark hair poking out from behind the pillow. Stella shudders and pulls the bedspread hastily back up.

[image: ]

Frank had been on his way to meet Stella in Spokane when it happened. She was playing the violin for a folk band that was recording there, and the two of them decided to meet for a vacation. A peace conference, maybe. Frank had charge of Sam on his own for the first time, even though she told him over and over to leave Sam at Dina’s. Sam was happy at Dina’s. But Frank was adamant. He cared about looking like a good dad.

“You have to learn to trust me, Stella,” he said, exasperated. “I can take care of my son. But I can’t live like this. Even now, you don’t trust me. What can I do? What will be enough? How do I prove it to you?”

“I don’t know,” she said, frightened.

“We have to make our new start,” he said gently. “It’s been over a year.”

Stella knew she’d been paranoid since Frank got sober. Sometimes when he came home, she imagined the scent of bourbon on his breath. Every fumbled word or misunderstanding made her whole body go tense, she scanned him obsessively for signs of relapse. They were both exhausted.

“Ok,” she said.

They both laughed a little then, watery, and it really felt like it. A new start.

Frank decided to drive. It was a long trip, but there was no money to fly. The two of them got in a fight, the mother of all fights, over the phone, that night he stopped in Missouri. She had pushed Frank, goaded him, she knew she had. It was Stella who made him seek the bottom of a bottle.

She had called to say goodnight, and when there was no answer from Frank’s room, she’d gotten anxious. She tried at five p.m., then five twenty, then every five minutes after that. Her heart hammered in her chest. She knew that he was drinking.

He picked up just after seven. “Hello.”

“Why didn’t you answer?” Her breath came fast.

“Sorry, pup,” he said. She was always puppy or kitten when he was sorry. She heard, or thought she heard, the slur of liquor in his voice.

She controlled herself. She would make sure Sam was Ok first. “How’s the kid?”

“Speak to him yourself.”

“Mama?” the boy asked.

“You should be asleep.” She tried to sound stern, but she was so happy to hear him. He tried to tell her a story about his toy bear in the bath, but she couldn’t make out a lot of it. He started to get frustrated when she didn’t understand, so she pretended to. Frank had remembered to bathe him, which was good.

Frank came back on the line. “We’re having fun.”

“Yeah?” For a moment Stella gave in to her desperate need to believe this.

“Woah—” The phone clunked down heavily, making hollow sounds in her ear.

“Frank?”

After a moment he said, “Yeah. All good. I thought I saw—forget about it. Eyes playing tricks on me, I guess.”

Stella closed her eyes tightly and gripped the receiver. “Where were you earlier? I called a hundred times. You weren’t in the room.”

“We went for a walk, then I gave him a bath.” Frank sounded surprised and sober. Maybe she was imagining things.

“I was worried,” she said, trying to laugh.

“Why?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Sorry.”

“You thought I was drinking.”

“No,” she said quickly, “of course not.”

“You know, Stella, you have a problem. A problem with trust. It comes from your mother.”

She took a deep breath, hot in her chest, and it began. Frank and Stella had their fight, the way all couples do. When you’ve been married long enough, there is a ritual to it, walking through certain subjects in a certain order. They yelled and screamed, Stella cried, Frank threatened, and she poured scorn on him.

Then suddenly he went quiet—so quiet that she thought for a moment that the line was dead. Stella felt the first real start of fear. This was not the way it went.

“Frank?” Stella despised herself. She sounded tearful, thin, weak. “Frank? Are you still there?” This was new. “Frank,” she said, through tears. Something faint traveled down the line to her ear, a sound so featherlight she almost didn’t catch it. Breath. Stella released hers with a gasp.

“I marry you with everything, Frank,” she said. When he didn’t answer, she whispered it again. It usually worked, this phrase. It was her olive branch, no matter what he had done to her. Whether it was a bruised eye, or a broken finger, those words sealed the bond. Unbreakable, no matter what. He lacked confidence, Frank, and Stella knew that. He only hurt her because he was afraid to lose her.

Under the silence, Stella heard soft crying. Sam. Her heart squeezed horribly at the thought of him so far away, sad and without her.

“You happy now? The kid’s crying, Frank. What does he need?”

Frank just breathed lightly.

It went on and on, the crying, pulling at her heart. He knew how to hurt her.

“Frank? Frank? Frank?” Her voice rose and rose. Still he didn’t answer. Her fear ratcheted up, sending thrills down her spine. “Frankie,” she said, “let’s not fight. Remember how we love each other?”

But only silence breathed back.

“I marry you with everything,” she said again. It didn’t sound like her voice. She was a stranger to herself. “I marry you with everything.”

