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Dear Dan,

Remember me? Your old friend? I found where you work. I was surprised you had the guts to move back here at all. I thought I’d never find you, but you don’t get much more obvious than adding your name as a byline on articles for the local newspaper.

Are the articles you write even true, or are you still a liar?

I’m going to ruin you, Dan Rowdon. I’m going to ruin you, like you ruined me.
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The lighthouse looks identical to Daniel’s memory—the expanse of the Atlantic Ocean behind it and the stone stairs before it, marking the path forward. There are many memories here, most he would prefer to forget but cannot. They’re embedded within the rocks—the very foundation of this place—and they cannot be uprooted easily. It wasn’t his first choice, coming here, but he had run out of options.

Dan had recently been fired. At first, he was sure he could afford to keep his family in their apartment, certain his job at the newspaper would be secure... and it had been...

Until the letters started showing up.

Now, his money had run out and he had no job and no other choice but to give into the inevitable. But should he really be surprised? Dan knew this moment had been coming for a long time—some sort of twisted fate—with the lighthouse at the centre of it, pulling all into its gravitational field.

Dan grew up here and believed he would never return. Now, he’s arrived with his son, Jonathan, trailing behind him and his wife at his side. Maybe it will be better for them than it had been for him.

Jonathan runs past them up the stairs leading to the monstrous lighthouse. “Slow down!” Melissa says through laughter. She’s excited, and Dan tries to match her enthusiasm. “I don’t understand why you never told me your dad left you this place.”

Dan shrugs. “It never came up, I guess. We hadn’t talked in a long time.”

“I know that. I just mean…well if I’d known, I might have suggested we move here first. We could’ve skipped out on that awful apartment all together.” Melissa rarely brings up Dan’s past, a learned behaviour.

They climb up the steps to the front door, several feet above the rocky sandstone beach. The breadth of the sparkling water in their view is staggering and Dan enjoys it immensely, inhaling the salt in the air. It’s the only part of this place he really missed. Melissa is more focused on getting inside, as is Jonathan, so Dan follows them into the lighthouse, the air insidious and stifling compared to outside.

Is he going to be able to do this?

He must.

The interior of the lighthouse is a collection of stacked, round rooms that sit on top of one another, connected by a spiral staircase. The main floor where they now stand is a part of an attached house containing a kitchenette against the far wall, a small bathroom, a dirty couch, and a footstool with a deep depression in its seat. How many times had his father lifted his legs and let them drop on that thing to create such a permanent mark?

Banging suddenly pulls him from his thoughts. Jonathan’s opening all the cupboards he can reach while Melissa twirls around the room, dust billowing around the hem of her dress.

Without ceasing her dancing, Melissa says, “Well, isn’t this something? I think with a little work, we can make this into the perfect home.”
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Dan must find a way to make things work here. If moving them all far away was an option, he would do so, but what choice is left when one loses their job? He understood the risk in moving back to the island, but there was nowhere left to go with job opportunities. He continues to hope he won’t find him.

It started with those letters. At first, they came only to their old apartment, and Dan would make sure to open them before Melissa saw anything. He hid everything from her—he had to. The letters contained threats; horrible, violent things he couldn’t bear repeating. Even if he could, he didn’t want Melissa to know. So, he lied to her about his past—kept as much of it a secret as he could—or at least tried to. He wanted to protect her, wanted her not to worry. What else could he do?

When Dan chose not to respond to any of the letters, they started appearing at his workplace. The newspaper’s HR team took his side at first, laughing it off and telling him it would blow over. But it didn’t. The letters kept pouring in, full of vile things, all calling Dan’s character into question. Most of what was said were lies, but some things weren’t.

In the end, his boss told him, “I’m sorry, Dan, I really am, but this is serious stuff. I don’t believe any of this is true, but do you see the position I’m in? We’re in the business of news, and true or not, this is some bad publicity if it gets out. I’m going to have to let you go.”

He’d successfully cost Dan his job. Who knew what else he was capable of? He knew where Dan and his family lived, so he had to get them out of there. So, Dan chose the only place he could, and the last place he would ever expect: the lighthouse. Dan’s dad had left him the property when he died. It happened years ago—liver failure—while Dan was still in college and before he had Jonathan. He never went to the funeral, just accepted the deed to the property, tucked it away with his other important files, and forgot about it.

Until now.

Despite his resistance to coming here, Dan finds the memories easier to block than he anticipated—he’s suppressed them so well over the years that now, they struggle to the surface, taking in small gulps of air occasionally, but never fully breaching his mind.

Melissa picks up on his mood change but doesn’t understand it. He’s made it that way on purpose.

Since moving here, she’s been spending a lot of time decorating, moving, and organizing their belongings, traveling back and forth from their old home to the new one. Dan helps her throughout the process, and now the dusty interior of their home is beginning to shift. Bookshelves line the right side of the main floor—the part that isn’t dominated by the kitchen. The couch and footstool have been thrown out, replaced by two recliners and a children’s chair.

On the second floor is Jonathan’s new room (Dan’s old one). He’s already filled it with toys and more books. Melissa and Dan sleep one floor above, the last before the level that contains the large light atop the structure. Their room has a larger bed than Jonathan’s that doesn’t quite line up with the wall (the downfall of circular rooms is the rectangular world in which furniture makers live.) The lighthouse is also a fantastic place for Jonathan. He spends all his time outside, his imagination running wild as he jumps from rock to rock down at the beach. He spends hours out there looking for shells and sea creatures, placing them in an old metal bucket with MINNOWS written on the side in red paint.

Yes, Dan must make this work. And he wants to. If he can turn things around for his family, maybe he can get over what happened to himself here.

Once the sun sinks below the horizon, Melissa calls Jonathan in for supper. He always ignores her first call and she shouts at him again before he comes inside. Dan thinks this ritual is charming, but Melissa only becomes frustrated. They can, however, agree that their son needs to slow down when running up the steps. Both Dan and Melissa have talked to Jonathan on several occasions about it, but he often forgets. Once he’s run up the steps at full speed, he shows Dan his findings. Today, it’s a fully intact abalone shell. The inside of the shell shines like an iridescent rainbow as the dying light hits it. There are often shells on the shore, but they’re always whitewashed, cracked and broken. Abalone shells aren’t native here, so it must have come from a tourist or a boat traveling from somewhere else. To find one such as this is quite rare.

Dan exclaims at the shell’s beauty, bending down to examine it in the bucket. “Jonathan,” he says, “this shell is something special. That means it needs to be put in a special place.”

Melissa listens closely to his conversation. As time passes, her initial hope for their new home deteriorates. She hates when Jonathan brings his treasures inside.

