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Crossroads
“Crossroads” is a collaboratively-written short story inspired by 
The Road, a post-apocalyptic novel by Cormac McCarthy. It tells 
the story of, arguably, the third main character who is mentioned 
occasionally but never a direct part of the novel’s narrative: the 
wife of the protagonist and mother of the protagonist’s son. In The 
Road, the Earth has become desolate, reeking of death and canni-
balism. A man leads his young son through this destroyed land-
scape alone, after his wife surrenders to the hopelessness of the 
world by committing suicide. “Crossroads” imagines the woman’s 
story had she failed to take her life, after discovering that hope 
still remained in her.

The woman knew that the darkness did not matter. Whether 
she could see or not made no difference. Her world was dark 

either way. Empty. There was nothing that could save them. Noth-
ing could save her from the darkness she felt and lived in. The 
woman knew she brought her son into this world, and for that she 
blamed herself. She could not live to see him die. She could not 
watch them suffer. The woman was making the right decision. 
One less mouth to feed, one less person to take care of, one less 
vulnerable target.

When she looked back, she saw nothing. The campsite and her 
family seemed to have disappeared. The dim lighting of the lamp 
was lost in the darkness of this world. She stumbled over the cold, 
ruined earth trying to distance herself from those who had her 
heart. 

Finally alone, the woman sat down. A single tear fell down 
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her face, tracing its own path through the permanent filth of ash. 
She sat staring at the obsidian flake. So thin, yet so strong; she 
knew it was capable of her destruction. 

I can do this.
Holding the obsidian in her left hand, she prepared for her 

final action. As she positioned it close to her throat, she thought 
of her son. She thought of her husband and what she was doing 
to him. Abandoning him to protect the boy alone. No. This is the 
right thing to do. Now that the Earth has been destroyed, there 
is no meaning in this life. Now that there is no meaning, trying 
to hold on to life any longer is hopeless. There was nothing left to 
hold on to. No food, no water, no humanity. Pointless. She must. 
The woman sat shaking, her unsteady hand bringing the blade up 
to her neck once again. Her plan for exsanguination. 

Dear God. 
The woman angled the rock and could feel the slight pressure 

against her throat. She flexed her arm in preparation for a sharp 
jerk back. She took a deep breath, tears falling. 

Dear God, please forgive me.
She heard something in the distance. A dog barking to her left. 

Quickly, she let go of the contrivance and took off running until 
she was so weak she could not run anymore. As she fell, the dark-
ness overtook her. 

She dreamed of her son. The light from the lamp seemed to 
glow around him giving him an almost angelic halo of brightness. 
She sat on her knees a few feet away, arms outreached towards 
him in preparation for his fall. Behind him the man sat watching 
with a smile on his face; a rare sight to see. 

Come on, you can do it. 
Go to your mother. 
They encouraged him as he took one weary step forward and 

let go of the leg of the chair. One more step. Then another. Slow 
and uncoordinated. The man and woman gave the boy words of 
encouragement as he took his fourth step and tumbled forward, 
caught in his mother’s arms. She let out a small laugh and looked 
at her husband as he came closer to give them each a kiss on the 
head. 

She woke in a panic. Freezing cold, she looked around, search-
ing for the man and boy, but she was alone. She remembered the 
night before and her argument with the man. The woman knew 
what she had to do in order to save herself from this world, a 
world filled with destruction and evil. Yet, now she was second 
guessing herself. Was living so selfish? Was she allowing fear to 
end her life too soon? 

The woman used to trust God. Throughout the workday, she 
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would say prayers of thanks and guidance. But now it was differ-
ent. Everything was different. God had abandoned them. The man 
always told her that He was still there with them. That this was 
all part of God’s plan. That they had to stay strong and carry the 
fire. She didn’t agree with him. Not anymore. Before wickedness 
had consumed the Earth, she would have prayed and been con-
fident that He was still there. Now, after everything the woman 
had seen, she did not pray. Somewhere deep down she knew the 
man was right. She just did not want to believe it. In her heart she 
knew God was with them, but her heart was no longer there. The 
boy had her heart. He took it from her the day he was born. 

You cannot give up. You mustn’t give up. 
You need to find them. 
You need to go find your heart.
As she approached the campsite, she looked around frantically. 

The dark ashes from the fire were cold and black as the night. She 
could feel the ground pressed down where the man and boy had 
slept two nights before. Looking around all she saw was darkness. 
The absence of light in the sky was not welcoming; nothing was 
ever welcoming. 

She knew they wouldn’t be there, although for some reason, 
she had hoped. 

They were gone. 
She headed south. 

She awoke on her tarp wrapped in a damp blanket. All of her 
belongings had been acquired throughout her journey. Each one 
told a story of lives passed, uncovered by the woman on a never-
ending treasure hunt. She looked up. What time is it? The sun was 
stifled by the grayness of the sky. 

It didn’t matter anyway. 
Nothing mattered. 
Gathering her few belongings, the woman left the shelter she 

had inhabited for the past three nights. Tarp. Blanket. Shears. Ever 
since she left her home, the woman has been on a search of some-
thing, a something that cannot be found on this Earth. A search 
for hope. Why couldn’t he understand? 

The boy was too young to remember, and much of the past 
seemed a dream now. 

This was a nightmare that still haunted her. The black of 
the night reflected off the flake in her hand. She could feel it dig 
against her skin. She had convinced herself that all that lie ahead 
for her was worse than facing death. God had turned His back and 
it was her turn for control. She pressed harder, just how he had 
shown her. Razor sharp.
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This was the right thing to do.
The boy would soon forget, right? Forget that his mother 

loved him, forget how she held him, forget the world of the past.  
With blankets and belongings packed, the woman walked in 

search of her next home. There was a constant fear clouding the 
air. 