She heard a high tinkling. It took her a moment to place the sound. Frank was shaking his glass just by the phone, clinking the ice against it. Bourbon over ice was his drink. He was letting her know, and Stella felt his pleasure fill her ear.

“You bastard,” she hissed, her temper slipping its leash. “Take Sam to my parents. Turn right around. Don’t come here. You don’t want to be a father or a husband, so don’t.” She took a deep breath. If he could change the rules, so could she. “I’m leaving you,” she said. “Get Sam to my mother’s, then I never want to see you again.”

She heard a click on the line. Frank had hung up. She called the hotel room over and over, but the line was engaged. Frank had taken the receiver off the hook. She lay awake for hours, anger washing up and down her body. If she hadn’t said anything, Frank would have taken a pill to put himself out before it got too bad. That way he would have been Ok to drive in the morning. That was how he managed the rage that overtook him at this point of drunkenness. He turned himself off like a light switch. Of course, sometimes he just gave in. Stella had spoiled the game, so Frank would cut loose and drink until he dropped. He’s just afraid, she reminded herself. Acting out. Stay calm. They always made up in the end.
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Stella’s husband and son were found the next day at the bottom of the river, the car a coffin of steel. She imagines it so vividly, sometimes, that it’s like seeing it for real—Frank rubbing his eyes clean of sleep, taking them off the road for a moment, just as he takes the corner too fast. The squeal of brakes, the smash of girders, the plummet, the parting of the waters to admit the car with one great sucking crash.

The blame lies at Stella’s door, she knows. She had been trying to hurt, to get into the cracks of him. She knew how fragile his confidence was, and she did it anyway. She knew he took risks when the rage was in him, so it was her fault that the coroner found that his blood was still rich with bourbon; her fault that he was slow and careless on the turn, on the narrow metal bridge.

Sam would be ten now, and she often thinks about that, how he never had a chance to grow up and know things. To tell all those thoughts and stories that clearly thronged in his head, and that he hadn’t yet had words to express.

Stella lies down, weary as death. This motel—or lodge, as it was then—this room, was the last stop Frank and Sam had made. Tomorrow will be the day all things converge. Tomorrow she marries Frank with everything, for real. She feels the familiar nighttime twist of longing for closeness, with someone. She wishes she could remember what love was like.

Anniversaries can make things either better or worse, and in Stella’s case, it’s been worse. Each year that passes makes the pain sharper, more acute; she wonders what she could have done or said to stop Frank from drinking. It’s the hatred for her past self, sitting so oblivious in the Days Inn in Spokane, saying things to Frank that she knew, knew would wound him and set him off. Past Stella was a moron. Present Stella despises her with every molecule for being so fucking stupid.

Her cell phone rings. She starts, staring. It could be anyone. She feels she’s in a place between worlds. Hello, kitten. Hello, pup. Frank’s slurred, honeyed tone.

But the display reads: Dina.

Stella debates for a moment, then answers it. “What’s up?”

“Just checking in.” Dina’s tone is always flat. It’s misleading. Dina loves Stella so much. She was the one who came here, to Misery, and who organized for the bodies to come home. She had done what Stella couldn’t at the time. Stella had gone to another place entirely by then, beyond time or even feeling. A safe place beyond reality. “Sis?”

“I’m here.” Stella lies down on top of the bedspread.

“You in Virginia?”

“Yup,” says Stella, remembering that she told Dina she would be at home. She knows better than to tell the truth. She doesn’t want Dina to be hurt. Though in the end, it will be unavoidable.

“I thought maybe you’d want to get dinner. Mark the day.” Dina sounds uncertain. “I mean, you know . . .”

“I know.” Of course Stella knows.

“Um, I emailed you some new drawings.” Dina likes to draw their family. Their dad, sitting in his favorite chair. Their aunt Susie, eating oranges. She’s pretty good actually. You can see what the people are thinking, in their eyes. “Listen, Stell, I attached one of Sam. It was a mistake. I didn’t mean to. I just don’t want you to open it and feel blindsided . . .” Sam had spent almost as much time with Dina as he did with Stella. Dina had loved Sam, and he had loved her.

Stella makes a sound she doesn’t have a name for. She doesn’t want to see what Dina’s drawing of Sam might have in his eyes.

“Sorry.” The word always sounds odd in Dina’s flat tone. “I’m such a dummy. Sorry, Stell.”

Dummy is Dina’s curse word. She used to swear all the time, but she stopped when she began teaching third grade. “If I break the habit,” she had said grimly, “I won’t do it in front of them by accident.” So she uses dummy instead, for everything that draws down her rage, her astonishment. She’s the kindest woman Stella knows, so Stella has to push her away right now. She can’t handle her sister’s kindness. It will stop her doing what she needs to do, from marking this anniversary in the way she knows that she must.