“It’s too crowded, the last thing we need is more clutter,” she relentlessly says.

She wasn’t always that way, or perhaps he just hadn’t notice it before.
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Dan met Melissa in college. He’d gone all the way to Toronto, 16,000 kilometres away from his home in PEI. He’d done it to get away. He felt he had to. For most parents, their child going off to a good school would be something to be proud of. For Dan’s dad, it seemed more like a relief. Although they got along better in those last few years of Dan being home, he still knew his dad wanted him gone. He always viewed Dan as a burden to take care of. In the end, he helped Dan pack his bags, gave him the keys to his old truck, and never bothered to call once Dan got to campus. That was the last time he saw his dad.

He went to school for writing and had taken out a sizeable loan to do so. Writing professionally turned out to be much different than writing for himself and living on his own in the city had been even harder. That’s something that came from growing up in a small coastal town; one cannot imagine big until they really see big.

It was like that for Dan, anyway. Money ran out quickly. His depression came even quicker. Sharing a dorm with four other guys got crowded, fast. It wasn’t like the crowded feeling of the lighthouse; one couldn’t simply go outside to dream by the ocean. There, outside was filled with even more people and buildings that rose high above, blocking any long view. One time—on a day Dan had skipped class—he took himself all the way up the CN Tower, just to be able to see far and wide. It cost him a pretty penny in cab fare to get there, but the view was worth it. His short-sightedness disappearing for a few hours was bliss. This was only a few days before he first saw Melissa and the whirlwind of their lives began. They were different then and remain different now. The difference was that before now, Dan had been in her domain—now she was in his.

This wasn’t a problem until Jonathan was born. A person never sees all facets of someone they love until a child comes into the picture. Then, they view it all. It’s talked about it, but it’s not the same. Dan always knew they would fight, knew it from the moment he saw that huge white house she grew up in that day he met with her father. It took Melissa much longer to come to this realization. It’s been six years since then—even though it doesn’t feel like it. Six years and here they are, in a new home, arguing about a shell.

Dan takes Jonathan’s hand and leads him to the bookshelf that’s overflowing, with books stacked sideways and packed as tight as they can fit. Crime and Punishment, The Sun Also Rises, The Iliad and the Odyssey. Books from college that Jonathan is still too young to read. For his son, Dan stocked things like The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Treasure Island and Alice in Wonderland. They're wonderful titles Jonathan can grow into that are more appealing to a six-year-old. Dan doesn’t love them all, but the ones he does, he’s passed along to his son. It fills his heart with joy every time Jonathan runs to the shelf to pick a new story to read. Dan reads to him every night, for as long as he wants. Sometimes he falls asleep quickly and other times Dan’s voice grows hoarse before they stop. He never denies him a story, though; growing children need stories; humans need stories. It's another thing Dan thought his wife would agree with, but it turns out she only believes a person needs as many stories as will fit neatly on one shelf. No more than that.

A part of Dan feels guilty, never being able to read Jonathan a story of his own. For all his wild dreams when he went to the big city, he has never finished a novel himself.

They say “write what one knows” but what if all Dan knows are things he can’t say?

Every space on the shelf that isn’t occupied by a book is home to stones, shells, or other prized possessions of Jonathan. Dan is certain they can find a little more room for the abalone shell. Hand in hand, Jonathan assesses the shelf and picks a spot right at the very top. Dan picks him up and puts him on his shoulders so he can reach. He shrieks with laughter as he places the shell, his dark hair (so like Dan’s own) grazing the low ceiling.

“I thought we had an agreement, Dan,” Melissa says, her hands resting in fists on her hips. He puts Jonathan back down on the floor, his son knowing by now how to tell when his mom is in a bad mood. He can tell the way all children can tell such things with their ability to distill problems down to their simplest form; something adults struggle to do. He holds Dan’s hand again.

He gives her a pitying look. “Melissa, let it go.”

“No. No, I can’t let it go. Look at this place!” She raises her arm, then lets it flop to her side. Her blonde hair—done up in a bun—has come loose, strands sticking out. There are unwashed dishes in the sink and the sitting area by the bookshelves is littered with mugs and blankets and stray trinkets not put away. A gust of wind blows outside. They hear its low whistle rattle through their home. “Please. Put the shell back outside.”

Jonathan looks up at Dan, then back at his mother. There is panic in his eyes. A simple thing like this means a lot more to a small child than it does to an adult. Dan knows this and tells Melissa much the same.

Dan can tell she’s reaching a critical point—a breaking. He wants to help her, but he’s never completely understood her. He doesn’t know what to do.
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Melissa cannot let it go. She stands before Dan and Jonathan, unwilling to back down. “If you won’t take it outside, then pick something else to get rid of.”

Dan thinks this could be a fair compromise, so he places a large hand on Jonathan’s shoulder and tells him to go ahead and pick something else to say goodbye to. He looks at his collection and Dan can tell he’s frozen with indecision. He tells him he’s a big boy and surely, he can pick just one thing to help his mom. His body is stiff. He’s quiet for several more seconds only to burst into tears—the big, booming dramatic kind that racks his whole body with tremors. Dan immediately wraps Jonathan in his arms; his shaking slows as he rubs his back, his breathing calming to a slower rhythm.

“It’s okay,” Dan reassures. “Everything’s alright. We don’t have to get rid of anything today.” He strokes his son’s hair and wipes away his tears.

“I can’t do this anymore. I can’t!” Melissa storms over to the shelf, grabs the new abalone shell, and marches outside, slamming the door behind her. Jonathan starts wailing again and Dan tells him to stay put. He follows Melissa outside.

Dan comes out just in time to see her pitch the shell down the stone stairs. It clatters and jumps down each step, then lands at the bottom, broken in two. Dan feels something inside him break in two as well. Melissa plops down on the top step, holding her head in her hands and crying. Dan sits beside her, saying nothing.

Once her tears subside, she looks at Dan with the big brown eyes he’d fallen in love with and says, “I hate this. I wish we never moved here.”

“I thought you knew. I thought you were prepared. We talked about it.” This is a lie.

A part of him knew she would never be ready. The first time they talked about it was after they both left school early—both Melissa and Dan dropped out after they hastily got married to cover up Melissa’s growing stomach and after Dan failed to get hired at several places in Toronto. They needed somewhere to go, and Dan knew there would be work for him where he had some connections. Back then, she was still hopeful, still interested in what life could be like somewhere else.

“I’ve never been out East before,” she had said. “What’s the ocean like?”

He told her all about it—the fisheries and red sand. She surprised him with how fascinated she was about what he considered an absolute bore. Dan even fooled himself for a while, thinking maybe home wasn’t as bad as he remembered it to be.