A fear of starvation, a fear of people. 
The woman was living on whatever she could find, but the 

hunger never truly went away. She was heading south. There 
was safety in the south. They were going south. She approached 
a house that sat surrounded by ashes. The white picket fence was 
now a shade of gray. She couldn’t help but think of the lives that 
were lived here. Happy lives that were now destroyed, just like 
hers. She glanced at an open window as she stood on the porch. 
She twisted the doorknob. Unlocked. The floor creaked under her 
shoes that were nearly worn through. When she left the campsite 
that awful night, she wasn’t prepared for anything other than 
death. She wasn’t prepared to go back. She wasn’t prepared to 
want them. Need them. Death was the only thing that was certain 
anymore. And even that, she couldn’t be sure of.

Five more steps. A mirror hung crooked on the wall. She 
stopped to face herself. She hadn’t seen herself since they left the 
house together. Her cheeks had already begun to hollow out. The 
furniture was all charred and ashy. Nothing here. 

Must find food. 
She looked outside. A shed. There was a patch of yard that was 

disturbed. Chopped. She carefully tread through the barren yard. 
A yard where children once played on green grass. A mattress sat 
nearby. She approached and saw a plywood door with a missing 
lock. She slowly lifted the door. There was a long, dark staircase. 
Her lighter lit the darkness just enough to see the stairs below her. 
She took each step gently, almost expecting them to break under 
her. She paused at the last step and looked around. Beds. Cans. 
Pears. Someone had been here. There were empty cans stacked in 
the corner. Someone was here. Someone could be here. Someone 
had wanted her to come. 

She opened a can of pears. The sweet syrup revived her dry 
throat. Just one can. They won’t mind if one can is gone. They 
would want her to have it. She finished the pears and laid on the 
cot. She rolled over on the pillow. It smelled familiar. It smelled of 
home.

In the morning, she awoke in complete darkness. Feeling for 
the lighter, she made a decision to leave. It’s not safe to stay. She 
gathered a few cans to carry and left the bunker. Finding them 
was more valuable than this safe haven. 
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Must keep going south. Must find them.

There were no shadows. The ash and the soot hung in the air like 
a woolen blanket over the Earth, blotting out the light that used 
to be. The woman could not remember the last time she had seen 
her shadow. In the old days, the woman’s shadow gave comfort in 
the midst of loneliness, but now there was only her and death and 
ash. And fear. Before she set off, she checked her pack to see what 
was left of the meager food she had taken from the bunker. All 
she had was a single can of beans and some pears that were both 
wrapped in the blanket and tarp that she slept on. In her jacket 
pocket she felt the pair of shears, her only defense. 

Why didn’t you do it when you had the chance?
You couldn’t.
It wouldn’t have been right.
You would have lost everything. You would’ve lost your soul.
Would it have mattered?
The day was cold and gray as always, and her coat was damp 

from the snow the night before. As she trudged down the road, 
she kept a lookout. Always on the lookout. She kept her hood up 
and her hair tucked carefully inside so men could not see what 
she was. Down the road, she saw nothing but an old car and some 
trash. It was safe. As she approached the car she could see three 
bodies inside, charred beyond recognition. Two were large and the 
other small. A perfect family of death. She took the shoes from 
one that seemed about her size. They were too big but it was good 
enough. They would do. 

This is how it has to be. 
You know this. 
Keep moving south. 
Keep searching for them. They’re somewhere. 
You need to find them.
Okay.
The smell of his hair was sweet and his face was innocent. 

The boy sat in the yard and played a flute that he had found in 
their attic. The melody was sweet but sad. Like someone trying to 
explain a world that they had never known. She called his name 
and he came running to her through the grass to hug his mother. 
But as he ran towards her the boy got farther and farther away. 
The color ran away from his face and his eyes turned obsidian 
black. He faded into shadow and was gone.

The woman jolted awake. She pushed away the tarp and sat up 
from the cold ground that she had slept on. The woman heard a 
noise coming down the road like the squeaking of small tires that 
had been worn down over the years. Men. Gathering all her en-
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ergy, she trekked up the hill to a round that overlooked the bridge 
below where the men would cross. This gave the woman a vantage 
point. The nearly lifeless creatures passed on the road below. One 
was tall and one was smaller. Could they be? Had she finally found 
what she had been searching for? These thoughts passed through 
her mind, but there was a darkness that lingered there. If they 
were still alive, what had they done in order to be so? Would they 
still be the same men? No. There was no room for hope such as 
that. For all she knew they were dead. She hoped that they were. 
Common robbers, they looked like. Vandals. Rapists. Cannibals. 
When they had passed and their backs were towards the woman, 
she allowed herself to peer over the fallen tree she was hiding 
behind so she could see the forms more clearly. 

As she did so, the smaller one looked back. All he saw was a 
hood and a single strand of golden hair that had managed to push 
its way into view before it disappeared into the ash. For a moment, 
the small figure felt a swell of memory he knew to be long dead 
and gone. Before the word Papa could come out of his throat, he 
decided it was nothing, for hope could not live in a world that was 
forsaken. 

The woman’s heart beat faster than ever. Her hand was numb 
and bleeding from clutching the pair of shears in her jacket. 

It didn’t see you. 
Stay still. Stay hidden. Don’t breathe. Damn the hair. Cut it 

off. 
Okay. 
Okay.