“I need space, Deen, Ok? It’s a private thing. He was mine. Just mine. And you’re butting in.”

“Ok.” Only Stella would be able to hear the hurt in that flat gravel tone.

“Wait, one more thing,” Dina says. “Maybe you could call Mom.”

Stella gasps as if she’s been hit in the stomach. She can almost hear Dina squeezing her eyes shut with reluctance, grabbing a fistful of her dark, unruly hair.

“He was her grandson too.”

“Leave me alone, Deen. Ok?”

Stella hangs up. She throws the cell phone, hard, and it hits the wall with a sharp report and bounces once on the brown carpet. The screen is spiderwebbed with white cracks. Stella hasn’t spoken to her mother in a decade. It’s just not possible. She can’t forgive her mother for being right about Frank. Don’t think about all that now. She pushes the memories away.

It had been important for Frank’s confidence that Stella made him feel secure, that he felt her love. Stella’s mother had made Frank anxious, made him doubt himself, his place in the order of things. When Iris rested her cool gaze on him, Frank became afraid that he was not tragic, only small. But Dina had always been pleasant around Frank, so Stella had been Ok seeing her occasionally, for short times.

Leave him.

Stella starts. Her mother’s voice, so vivid and real, ringing through her mind. She shuts that out too. She can’t bear to think of that last conversation. Then, after everything happened, it had been too hard to face such a thing, to begin to repair it.

Stella gets out pen and paper. She needs to write the letters. One to Dina, one to . . . no, a letter to Dina and that’s it. She pours herself a generous measure of rye. She needs to keep at least half-drunk for this. And to stay focused on the details. Above all, that.

Dearest Dina, she writes. Please forgive me.

But will Dina ever forgive her? That’s not for Stella to say, she guesses. She’ll be long gone, at the bottom of the river, where the spirits of Sam and Frank are always flowing, flowing.
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Stella wakes with a hand tugging gently at the tail of her blouse. She sits up, mouth gluey and sour.

“What?” she says. The brown hotel room shivers into place around her.

A little boy sits on the end of her bed, reaching for her hopefully. His pajamas are patterned with sailboats, and he’s nearly outgrown them. His ankles stick out from the cuffs, bony.

“You lost?” she asks. She must not have locked the door. “Wrong room, buddy.” He smiles at her, and she smiles back. God, it’s funny how kids are so uncomplicated and dumb, how one little smile can send a spear of light through you.

“Out,” he says.

“Ok, I know, you’re in the wrong place. Let’s get you out.”

A shadow crosses his face, and the smile is gone. He’s staring at someplace behind her head. His mouth creases with fear, and he gasps. “Out,” he says and jumps up from the bed. He runs, breath rasping audibly, into the bathroom.

“Wait,” Stella calls, but the bathroom door slams shut. The little boy is pounding on the door and crying, like he’s locked himself in by mistake. Stella pushes the door and it gives, but before it’s open an inch, it slams closed with a mighty crack. There’s someone else in there.

“What the hell?” Stella yells and shoves and beats at the door, but whoever is on the other side is holding it closed against her. She has a strange conviction that it’s not someone behind the door but something—a presence, a great black cloud that fills the air and pushes back against her without hands or limbs. She can still hear the little boy crying in there. A splashing, then a gurgling cuts off his voice and the sound of thrashing water rises, and Stella doesn’t like that, not at all.

“Let him go,” she screams, “let him—”
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Stella sits bolt upright into wakefulness. She is on the bed in the brown hotel room. The letter on the bedside table next to her is streaked with thin rivulets of rye. The bottle lies sideways, unscrewed, and the last of the liquor drips, drips, drips down onto a sticky patch of carpet.

“Shit,” she says, shaking.

Liquor dreams. But she doesn’t feel any of the usual relief one feels upon waking from a dream. Maybe because the setting was so identical to reality. Here she is, just where she was. Stella almost feels, with a deceitful start, that this itself might be the dream. Or another one, anyway.

“Get a grip,” she mutters to herself. What does she expect? This journey she is on ends in the final crossing of borders. Did she think that nightmares would not come with it? She notices that the bedside clocks are both flashing midnight. She checks the shattered screen of her phone: 3:17 a.m. Power cut, most likely, maybe even a small earthquake. That would be enough to send bad dreams and reset the clocks.

But it doesn’t feel like that’s the answer. Stella gets off the bed and curls up close in an armchair. She doesn’t want to sleep again tonight. She wants to call Dina and tell her she’s sorry, that she loves her. But that would not be fair. Stella’s about to take everything away from her sister. She can’t ask for comfort when she’s about to leave Dina with nothing.