That can happen. One minute, Dan tries to run away from home, the next he’s turning it into something romantic in his head. The harsher memories grow fuzzy with time and distance.

Now, they’re facing the reality of the choice to move here. “I know we talked about it, and I thought I knew what it would be like too, but Dan there was no way I could have… I didn’t grow up here. I had a normal house in a normal place... I never imagined something so small.” Her voice cracks on the last word. “I don’t know how you can live like this. I feel so claustrophobic all the time. I hate that Jonathan is growing up this way.”

Dan takes a deep breath. It takes everything he has not to lose his temper. Does she not see that normal is subjective? That growing up in a massive, two-story house with a perfectly trimmed lawn and parents with money to back up her every mistake is just as strange as living here? But he wants peace with her.

The wind whips his hair back and forth. He smells the salt on the breeze. The sun is almost completely set, the horizon a bright line of red and orange that only God himself can paint.

He looks out at the vastness of the ocean, gently holding his wife’s chin to kiss her. Still holding her chin, he turns her head to the side to look out at the rolling water.

“How could you ever say this place is small?”.

Tears slide from the corners of her eyes.
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When they go back inside, Jonathan runs to Dan, seeming happy again. “Daddy, did you get my shell?” He looks at his dad’s empty hands and frowns.

“No, I didn’t get it. It’s back in nature, where it belongs. Tomorrow is a new day, and you’ll find new things.”

“But you told me it was special. I want to find that one again,” Jonathan says.

“It was very special, but sometimes when something is so special like that, God decides to keep it.”

Jonathan frowns, considering this. Dan leads him up the spiral stairs to his bedroom and tucks him in. He asks if Dan can read him a story and he says, “Of course.” He begins to read from Treasure Island, but doesn’t get far, as Jonathan falls asleep quickly.

Dan goes to his own room where Melissa is already on her side of the bed, snoring. He loves these moments. They’ve grown so far apart, but when she sleeps—her face soft and unburdened by her waking thoughts—she still has the look of innocence from when they first arrived on the island, back when they lived in their apartment above the little pub and not in Dan’s old home.

At that time, Dan hadn’t told Melissa about his dad or the lighthouse. He had no intention of ever telling her. There were other things he’d left out too, not ready to share. He told himself it was to protect her, but he knew he was only protecting himself.

He’d lined up a job at the local newspaper through an old classmate and found them an apartment above a place called Johnny’s Fish and Chips. Best in town! They were not the best in town, and their apartment always smelled of fryer oil from below. They would often hear shouting—muffled, always about money (the owner blamed everyone but himself for his financial situation). Despite the negatives, it had been a fair price and—most importantly—it was on the complete opposite side of the island from where he grew up. There was no chance of running into him. Of course, that wasn’t entirely true. He could’ve been anywhere; there would always be a risk as long as he was on the island. Running into him or not would be left to luck.

At the time, Dan was able to afford their new apartment and have enough left over for Melissa and the baby.

The baby.

He was going to be a father.

It felt more and more real every day, yet it was hard for Dan to wrap his head around the concept. It was much different for Melissa. She knew she was having a baby because…well... it was right there—with her, in her. All the time. Day in and day out. When Dan woke up, he woke up alone. Sure, Melissa was beside him, but he was autonomous in a way she wasn’t. When Dan went for a walk or a drive, he was alone. Melissa was never alone, a tiny person growing inside of her. He didn’t know how she stood it.

Melissa spent a lot of time on the phone with her mother during those days. Her friends had grown distant, occupied with their careers and unable to relate to young motherhood. She was only twenty-one. Even her best friend from childhood stopped answering her calls. It depressed Melissa to no end. Dan didn’t understand why it mattered so much to her, but a part of getting married was finding out just how much you didn’t understand.

Another month went by, and Melissa had started to walk differently. She was getting sick sometimes, which was normal of course. She was lucky it hadn’t started sooner, but Dan still worried about her and their child every time it happened. He even quit smoking, not wanting Melissa to be exposed to second-hand smoke. It was a terrible habit he shouldn’t have picked up anyway, He did what he could to take care of her, but something started to break in her. He could see it, but without knowing what else to do, he just held her hair when needed and let her talk as long as she wanted to with her mother, despite the phone bill he’d have to pay. A lot of the time, he couldn’t be home with her, and he wondered how she got along then. All he could do was love her, as he tries to now.

Dan gets under the sheets carefully, so as not to wake her, and falls into a world of dreams.
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Dan wakes to the clap of thunder; it’s loud and his heart fills with dread.

It’s okay, he thinks. Just a storm.

Melissa is still snoring beside him, deep in sleep. Dan peels off his sheets and shivers as his body heat leaves him. He gets up and creeps out of the bedroom, then heads up the spiral stairs that hug the curved wall to the floor above him. The floor where the giant light is. On this floor, there is nothing but the sound of deafening rain pummelling the windows.

Dan’s father used to come up here all the time during storms, and now Dan has taken up the habit himself. The massive light in the centre of the room isn’t on, as the lighthouse was decommissioned years ago.

“All the boats have lights and new ways to navigate. No more need,” the county had said.

There are still some operational lighthouses on the island, backups in case the GPS fails, or the power goes out, but most, like this one, are no longer in use.

Another clap of thunder follows a few seconds later, accompanied by a flash of lightning. It illuminates the sky and highlights the many cracks in the large glass panels that make up the walls of this room. Dan looks out one of the glass panels, at the Atlantic Ocean before him. He places a hand on the glass and slips into a memory.

Some of the only times Dan’s dad wasn’t an angry, drunken mess were up here in this very room. He would always come up when there was a storm. He’d sit on the level for hours, looking out of the massive floor-to-ceiling glass panels at the chaos outside.

The wind is harsher up here, the sound of the rain amplified. There’s a certain serenity to it that he can admit to now that he’s all grown up. The silence allows Dan to resume his thoughts, and he notices some of his memories here are good.

No matter how much his dad drank, he always seemed slightly more sober with the howling wind breaking around the lighthouse just inches away from his face. It was as if he was shielded from all—nothing could get to him, not even his own mind. They rarely talked during these times, but Dan would sit beside him in silence. There was a great, unspoken camaraderie amidst chaos.

Thunder claps yet again, and lighting traces spiderwebs across the sky, highlighting the clouds. Watching the storms often calms Dan’s thoughts as he imagines it did for his dad before him. But tonight, he cannot shake the dread that had come with waking. His dreams often linger, but this feels different.

