
 The Cruise 

 

 My wife and I began our cross country trip from Albany to Los Angeles in 

January of 1951. 

 I thought an escape from the realities of everyday life would be nice. My wife, 

Marianne, agreed completely. On a snowy morning we left the capital of the state of New 

York for the west’s shining pearl. 

 I can remember Marianne’s excitement before our trip. “I can’t wait to see how 

the stars live,” she would say. I shared her sentiment. The trip was not a short one but we 

traveled in relative comfort. The 1950 Cadillac I had purchased--with the advance I had 

received for a novel--was state of the art. Marianne absolutely loved the car. 

 This was our first cross-country trip and Marianne’s first visit to Los Angeles. I 

had been to Los Angeles but only by plane. I was looking forward to seeing the heart of 

America. Interestingly, I had seen much of the world in the past; having served as a 

finance clerk during the war in both Europe and the Pacific. Until now, however, I had 

seen little of our great nation. 

 We connected to Route 66 near Joliet, Illinois and took it to the California coast. 

Marianne and I stopped at several places along the way. The sights we saw did not 

disappoint. We arrived at our destination ten days after leaving our driveway in Albany. 

Los Angeles proved to be even more than we had anticipated. We spent a month letting 

the city pour out before us. We bathed in its splendor and in its soul. 

 Although Los Angeles was interesting, the most interesting leg of our journey still 

lie ahead. It all started as we approached the stomping ground of the famous Rat Pack. 

Las Vegas. It was Marianne who wanted to see the Vegas strip. We jaunted off 66 



somewhere after passing through the Death Valley town of Barstow. We exited onto a 

road called Pike’s Peak Zero to Zero Highway. 

 The few signs on the road marked only the distance to Vegas. This was when 

things got, well, odd. 

 We never did see the Vegas skyline. At least, I did not. One moment I was driving 

along a lonely desert highway at night. The next moment, I awoke in broad daylight with 

Marianne at the wheel. As I fully awoke and looked about I knew that things were not 

quite right. The world looked different, somehow. Marianne seemed oblivious. 

 “Where are we?” I asked her. 

 “Near Joliet, silly, the same general area we were in when you fell asleep, fifteen 

minutes ago.” She chuckled as she spoke. 

 Same general area, I thought. Marianne never used terms like those. I was wholly 

confused now. 

 “Vegas?” I managed to mutter. 

 “Huh?” Marianne’s tone implied she had heard of no such place. “Come back 

from la-la land, honey, and we’ll stop for fuel in Joliet.” 

 “What the hell are you talking about!? I snapped at her. She ignored me and kept 

driving. I settled back in my seat and stared blankly at the world I thought I knew. I 

thought what I observed was a mirage at first, or maybe I was still asleep. We were 

driving through what should have been arable farmland and I saw mountains in the 

distance. If I didn’t know any better I would have said they were the Catskills. This was 

weird. 



 Neither Marianne nor I said a word until we reached a small service station on the 

outskirts of Joliet; my head was swimming and Marianne seemed like a different person. 

She pulled into Bill’s Full Service and stopped at the pump nearest the station’s door. The 

attendant, an older man who appeared to be in his mid-sixties, stumbled toward our car. I 

opened the door and stepped onto the lot. “Fill ‘er up.” I said to him. 

 The man looked at me and brought a finger to his chin. “That might be a problem 

son.” The man, whom I assumed was Bill, sounded distraught. “Fuel tanker crashed on da 

other side uh town, big fire. Da way I got it figured I prolly got ‘bout three dispensable 

gallons left in da ol’ tank.” He spoke with a southern drawl despite the northern locale. 

 I sighed. “We’ll take it.” 

 Bill began pumping what little fuel he had into our Caddy and continued 

conversing. “Kinda worried ‘bout my ol’ lady, Mable. Shoulda heard from her earlier, 

hope she weren’t in da crash.” I was stuck in a state of confusion and unsure of how to 

respond. Bill continued on with only brief hesitation. “Ya’ know Mable makes some 

delicious cranberry muffins.” 

 I could not help but think what do I care? He hung up the pump handle. 

 “If ya’d go check on my Mable I’d be very thankful.” He said. “She may even 

give ya’ one of dem muffins.” He added with enthusiasm. 

 Why ask me? I never figured that out. “I’ll have to check with the wife.” I said 

and leaned down to the car window. Marianne rolled it down. After a brief conversation, 

with the woman who was my wife but who I felt like I hardly knew at the moment,   

during which she pleaded that we help this “poor old man,” I turned back to Bill. “We’ll 

do it.” I said. 



 He then introduced himself. He was Bill. Bill proceeded to give us detailed 

directions to his home. I paid him and we drove the short distance across Joliet. The sky 

above was slate gray. The look of an impending storm. 

 The house was white with a gray, wooden front porch. It’s plain, triangular shape 

spoke of its humbleness. An American Gothic. The front door stood wide open and things 

appeared immediately amiss. 

 Marianne and I approached the house with caution. We entered the home and 

passed through a typical American front room. In the kitchen, beyond the front room, I 

could see two women seated at a table. One of the women faced me and I observed the 

spacey look plastered on her face. I approached. A trickle of blood spilled from either ear. 

Foam dripped from her mouth and down her chin. If she was alive, she was not well. 

 Both occupants of the kitchen were, indeed, deceased.  

 It was here that the situation started to spiral out of control. 

 An old woman pounced through a storm door in the kitchen. She was in a frenzy. 

In one hand she held a muffin, probably cranberry, and in the other she held a large 

kitchen knife. 

 Poor Marianne. 

 She never saw her. Once I did, it was too late. Mable was on Marianne and I was 

powerless to stop it. The knife’s large size allowed it to pass easily through Marianne’s 

body. She was run through, from behind, before my eyes. I was and still am shocked and 

saddened. 

 Marianne thudded to the floor bleeding profusely. She died in a hurry and 

hopefully with minimal suffering.  



 Mable looked at me. She had a savage, empty look in her glassy eyes. “Come here 

punkin’.” She said in a wicked and shrill voice. “Don’t ya’ want a cranberry muffin?” 

She cackled incessantly as she neared slowly. Mable still clutched the now bloodied 

knife. Terror. 

 I bolted for the open door with only one thing in mind, escape. I fled quickly, but 

Mable was fast and in hot pursuit. Luckily, I had left the car door unlocked. I leapt in and 

locked it. She stopped short of the car. The old woman gazed at me for a moment and 

then turned and went back into the house. She shut the door behind her. 

 I drove away and high-tailed it back to the highway. I was sure that the police in 

this city were just as screwed up as everything else had been thus far. Driving home, 

under the tan sky, (the sky was now tan for some reason), I could think only of how I had 

left Marianne’s mortal remains in the clutches or a madwoman, saddened. I flirted with 

the idea of going back when I reached central Indiana. A sign on the highway informed 

me that I was “now entering the Apasha Desert.” A desert in Indiana? It was all too 

strange. I decided to keep going toward Albany. 

 Now I sit at my house, in Albany. Both of which, surprisingly, still exist. I sit, 

typing this final testament without my love. I am confused. Most of upstate New York 

now looks more like Nebraska than the home I knew and loved. 

 It’s okay though. No more worries now. I only need to finish tying this noose. 