She normally rations her good memories, but now she thinks, Just one or two. Just this once.

Helping Sam throw a rainbow-colored ball against the wall of the garage.

Sam eating blueberries one by one off the tray of his high chair.

Sam toddling a first step, then another. His skeptical expression was so adult she couldn’t help laughing. Then he laughed too. And that’s enough, she has to close the door there, it’s working, her head is nodding . . . when the phone shrills harsh in the silence, sending a flash flood of fear through her bones. It’s not her cell. It’s the old telephone by the bed.

She reaches out slowly and grasps the receiver, brings it to her ear. There’s nothing on the other end but the sound of slow running water.

“Hello?” she whispers. “Hello?”

No one responds, but the sound builds, water rushing, taps on full. Underneath it she thinks she hears a tiny cry. The boy in the sailboat pajamas. She recognizes the sound of a child in pain.

“Get away from me,” Stella whispers into the phone. “Get away from him.” There is no reply.

The water rushes on and on, and the child is quiet, now. Stella tries to keep her eyes open, but she’s so tired, for so long the night has been a terrible place, she can’t recall the last time she slept through one. She listens to the sound of water, like the crash of distant waves on a cliff or the close, soft hiss of gas. As she listens, the sound grows more and more soothing. She keeps rousing herself, but in the end Stella’s hand loosens on the receiver, and the world slides gently away.
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Stella wakes to screaming. The air is filled with the raw screech of an alarm, deafening and terrible.

She pants, tears brimming hot in her eyes. She covers her ears. She knows she should get up and go, find the fire-assembly point or whatever outside. But she can’t move.

“Come on.” Stella feels her mouth make the words although she cannot hear them beneath the shrieking. “Come on.” It’s just an old hotel with terrible wiring, that’s all. But still her limbs won’t obey. She closes her eyes, hugs herself tight, surrounded by the scream of the universe. She puts her head under the pillow to shut out the noise.

A voice shrills in her ear, “Out! Out! Out!” The boy’s hand is strong in the small of her back, shoving her across the bed, off the end of it. She hits the floor face first. The carpet smells like cigarette smoke and dead skin. Stella pants. She can’t hear the sounds that come from her open mouth. The alarm is so loud that it silences everything.

The little boy is suddenly there, kneeling before her, eyes and mouth wide and black. His mouth seems to expand, outward and outward, swallowing her vision with his open black throat, his silent scream. But she hears the word he says anyway. It fills her head like a beating. “Out.”

Stella screams again. The little boy pushes her upright, it shouldn’t be possible, but that’s what he does. His hand is terrible, not flesh at all but bony and skeletal. She feels horror at his touch, it runs all up and down her body. Stella tries to shove his hand off but it stays there somehow, no matter what she does, it won’t stop touching her, fear and death. He pushes her toward the door, and she runs, flings it open and runs out into the corridor, the long guts of the hotel.

In the lobby the clerk is nodding at the desk, her orange head cradled on her arms atop the beat-up reception desk. Stella pays her no mind. She runs out. Only when she flings herself down on the chilly asphalt of the forecourt does the pressure of the small hand vanish from her back. She breathes in the night, which is comforting—the chill of it, the heavy gray cloud which lies over all the sky above. The cold night is good, or at least—it is the same everywhere, something universal.

“What the . . . what . . . what the?” she whispers. Her breath saws in and out.

She searches her pockets—her broken phone, which cuts her fingers even as she touches it, tissues, a pack of cigarettes, matches (thank god) and twenty dollars. This is all she has now, because she’s not going back in there. She sits shivering and smoking, staring at the neon sign, at the smoky glass automatic doors that tremble and hiss occasionally, as if about to open, as if someone is moving just behind them, in the poisoned depths of the motel. Stella doesn’t think about that, she doesn’t think at all. She just sits and smokes and feels grateful for her thick socks, the open air and the one cicada chirping somewhere in the vast parking lot. Stella doesn’t know what just happened to her—but she knows it’s the most frightened she has ever been.

Dawn comes like a caress, restoring something to the world. Stella unfolds her cramped limbs. She feels day logic come back in—it is entirely different from those night thoughts. In fact she feels a little foolish in the new gray light. She hopes the little boy is all right. She feels almost invigorated by the incident. She wants to move on with her plan. Day has made her ready for the ending. Stella breathes deep. She should try to enjoy her final dawn.

Stella knows that she needs things. She should go back to her room and get her bag, her clothes and shoes. All she has to do is go in through the doors, then turn left. It’s maybe twenty-five feet away, tops, down the brown corridor.