The dream spikes Dan’s anxiety and he can’t help feeling that something is wrong. His instinct as a father makes Dan decides to check on Jonathan, going back down past his and Melissa’s room to the floor below where he sleeps. Only he’s not sleeping. He’s not even in his bed.

Dread far more intense than that from whatever his dream had contained lances through Dan’s heart. He runs up again, back to Melissa, and grabs her shoulder, shaking her awake. Her mind is still foggy with sleep, and at first she doesn’t understand what’s wrong. Dan tries to explain as fast as he can, not wanting to waste a moment with Jonathan missing. Once she puts the pieces together, she shoots out of bed, tossing the covers to the floor. Her feet are bare, and she wears only a nightgown, but she doesn’t stop to put on clothes or shoes. She only hurls herself down the stairs, with Dan following close behind.

On the main floor they look around and still don’t see Jonathan. He isn’t in the kitchen, nor is he sitting in his favourite chair or in the bathroom. There’s nowhere else inside the lighthouse he could be.

Dan grabs a flashlight from the kitchen drawer, then goes to the front door, flinging it wide open. The wind is fierce, and it grabs the screen door, throwing it in violent swings against the side of the house.

Outside, Melissa and Dan both shout, “Jonathan!” repeatedly, but the wind steals their voices. The ocean is also deafening as it crashes on the rocky shore, the only separation between them and the rising water.

Lightning strikes, brightening their field of view for a second before a crash of thunder comes. Dan, like Melissa, is still in his pyjamas and is already soaked through. He thinks he notices something in the distance, but when he shines the flashlight there, he concludes it’s only a pine tree, its branches whipping through the air.

Dan looks down at the water, the world feeling as though it’s tilting beneath him. His stomach turns as he looks over the edge, but he needs to check if Jonathan has fallen…

The ocean below is monstrous, full of roiling foam, but he registers no sign of his son. With his hands freezing and barely able to feel his feet, the flashlight shakes in his grip. Jonathan is out here somewhere; Dan just prays he’s nowhere near that water. During a storm like this, that water could suck someone underneath in an instant. He shudders at the thought.

Dan turns and searches behind him, away from the cliffside toward the mainland. He walks to the top of the stone stairs that lead down the cliff, fighting the wind. Dan pans his light over the steps, and it catches something glinting at the bottom. He knows what it is already—the broken pieces of the shell. And beside those pieces is a boy-shaped lump.
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He doesn’t bother yelling for Melissa, who is still searching at the top of the cliff in her bare feet. He throws himself down those stairs as fast as he can, almost falling many times—the stones slick with water—but by some miracle, he makes it to the bottom.

Jonathan lays listless, blood seeping from the back of his head. Dan holds him, rocking back and forth and yelling prayers into the sky.

How could this happen? Why would he go out in a storm like this?

But of course, he knows why. He can’t hold his marriage together, can’t get Melissa to see reason, and now his son is paying the price. He failed him. He failed to protect him—the one thing he swore to do when he moved his family here. He wanted to re-write history, to make this place happy for Jonathan in a way it never was when Dan had grown up.

He should have known it wasn’t possible.

He touches Jonathan’s face and notices his eyes blinking. He presses his ear to his chest; his heart is beating. He is breathing, he is alive.

He wastes no time carrying his son back up those stairs and into their home.

There would be no shortage of miracles that night. Dan keeps pressure on the wound, with Jonathan still breathing but not talking. There is a little radio in the lighthouse to call for help if the phones are out, as they often are. The radio has a terrible signal, and it can take a long time to get a connection, but tonight, as if sensing the desperation dripping from Dan, it works on the first try.

Melissa had seen Dan running inside and had followed him in without a word. While he continues tending to their son, she tells the operator to send an ambulance immediately. They aren’t far from the nearest hospital, but with the weather, it takes them longer than Dan prefers. The wait is agonizing, and Dan taps his foot in anticipation, continuing to hold onto Jonathan and monitor his breathing.

When the ambulance finally arrives, the paramedics put Jonathan on a stretcher. They’re so rough, throwing him in that vehicle, the stretcher bouncing his son around. Melissa gets in the back with him before the doors are slammed shut, both wife and son out of view. Dan tries to open the double doors and is stopped by a paramedic.

“Only one extra person is allowed. You can meet us there.”

He’s a little shorter than Dan, and much younger. “Please, he’s my son. Take care of him.”

Dan tries to distill every worry he has into his face and send it somehow telepathically into this younger man’s mind.

The paramedic has seen this before and says, “Of course. We’re going to do everything we can.”
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He drives his truck through the storm, following the ambulance. There is no other traffic on the road, so there is no need for sirens, only the glowing lights atop the vehicle. The night is silent apart from the wind and rain.

Despite the silence, Dan’s head is roaring—his thoughts so loud they seem outside himself. He can’t believe what’s happened.

How had they not heard Jonathan get up in the night?

But he knows that would have been impossible with the soundtrack of the storm. Still, Dan cannot let go of the thought that there must have been something he could’ve done to prevent this, some way he could’ve protected Jonathan. If he knew how, he could avoid ever being so neglectful again. But nothing comes to him.

His mind keeps circling back to Melissa’s words from when they were sitting outside: “I hate that Jonathan is growing up this way.”

He had been so desperate to make living here work that he put his family at risk. If there was nothing he could’ve done to prevent this from happening, then he had to accept the danger was in living here. Why did he ever think moving back to this rock was a good idea? No child should grow up somewhere like this. He shouldn’t have had to grow up in a place like this himself. And that’s the thing, isn’t it? If he admits to himself that Jonathan shouldn’t be raised here, he must also acknowledge that he shouldn’t have either... That’s the pill he cannot swallow.

They fly down the back roads, ignoring every stop sign. The lights on the ambulance and the knowledge that his son is inside gives Dan an energized focus through the sheen of water on the windshield. The wipers can’t keep up with the downpour, even though he’s turned them to the fastest setting. He would love to have Melissa with him right now, beside him in the passenger seat, someone to keep him company on this horrible drive.

He tries to calm himself. He thinks of a memory from another drive six years ago: driving to PEI with Melissa for the first time to start their lives together in that first apartment. They had been married just one week before. Melissa’s parents had insisted they do so before the baby was born, and while Dan hadn’t been thrilled to rush it, he didn’t argue. The marriage did a lot to settle things between him and Melissa’s family, although he doubted they would ever be completely sated.

Back then, it had taken them a little longer to make it to the bridge that connected the mainland to the little island than it should have. Melissa’s pregnancy was near its end, and she couldn’t go long without having to pee. Dan hadn’t complained once about all the stops they had to make; he knew better than that. After all, he was half the reason she was like this. He felt pity for her as he watched the trees flit past the window. He shut the feeling out as quickly as it came. It was an ugly feeling, not one you want to have about your new wife.

It had still been dark, just before dawn during that drive with Melissa and her pregnant belly beside him, heading to Dan’s old home province. Melissa had to stop once more before they made it to the bridge, so he pulled over at a rest stop and let her get out. Dan rolled the windows down while he waited for her. After a few minutes, she came out the doors of the rest stop and walked back to the truck, her blonde hair illuminated by the lights in the parking lot.

They took off as soon as she got seated again, then she leaned her head towards the rush of open air. She closed her eyes and rested her forehead against the window’s edge, humming to herself. Dan had no clue what the tune was but had a hard time watching the road instead of her. She was most beautiful when lost in her own inner world, whatever one he couldn’t see. A partner could know their other half their whole life and still there would be this place, this second place that they half lived in. Even though Dan was Melissa’s other half, it didn’t seem like he was in this place. Oh sure, he knew about how much milk she put in her cereal and how she bit her nails when she was nervous; things probably no one else noticed. But there was always a closed off part. Private to all.

It was part of what attracted Dan to writing. When he wrote, he got to understand his own private place a little better and was even able to take a guess at someone else’s, but not really, since he made them up. It was as close as he could get though, and the enchantment of slipping into a different life for a while never really left.

Melissa fell asleep, and Dan continued driving. They were almost there. Dawn was approaching and it came into full bloom as they crossed the long Confederation Bridge that led to his childhood home province. As nervous as he was to return, he couldn’t deny the beauty of the orange skies and sparkling water in the new day. Melissa woke up just in time to see it.

She straightened herself and leaned her whole head out the window. “Dan, have you ever seen something like this? I mean look at it.”

He didn’t tell her that of course he’d seen it. The bridge may not have been there when he was a kid, but the water was the same and some things hadn’t changed with time. She, of course, just wanted to go on an adventure together, both for the first time embarking upon strange lands. He wanted her to live in that dream world of hers as long as she could. He smiled as she laughed into the breeze, looking out towards the future.
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Dan knows the setting of the waiting room well, having come to this exact hospital more than a few times as a child. It hasn’t changed much since then; the walls are the same inoffensive beige. The chairs exactly match his memory, uncomfortable and grey, the type that make the back ache after only a few hours of sitting in them. He could tell that much time has passed, as his back starts to cramp. The hours feel like eternity though, too long since he’s seen his son. There aren’t many people here though.

A mother is bouncing a baby on her knee, trying to keep them quiet. A teenager with a bandage on his arm stares at the floor, choosing to stand rather than subject himself to the mercy of the chairs. Dan doesn’t blame him one bit. There’s a disheveled older woman who occasionally yells out a slur, then appears to fall asleep, slouching over so far Dan thinks she might fall completely out of her chair.

Apart from the lack of patients, there is minimal staff too. He’s barely seen anyone in scrubs walking around. None of them would recognize Dan today, but there was a time when the old employees knew him by name. He was often here with a black eye or a broken arm. Not always from school bullies.

The disheveled woman is back in a sleeping state and the only sounds in the room are the receptionist typing and Dan’s foot tapping on the floor. Melissa keeps putting her hand on his knee to get him to stop; it drives her nuts when he does this. He can’t help it though, it’s been a nervous habit of his for as long as he can remember.

There’s a small TV in the upper corner of the room—a beige cube with cords running out from behind it, leading down to a plug lower on the wall. No one has made an attempt to organize the cords or clean them for that matter. At least a centimetre of dust covers each one. The news is on, the weatherman pointing to a colourful map and talking about hurricane Juan developing over the Atlantic Ocean. Dan listens for a minute, then tunes it out, much more worried about his own personal hurricane of worry swirling in his chest.

We should have an update on Jonathan by now.

As if hearing his silent plea, a doctor comes into the waiting room. He’s short, a little overweight, and has grey hair. His strands are close to his skull and neat, but it’s thinning on top. He calls Dan’s and Melissa’s names and they stand to follow him into a small room.

Jonathan is on a bed with white railings on either side. Around the bed are long blue curtains pulled to the side so they can see him. Machines beep and little lights cast a soft glow in the room. A poster on the wall shows a diagram of the human body, all the parts labeled. The poster is in the same state as the rest of the hospital, its corners curling away from the wall, showing its age. The doctor sits on a little round stool, which is quickly swallowed by his large backside. He gestures to two patterned chairs and Melissa and Dan sit.

The doctor coughs into his fist, then says, “Your son has a minor concussion. When he fell, he hit his head—presumably on a rock. Head injuries tend to bleed a lot and usually look worse than they are. He’s going to be completely fine, but he might seem confused for a few days. Loud sounds and bright lights may bother him. This will likely be temporary as well. Since he’s so young, we would like to keep him for a day or two to ensure there are no hemorrhages, but you’ll be able to bring him home soon.”

Dan smiles. Everything’s going to be okay. He grabs Melissa’s hand—it’s ice cold—and gives it a squeeze. Her fingers warm a little as he holds them, but she pulls her hand away from his. The doctor tells them they can either go home tonight or stay in the hospital. Dan wants to stay, and Melissa doesn’t argue with him on it.

“How about we switch?” she offers. “You stay tonight, and I’ll meet you here tomorrow? Once I get here, you can go home and get some sleep.”

“Sure, I could use some rest after tonight,” Dan says. This way someone will be with Jonathan the whole time, in case he wakes up. Dan can’t stand the thought of him waking up in a strange hospital room all alone. He wouldn’t even like that as an adult, let alone someone Jonathan’s age.

Melissa gets up to leave, pushing the chair back, but pauses to look at Jonathan’s sleeping face. Dan stands and tries to kiss her before she goes, but she turns her head, making his lips fall on her cheek instead. He’ll take what he can get.

Dan walks with her to the parking lot and passes her the keys to the truck, pressing them into her cold palm. She gets in, slams the door, and drives off without speaking, leaving Dan in the cold drizzle, the remnants of the storm. He watches the truck until it’s out of view.

Once this is all over, he’s going to fix this.

Dan goes back inside to Jonathan’s room. He tries to sleep, turning back and forth in the chair, but he only manages to rest his eyes. With the overhead lights on in the hallway, it’s impossible to do more than that. Occasionally, a nurse comes in to adjust something, fiddling with Jonathan’s IV or writing something on a clipboard. Dan has terrible half-waking thoughts drifting in and out of his mind, but he can’t quite remember any of them. They all slip from his grasp when he tries to reach for them.