“Come on, you dummy,” she whispers to herself. But she can’t bring herself to drag her body back into that place. She wishes her sister were here. She and Dina were always braver together. Actually Stella would take any company at this point. Anything with a warm beating heart. A dog, even Dr. Iris. She feels so alone.

She hovers by the doors, watching as they slide together, apart, together, apart. It’s just a building. There are worse things in this world than a crappy building—she knows, she has lived through them.

If she doesn’t get her stuff, she can’t leave, and if she can’t leave, she can’t go and be with her Sam.

Stella squares her shoulders and shuts down her mind. Walk, that’s all.

The doors part to allow her in, and she coughs, greeted by a wall of air, hot as a sauna. The heating system has malfunctioned, it seems, as well as everything else in this place. The clerk is still napping, flaming hair resting gently on the desk.

“Hey,” Stella says, amused. The clerk doesn’t stir. Stella coughs. “Good morning,” she says loudly.

Then she sees it. Understanding puts its hooks in her. The air is somehow thick, too thick. She takes in the shade of the clerk’s skin, a shocking cherry red, and she knows what this means. Her mother was a doctor, after all.

Stella resists the urge to gasp, to inhale. She stills her lungs and backs toward the sliding doors. The very air is poison.

It doesn’t have a scent, she recalls her mother saying.

The doors slide open with agonizing slowness, her fingers scrabbling blindly at them, seeking to grip the edges, to push them apart, to escape from this place, this living tomb.

Out in the morning, she heaves in the clean air. She starts to tremble as she calls 911. “People are dead here,” she says. Her tone is level, she sounds reasonable. All she can think of is the clerk’s crimson skin. “Please hurry, maybe some aren’t yet . . .”

It doesn’t have a scent, that’s why people use it to end themselves. Lock themselves in the garage, fasten a length of hosepipe to the exhaust, roll the windows up. It’s an easy way to go. Carbon monoxide poisoning gives the skin that beautiful color in death—that vibrant red.

Stella’s brain ticks through it all as she talks to the dispatcher. The cold water in the bathroom, the result of a faulty water heater. The malfunctioning electrical circuits. Carbon monoxide must have been slowly leaking through the whole building, poison saturating the air. Stella’s hallucination, the imaginary little boy who sent her outside. Her body and mind must have recognized the poison and found a way to get her out of there. Otherwise, she would have died too. Strange as it may seem, she would have hated that. That’s not the way it goes. That’s not the plan.

“Are they coming?” she asks the woman on the phone. “Please, are they coming?”

“They’re on their way,” the dispatcher says. “Stay on the phone with me, Ok? I’ll be on the line until they get—”

Stella disconnects the call. She turns and walks away into the dawn, across the grid of white lines, empty spaces. The parking lot seems to go on forever in every direction, a featureless expanse of black and white. Behind her, Stella thinks she hears the faint sound of sirens. She hopes there are some people alive in the hotel. Then she drags her focus forward once more, back to the task at hand. She walks and walks, she doesn’t know how far. At last she hears the roar of a freeway, sees it shining in the near distance, a river of steel. She limps into the disused strip mall at the abandoned rest stop.

Stella sits on a broken bench and orders a cab. It takes a couple of tries before she finds someone willing to take her where she’s going, but she’s patient and doesn’t give up.

Gerald will be there in nine minutes to take her where she wants to go, her shattered phone tells her. He must be having a slow day.

Something stings in her cheek. Slowly Stella puts a hand to her face and delicately withdraws a splinter of glass from her skin, and looks at it, uncomprehending. It is a shard from the screen of her broken phone, crimson at the tip. She gripped the phone so hard against her face while talking to the dispatcher. Now she shudders. Unlike most people, Stella has always hated the color red, her second-least favorite after brown. She takes a tissue from her pocket and dabs at the thin rivulet of blood that has threaded its way down to her jaw. She mustn’t scare Gerald away.

It’s a long drive, forty minutes or so, and pretty, once they’re clear of the malls and outlet stores. At each turn the road gets narrower, the cathedral of branches and autumn-red leaves overhead grows higher, fuller. Maybe this road went straight to someplace necessary, once, but now it’s just itself. A pleasure.

As the fall trees rush by, Stella’s sickness grows. Seeing it now, she knows that Frank did not take this road by accident. He did not get turned around or lost. Frank always took the straightest line from point to point, and he would never have taken this road except by design. What was that design? There is nothing on this slow, wandering route except trees and a high bridge hung far above rocks and rushing water.

She hears it now, ahead, as if it came with her thought, the clean roar of the river in its channel. The road curves, and it’s there, existing just as if it were a normal thing—the bridge.