Eventually morning comes and Dan looks at Jonathan once more before going outside to wait for Melissa. He wants to do more, wants to wake him up and hold him, but he knows he needs to rest. There will be time for that when he’s awake and home. Dan sees his truck come around the street corner and turn into the parking lot.

Melissa gets out of the driver’s seat and asks, “How is he?”

“Good, he’s still sleeping though.”

Together, they go quietly to his room. Dan wants to hold her hand on the way, but he only opens and closes his hand, not wanting the gesture to be rejected. Before Dan leaves, he whispers, “I love you,” to Jonathan as he watches his little chest rise and fall with even breaths. He leaves Melissa behind, and she’s already taken his place on the chair. He doesn’t try to kiss her this time, knowing she won’t accept it. Their relationship would need time to heal too.

She didn’t even look at me, Dan thinks to himself as he drives home, truck bouncing on the gravel backroads. He tries not to dwell on it, but something about how she’s acting feels like more than just a rough patch. They’ve had their fair share of those, and they’ve always gotten through them—hell, their whole relationship has been a rough patch. Dan is patient though. If she can be patient too, he knows they’ll get through it.
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As Dan turns his truck, the lighthouse comes into view. Once parked, he turns the ignition off and gets out, shutting the door and preparing for the trek up the steps. As he walks toward them, he finds the crushed pieces of shell at the bottom—a token from the night before. He picks up as many of the pieces as he can, but there are too many small shards. Still, he manages to hold onto a few of the larger pieces.

It takes Dan longer than normal to make it to the top of the stairs, as his restless night at the hospital has drained him, and with the adrenaline gone, there’s nothing to propel him. By the time he makes it to the front door, he’s out of breath, but he manages to turn the door handle. As soon as he steps inside, his body beckons him to lay back in his bed and get a proper rest. He can feel the relief of his comfortable mattress prematurely, his shoulders and back sagging in anticipation.

Dan takes in a full view of the living room and the relief leaves his body. He drops the pieces of shell to the floor, and they land with a soft tinkling sound, one by one surrounding him where he stands.

Pots and pans are missing from their hangers in the kitchen. Melissa’s favourite blanket is gone from her chair. There are empty spaces in the bookshelf—gaps where you can see all the way to the back. Dan’s mind stutters over the information. All he can think is, we’ve been robbed, but that thought doesn’t sit right with him. This is something else, something Dan doesn’t want to consider possible.

Dan goes upstairs, heart thudding with every step he climbs. He enters Jonathan’s room to find his toys have disappeared. The books Dan had been reading to him before bed are no longer on the nightstand either. He rips open his son’s closet and finds it empty... not even a sock left. He rips open the dresser next.

Empty.

He doesn’t bother closing the drawers before running up one more level to his own room. Melissa’s clothes are also missing, none of her dresses are left, or her shoes.

Nothing.

There’s only one thing in the room that has been added, not taken away. A piece of paper—a note—on her side of the bed, resting delicately on her pillow.
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Dan,

I’m sure you’ll have put the pieces together by the time you’re reading this. I’m leaving. I’m taking Jonathan with me. I can’t live here anymore, and with Jonathan getting hurt I know he can’t either. It’s not just that, it’s the lies too. I don’t know why you hide so much from me, but I can’t keep trying with someone who won’t give the same effort. It was never going to work between us, and I think you know that.

Don’t look for us.

P.S. — Part of me will always love you, just not a big enough part.
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The world spins around Dan and he almost topples over with the weight of the situation. His chest tightens, his breathing growing erratic. He has to calm down, but his head is fuzzy.

Breathe. Focus on breathing.

He puts a hand to his chest; his heart rate slows a little. He has to move, has to do something. There could still be time. He’s already back down the stairs and out the front door, his earlier soreness and fatigue completely forgotten.

He drives as fast as he can back to the hospital, but it isn’t fast enough. He rushes through the automatic doors to the waiting room (there are more people here than there were last night). Their faces don’t matter, only one in particular. He scans them all but none of them are Melissa. There’s a new receptionist at the front desk and she’s talking on the phone while writing in a notebook. She looks up and sees Dan’s disheveled face. She says something into the receiver, then hangs up.

“Can I help you?” she asks.

“Jonathan Rowdon. Where is he?”

“The little boy with the concussion?”

“Yes. Where is he right now?”

The receptionist scrunches her face; her eyebrows coming close together. “I just checked him out. He left with his mother.”

Dan pinches the bridge of his nose then looks back at the receptionist, glaring into her eyes. “I’m his dad. Why wasn’t I informed? No one called me. You just let them leave?”

The receptionist (Wendy, according to her name tag) looks perplexed. “It was his mother. There’s no rule against a parent checking out their own child.”

“He’s my child too. How long ago did they leave?”

Wendy’s eyes flash wide. “Maybe fifteen minutes ago.”

Dan turns to leave but stops himself. He thinks he knows where his wife has gone. He looks at Wendy again, leaning in close over the desk. “Was there anyone else with them?”

“Yes. Two other people.”


9




Dan punches the steering wheel and the truck’s horn blares. People in the parking lot stare at him. A mother walking past his truck places her hand on her daughter’s shoulder and shoves her along as if to say, “Don’t look at the crazy man.”

How could this have happened? But Dan knows exactly how it’s happened. It’s his fault. Despite his best efforts, he’s been a shitty husband, and he knows it. Melissa doesn’t understand that much of what he’s hidden about his life is to keep her safe. He never intended to hurt her, but something in Dan’s mind whispers: You didn’t want to keep her safe. You wanted to keep yourself safe. You didn’t want her to pass judgement on you. You know she would if she knew everything. She’d go running exactly as she has now.

He shakes his head. Has he really been that selfish? But he doesn’t have a choice. He knows he can’t take back the years of deception, but he’ll be damned if he hasn’t been a good father. He’ll never abandon his son. He has to get him back, at any cost. Surely Melissa can’t just take him? There must be some rule, some law that would prevent this.

Dan decides he should try going to the police. The drive to the station is short, only fifteen minutes from the hospital. He gets out of the truck and stands in the parking lot where multiple police vehicles sit empty, but Dan is the only one in a visitor spot. Behind the station, a massive forest stretches behind the building, making it look like it’s an oil painting of scenery. It doesn’t look right to have such a strict building set against something so wild.

Dan doesn’t dwell on this long. He has to act fast; has to get Jonathan back home, and maybe Melissa as well. He walks right into the station, his confidence building with each step.

This is going to work; they’re going to help him, and his family will be back before the sun sets tonight. She won’t be able to take him away without even talking to him. There must be a way.

Once inside, an officer immediately comes forward asking Dan to slow down. He’s looking at him as if he’s a bull that’s just rammed its way through the door. Dan surveys the room. The police station smells like chemical cleaner, the floors consist of a shiny white tile, and the walls have framed photos of officers smiling with little golden plaques underneath. The front desk sits behind a plexiglass barrier and there are little holes in it, acting as a microphone. Beyond the desk are double doors with a push bar to open them. The officer who stops Dan is short and balding with a husky sort of build. The bulky man easily comes across as intimidating, but his eyes are kind. His name tag reads “S. Harton.”

Dan tells Harton he needs to talk to someone right away. Harton asks him what the issue is and he tries to explain, but when he does the words and events come out of his mouth completely out of order. He can’t sort through it; it doesn’t even sound real to him. He isn’t making any sense, and he knows it but can’t help it. His frantic speech must help Harton realize Dan isn’t a threat—just a parent full of worry. The officer’s shoulders sag down; tension releasing, and he gently raises his hand, encouraging Dan to stop talking mid-sentence.

“Hold on,” he says, flipping his hand over and wagging his fingers. “Follow me.” Harton leads him through the double push doors and into a private office where he can sit down.

“Let’s start from the beginning, okay?” Dan nods, lost for words. “So, your wife left you?”

“Yes, but before that there was an accident, with a shell, but it was…”

Harton raises his hand, cutting Dan off. “I understand. We see this a lot and it doesn’t matter why it happened, just that it did. What happened after she left?”

Dan sighs and explains the note and how she took their son from the hospital without telling him. Harton nods and listens, not interrupting Dan again. When he finishes his story, he asks Harton if there is any way to get her to bring his son back.

“Look, there’s no law against the mother having your child right now. I can’t force them to come back. You want my advice?” Again, Dan can only nod. Harton continues. “Wait. Like I said, I’ve seen this situation many times and you’d be surprised what a little time away can do. A few days, maybe a week, and your wife will probably come home on her own.”

“And if she doesn’t?” Dan’s eyes are pleading.

“If she doesn’t, then she’ll likely be sending you divorce papers.” Dan flinches at this. “It’s not as bad as it sounds. You’ll probably be allowed dual custody, you’ll still get to see your son, and everything will work out. You might even be happier for it, but only if you go along with it. Don’t try and fight the divorce if it comes. That always ends up ugly.”

Dan realizes his shirt has grown damp, and when he looks down, he finds the material speckled with miniature puddles. He’s crying. It’s embarrassing as hell to be crying in front of another grown man, but it’s happening and he can’t stop the rush of emotion. He turns his head away, not wanting to make eye contact.

“I’ll give you a minute.” Harton says. “Trust me, a lot of families come out of these things okay.”

He leaves the room, patting Dan on the shoulder as he walks past. Only when he’s shut the door and his footsteps fade down the hall does Dan completely let himself go.
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The words of officer Harton start to sound truer the more Dan mulls them over. He knows Melissa. They’ve been together since college. They’ve raised Jonathan together up to this point. She’ll come home apologizing for everything and Dan will forgive her, and things will be back to normal. They’ve gone through a lot together since they met, and they’ve always found a way to continue. Their relationship has never been easy, but they’ve always put Jonathan first. Are you really putting him first by making him stay in that lighthouse? You know what happened there. But that was a long time ago. Things are different now; he will make them different by force of will if he must. He’s not his dad.

Dan wants to take the officer’s other piece of advice and wait—give Melissa some space—and he intends to, but he has to make sure they’re safe first. Luckily, he knows exactly who to ask. Like the receptionist said, there were two other people with her.
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Dan is back at the lighthouse, phone in hand dialling Frank’s cell phone number. Hardly anyone has cell phones, but Frank and Julie always afford the newest things. Frank and Julie are Melissa’s parents, and Dan would bet anything they were the ones who had been at the hospital with her and Jonathan. They were also the only people Dan knew who could afford to drop everything and get a plane ticket here that fast. They’re probably at the airport right now, and Dan hopes he can get a hold of them before they board.

He would never forget the first time he’d met her parents. Melissa and Dan had been going steady for a few months at that point. They were about as serious as two college kids could be, and Dan wanted to talk to her about what they’d do after school, if she’d want to move in together. It was still early in the relationship, and he was nervous that she’d think he was crazy for asking. But things had been going well and he wanted to know how she felt.

He took her out for lunch in a little cafe, thinking it would be a nice place to talk about everything, but the grinding of the coffee machines made it hard to hear one another.

Dan started to tell her what he was thinking, but she stopped him. “Dan,” she said, “I have to tell you something.” Dan thought he’d heard her wrong, so he asked her to repeat herself. He hadn’t heard wrong though, and the strain in her voice had his stomach in knots. He was certain she was going to dump him. He felt stupid for thinking she might have wanted more… “Dan, I’m…well, I don’t know how to say this, but I’m late.”

Dan laughed a little, some of his worry easing. “Late? Late for what?” But he was already starting to put it together.

“Oh, Dan not like that. I mean…late.”

“Oh.”

The next day, Dan took her to the doctor and he confirmed what they already knew: Melissa was pregnant. She cried in his truck after the appointment—bawled her eyes out actually. Dan didn’t think it was so bad, after all, he loved her. At least there was that. He knew some girls who dropped out pregnant, not even knowing who the father was. Dan told her this, but it only made her cry more.

“Hey, what’s the matter?” he asked.

“You just…don’t understand that’s all.”

“Well, maybe if you tried to explain it?”

“No. I can’t explain it. I…I think I need to go home for a while. Will you take me?”

He didn’t want to deny her, but he really didn’t want to take her home either. This was hard on him too, and the last thing he wanted was to meet her parents for the first time by delivering her as a sobbing mess to their door, telling them, “Hey, I know we just met but I knocked your daughter up.” But he couldn’t tell her no, so he agreed to drive her.
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When Dan first saw the house Melissa had grown up in, it shocked him. The house was massive; a white colonial beast looming in suburbia. Flower beds lined the driveway—peonies. Or were they carnations? It didn’t matter and Dan didn’t know the difference. No one bothered planting flowers around the lighthouse. It was at this moment Dan realized how deep he was in this. How had this woman from such a different life become so permanently embedded in his? He had bad experiences with people who lived in houses like this. He would always be an outsider to people of this lifestyle and had accepted that fact a long time ago. He wanted to run, get out of there before he couldn’t leave, but with a baby he had to start thinking about more than his own wants. He had to stay and keep it together, especially since Melissa’s father was coming out the front door to greet them right now.