It is exactly as she imagined it, or rather just as she expected, because she has looked at so many pictures of it. It is a rich green, not paint but some kind of oxidation, as if it’s growing into the forest, somehow. It’s kind of beautiful. One new section of railing shines bright silver and crude.

“You all good here?” Gerald asks, wanting to be rid of her strangeness.

She watches Gerald’s car leave with relief, the engine fading into the rustle of leaves and the roar of water. Now it’s just her and the trees and the river and the bridge. The very last part of a long journey is always the hardest, and the car ride took more from her than she had expected. She’s tired. But here she is at last, where she needs to be. Rest will come.

Bridges are made to cross great heights, and over danger, so by their nature they bring one close to these things. Stella stands in the center of the bridge, by the shiny new railing. Frank must have driven the car off just here. It feels foolish, now, that she had ever believed it to be an accident. Frank never did anything he didn’t mean. So why would he do it? He liked being alive, and he liked himself. And the awful question, so big she cannot frame it, but which pulses through her body—why would Frank take his son with him?

He has been dead for eight years, but only now does Stella see the depth, the scope of her husband’s revenge.

Stella’s fists ball up, and she punches the molding green iron girder. Her hand cracks and explodes into pain, but not enough. There isn’t enough pain in the world to drown this out. “You fucking fuck,” she whispers. She wishes she could raise him from the dead, her husband, so that she could kill him again. The person she really wants now is Dina.

“I love you, you dummy,” she whispers. She takes out the phone. She can at least look at her sister’s drawings. It’s a way of being close. She looks with love and a snort at the picture of Dina’s dog. And there’s Grandma Sarah staring suspiciously at the remote control in her hand. For some reason she has never trusted it.

The last picture is someone she knows, and yet has never known. It’s a little boy, staring seriously ahead. His sailboat pajamas are a little big, like someone knows he’ll grow into them.

Stella can’t breathe. She doesn’t understand what her hallucination is doing in pencil on paper, drawn by her sister’s hand.

She dials without thought or awareness, eyes fixed on the image before her.

“What?” Dina has been napping, Stella can tell. She sounds grumpy.

“Who’s the boy?” Stella’s voice sounds like an old man’s—a rasp, a croak.

“What?”

“In your drawing.”

“Oh, Stella, I’m sorry, I thought I told you, I’m such a dummy . . .”

“Who is it?” Stella’s hand is shaking, her whole body quivers.

“I just wondered what he might look like now. I’m sorry. Like I said, I didn’t mean to send it.”

“Who,” Stella says again, stubborn. She can say that word, at least, she can cling to the question. “Who? Dina, what who might look like?”

Dina doesn’t answer for a moment, which stretches on and on. “I thought I said last night. It’s . . . Sam. How I thought he might look when he was ten years old. Like . . . now. It was just something I imagined. I’m so sorry, Stell. I don’t want you to be mad, or sad . . .”

“I’m not mad or sad.” Stella hangs up. She stands very still, because she knows that all she must do now is wait.

“Help,” a small voice whispers behind her. She takes her time turning to face him, making it last as long as she can. She knows what she’ll see. She takes a deep breath, and then lets herself look down.

He’s there. Of course it’s him, she sees that now. Her son’s dark eyes, a touch too wide, as if he’s always startled. His fine, dark hair, his way of pursing his mouth when he’s anxious. He’s older, sure, but how could she not see it? Her son.

There’s nothing uncanny about him. He’s just a kid in dirty sailboat pajamas. He looks so . . . alive. Maybe, she thinks, wild, maybe? Improbable scenes run through her mind: Sammy climbing out of the drowned car, surviving in the woods somehow . . .

But no. Stella saw Sam in the coffin, that day, after Dina brought him home. His still, waxen face is engraved on her heart. So those wild thoughts are no good. He died, for sure. Whatever this is, Sam is not alive. It is not that miracle.

Sam is watching her. His face bears the same expression he wore when he wasn’t sure if he was in trouble or not.

“Sam?” She goes to her knees. She looks into his eyes. “Hi, kid.” The words are no more than a hoarse whisper, her voice broken. She knows he hears her anyway.

He blinks and gives her a shy smile. “Mama,” he says. She wants to touch him so much, her entire being aches with it. But she doesn’t want to scare him. She never wants him to be afraid again.

“Help?” he asks, hopeful. “I help?” His voice is both familiar and not. It’s a boy’s voice, not a toddler’s. But it carries the same intonation as the rippling sounds he would make as a baby.

“How are you—” She can’t finish the question, it’s too big. But why shouldn’t people age after death? Why shouldn’t a ghos— No, not that word, keep that word far away. Why shouldn’t Sam have grown up? It’s no stranger than coming to the place where your son died in order to end your own life because you have convinced yourself that this might bring you back together somehow. Stella laughs, the sound hard and loud on the morning air. Because, it seems, she was right.

Stella reaches for her son. Sam hunches his shoulders and shuffles back just an inch or so, but she stops right away. “Sorry,” she says. “It’s Ok. Mama is happy.” He smiles then, and it makes sunbursts inside her. There he is. “Sammy,” she says. “It’s going to be Ok.”

He nods, uncertain, and she thinks of how lonely it must be, to be what he is. He talks, not quite like a two-year-old, but like a much younger child. Or a child who has grown up in isolation, without anyone to speak to.

“I help,” he says again, coming a little closer.

“You helped, kid.” It’s perfect, the impression of his presence, except for one thing—there is no smell. His hair, his skin, she recalls their scent perfectly. But now he is odorless. All she can smell is the leaves, water, old steel and air. It doesn’t matter, she tells herself. It’s only one thing. She can still look at him, hear him. Yet she misses it with fierce pain in this moment, her child’s unmistakable scent.

She reaches for him, slowly this time. She lets him come to her. He walks hesitantly into her arms.

Stella holds Sam gently, and she feels it now—there is no flesh on his frame, no soft hair or plump cheeks. Despite what she sees, it is thin upright bones she holds.

“I love you,” she tells him, cradling his skeletal form. He rests his head on her shoulder, his eyelashes dark and thick on his cheek. She touches that cheek and instead of downy skin, her fingers brush the small, bare skull. “We can be together now,” she says. “I just have to die where you died, right? I need the last things I feel to be what you felt.”

He smiles at her again. She’s not sure he understands. That’s Ok. She takes the letters out of her pocket. One for Dina, and the other one, which she was not sure she would write. The envelope is addressed to Dr. Iris. She puts them gently on a ridge of green metal and weighs them down with a stone.

Stella turns back toward the railing, resolute. But Sam pulls frantically on her hand and screams again, that terrible, vast black scream that seems to take up the world.

“What is it?” He just shakes his head and cries. “It’s Ok, Sam,” she says. “I want to.”

“No!” He is somehow in front of her and behind, barring her way and dragging frantically on her hand to hold her back.

“Stop it!” she shouts, struggling. “Let me go! Let me fall.”

The darkness explodes from his throat. It pours out, covering the world, surrounding her. She cannot see the bridge, the morning, the woods. She is in the black, screaming mouth.

“Not here.” His voice is everywhere, it is made of the dark. “I not here!”

Stella hurtles through the black.
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She hits the brown carpet face first, nostrils filled with the scent of old skin and cigarette smoke.

She sits up in the brown hotel room. A man sits in the chair, his back to her. In his hand is a glass of bourbon. The ice clinks softly. A leather case sits in the corner of the room, perfectly packed and everything folded. She knows that case, she knows this man.

On the desk in front of him, the receiver is off the hook. A woman’s voice comes from it, faint and tinny.

“I marry you with everything,” the woman says, desperate, over and over. “I marry you with everything . . .”

Stella’s entire body seizes. But that isn’t right, is it, because she doesn’t seem to have a body. She can smell, but she doesn’t have a nose. She can see right through herself to the carpet. She hopes that the man can’t see her either. And she can’t move. She tries, but she can’t.

Where is the boy? There should be a boy. Stella strains and fights to move, to look for him. But she is fixed in place.

The woman on the phone is screaming, yelling, and the man hangs up gently. He takes the receiver from its cradle and leaves it on the desk.

“Come on out,” he says, jovial. “Come on out, son.”

Stella gasps at the sight of him. His eyes, slitted and shot with blood. His face, deeply creased. A purple bruise flowers over his jaw. He has been drunk for many days. This man has no name, he has gone beyond such things. His eyes travel right through her.

“You heard me,” the man says.

The comforter moves. A little face peers from the darkness beneath the bed.

“Hey,” the man says. “You like your new pajamas?”

The little boy nods and crawls out. The pajamas may have been new recently, but they look worn out now, the cuffs rimed with dirt, marked gray and grubby at the knees, the elbows, the collar. The scent of soiled diaper reaches Stella. She wants to scream, to kill the man.

“Let’s get you in the bath,” the man says.

The boy nods, a little brightness coming into his face. He always loved a bath, Stella remembers.

The man leads the boy into the bathroom. Stella strains to follow, but she can’t.

There are sounds of preparation, of water running. Stella thinks that the man slips a couple of times, and once she hears the sharp crack of his head against the tiled wall. Then there is splashing.

“No!” the boy shouts. “Hurts, Daddy, hurts!”

“Don’t fucking bite me,” the man says.

The bathroom door slams shut and Stella hears the sound of small fists beating on the door. It opens a crack—the boy must have been just tall enough to reach the handle—then it slams shut. There is a high scream, inhuman. Something heavy slams against the door. Once, twice. Then there is splashing again. The little boy shouts, but his voice dips in and out, in and out of the water, gurgling.

Stella makes herself hear it all. She knows it’s important. Her whole heart is breaking.

Silence.

Through the door she hears the man take a deep breath. “Hey, Sammy,” he says. “Wake up, kid. Stop faking. Hey, hey, it’s no big deal, I’m not mad.”

There is no answer.

“Come on now.” The man starts crying. Then he lets out a cracked roar. He is crying. He pounds something with his fists, roaring again. It seems to go on forever.

Stella is burning. She feels she will go insane if she cannot hurt him. But she is imprisoned.

Abruptly, the man goes quiet. The bathroom door creaks open. He comes out, supporting himself on the doorframe and the walls. He goes to the leather case, picks it up, and dumps its contents into the trash can by the desk. Neatly folded sweaters and boxers fall into the metal can. The man takes the empty suitcase into the bathroom. When he comes out, the suitcase is full again.

“Take off early,” the man says to himself. “Get a jump on the day. Get a jump . . .”

He takes a map out of his pocket and spreads it out on the bed. He squints and searches, tracing with his finger, mouthing silently. “Suspension bridge,” he murmurs. “Ha. Ok.”

He picks up the suitcase and goes to the door. For a moment he looks around the room, then his gaze rests on the open bathroom door. He looks into the bathroom for a moment and then right at Stella. He flinches and goes pale. She knows he can feel her, even if he can’t see her. He stumbles from the room. Stella hears him stagger once against the wall of the corridor, and then he is gone.

Stella is alone in the brown hotel room. Everything goes black.
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The morning air crashes into place around her, the bright autumn day. Her son is in her arms. Stella tightens them and kisses his head fiercely, the bare skull hard against her lips. She holds them tightly, these ghostly child-bones that wear the form of a little boy.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers, the words whistling painfully through clenched teeth. “Sammy, kid. Sammy . . .” She is still seized with horror that Frank tried to make it look like an accident.

Maybe Frank drove off the bridge because he felt guilty, she thinks. Maybe he didn’t mean to . . . No. Such thoughts are no good. They’re the remnants of a past Stella, who always tried to excuse the inexcusable.

What she really feels is joy that Frank is dead, and rage because he doesn’t deserve to rest.

“Love you, kid,” she says to her son. The words seem weak, too small to contain the burning things she means.

Sam puts a hand on her cheek, five little fingers of bone. “Mama here,” he says. “I not here.”

“No,” she says, her heart understanding before her mind does. “I want to be with you. We’re both here.” She thinks with longing of the river, the cold filling her lungs.

“No.” Sam’s voice soft, but it shivers through the leaves on the trees. It is the sound of the water rushing. “Mama here.” His face crumples. He looks very young now. He is two, exactly as he was when she last saw him. His plump toddler hand grasps hers, dry bone in her warm palm. Her heart swells as she understands, now, that she has not been alone these eight years, not really. She carries all that she is, and has been, within her. Stella gasps with the mercy and the cruelty of it all.

“Sammy,” she whispers. “Please. Please.”

He doesn’t slip away gradually—the absence is sudden and complete. One moment Sam is there in her arms, the next he is not, and Stella is alone, for real this time, clutching at the air, at the place where he was.

She tries to cry, to scream, but her throat is closed, dry. She clenches her bruised fist and shoves it into her mouth. Breath runs jagged through her. Come back, she thinks with everything she has. She croaks it through her closed throat. Come back. But she knows he won’t. Whatever it was, it is done now.

She looks at the bridge and thinks once more of the rush, the fall. But Sam wouldn’t be there. And she knows what he wants from her.

“I can’t,” Stella whispers to the cool morning. Only the trees answer, leaves rustling. “Kid, I can’t.” But she knows that she must. The weight of it settles heavily on her shoulders. Stella could cry at the immensity of the task before her—to make something of the life Sam has given back to her.

She breathes deep and takes her broken phone from her pocket with careful fingers. She thinks about calling Dina. She thinks about ordering a cab. Instead she starts out along the narrow road, the autumn trees arching above her. The earth is littered with yellow and orange leaves, and it all smells of growth and death and growth. As she walks, Stella dials a number. Her heart beats fast as the phone rings and rings. She waits to hear her mother’s voice.
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