Her father—Mr. Wells—was tall and had a slightly rounded belly that stretched his mint green polo shirt. He looked like every middle-aged golfer stereotype wrapped into one man. He smiled, happy to see Melissa, but his smile was tense and Dan could tell he was perplexed about why exactly she was here in the middle of the school week. It didn’t take long before he noticed her tear-stained cheeks and puffy eyes, with his gaze then shooting directly at Dan.

“What did you do to her, huh?” He marched up to Dan and grabbed his shirt collar, shaking it. “What the hell did you do to my daughter?”

“Dad, stop it!” Melissa pleaded. Her mother heard the commotion and came outside too, trying to usher Melissa inside the house.

“We’re going to talk. Right now,” Melissa’s father said. His face was bunched in anger and his skin turned ruddy. Dan didn’t blame him one bit.

He marched Dan into the house, straight to the living room. He couldn’t take in much of his surroundings; with his heart pounding so fast, he couldn’t focus on any one thing. He could only look at his feet on their plush cream carpet and pray.

“Someone needs to start talking,” Mr. Wells said.

Mrs. Wells interjected, “Honey, calm down.”

“Don’t tell me what to fucking do. I want some answers.”

Dan steals a glance and sees Melissa on a white love seat, her mother curled protectively around her. They looked so similar, both with the same honey-blond hair and both incredibly tall and beautiful. Mrs. Wells was also very fit for her age. He knew from conversations with Melissa that she used to be a star at track and has kept up—almost obsessively—with her exercise routine. Melissa met his eyes and gave him a look that let him know he had to be the one to say it.

He still couldn’t look at her father, so he kept his head down while he explained their situation. Dan wasn’t exactly sure what words he used. It came out in a blur.

Mr. Wells kept pacing the room saying things like, “Oh God,” and “Jesus fucking Christ,” over and over again. Dan didn’t dare sit down, instead continuing to stare at his feet.

To his surprise, when Mr. Wells spoke, he was much calmer. “This is going to be all right. I know a doctor, a friend of mine. Melissa, he can help you. And then you,” he pointed at Dan, “can get the hell out of my house.”

“Frank…”

“No, Julie, this is the simplest answer.”

A small voice peeped up, “I don’t want that.” Everyone turned to Melissa. “I want to keep it,” she said.

“Oh, for God’s sake.” Frank Wells threw up his hands.

“Dad, we’re in love.”

“You can’t be serious. I thought you wanted to graduate!”

“I am serious. We both are.” Now they all looked to Dan. He nodded his agreement.

The rest of the evening was a circular conversation. Mr. Wells freaked out and started swearing, and Mrs. Wells tried to calm him down. All the while, Melissa cried and Dan begged Mr. Wells to make his daughter happy, to let her keep the baby. In the end, Dan and Melissa won him over. How could they not? Seeing his daughter so upset cracked him, and Mr. Wells had no choice but to accept it. Only after—of course—Dan promised to marry Melissa in two weeks and take care of her for the rest of his life if he wanted to live another day.

Mrs. Wells hadn’t said much about her opinion during the whole conversation, but while Dan was supposed to be sleeping on their couch (Mr. Wells wanted him to sleep on the lawn but had given in on this too) he heard the muffled sound of her talking to Melissa well into the night. He didn’t know exactly what words were exchanged, but whatever they were must have helped. The next day, Melissa was smiling despite the fading dark circles under her eyes. She even held Dan’s hand when her dad wasn’t looking.

Mrs. Wells made them all breakfast and asked Dan to call him Julie. Her father glared at him from across the table and hardly touched his pancakes. No amount of syrup from Julie was going to make this better.

From that moment on, Frank Wells hated Dan. It didn’t matter how many times he cut his grass or fetched him a cigar or washed his car—he would always be the guy who knocked his daughter up. There was just no coming back from that.
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Aweek has passed since Dan’s conversation with S. Harton. Melissa hasn’t come back, or even called, although he did get through to her parents. She is with them and her and Jonathan are safe. Dan knows that at least, even though Frank and Julie hadn’t allowed him to speak to her directly. He wishes he could hear her voice, talk to her, anything. In past fights, Dan would tell her to spend a weekend at her family’s lake house. She would clear her head only to come home and have everything be alright. But this isn’t one of those times. As much as he wants to believe he can fix things if she gives him the chance, deep down Dan knows it won’t happen. It’s a terrible, visceral feeling in the deepest part of him. He never deserved her, and although he tried to prevent it, she’s now realized it herself.

Since Melissa left, all that’s changed is Dan’s drinking. The first night without his family, he couldn’t sleep a wink. Tossing and turning, he prayed for unconsciousness to take his mind away, but his eyes remained open. It’s natural, he thought to himself. With the stress and the missing weight of his wife beside him how could anyone sleep? It will get better. But it didn’t.

The following day was the same, and the day after that. True exhaustion set in—not the type of exhaustion that made your eyes heavy, but the type that made reality seem fuzzy at the edges. He needed to sleep. The fourth night, Dan poured himself a glass of whiskey—a bottle he had left over from some get-together long past. He hated everything about it: the amber colour, the acrid smell, the feel of it burning down his throat. He hadn’t touched a drink in so long…but once it settled and he felt his thoughts ease, it was pure bliss. It felt too good, and in that moment he felt a seed of understanding for his dad. That feeling scared him more than he wanted to admit.

Thoughts pressed in on him at all hours and were pushed away only temporarily with sleep. He slept soundly that night, not even dreaming. He slept soundly the rest of the week too.

Tonight, Dan holds an empty bottle. The last drink came faster than he thought it would. Now, staring at an empty glass he has a choice to make. If he gets another bottle, will he be able to stop? He thinks of how many empty bottles he witnessed his dad go through and wonders if he ever thought there would be a last one. The journey from the lighthouse to the liquor store seems like a line that once crossed cannot be walked back on. He should stop now, he thinks. The empty bottle is an omen, one he needs to heed. He used it to get him through the week, and now he must force himself to sleep without it.

He sits on his recliner watching the wall clock tick. He taps his finger against that empty bottle. Tink, tink, tink. His eyes wander to the bookshelf, scanning the titles but not reading any of them. Would he just sit here all night until he felt the urge to sleep? Would that urge come to him at all?

Thinking about the hours passing in torturous waves of anxiety while staring the walls drives him out of his reverie and to the front door. He won’t allow himself to buy another bottle of whiskey. He knows all too well where that would lead, but he’s not ready to quit either. He needs to go somewhere with a limit, somewhere he can have a drink without taking it home. If he brings the alcohol home, he can’t trust himself to stop.
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Dan chooses to go to Oliver’s, a local bar not far from the lighthouse. It’s near the main boat docks and harbour. He drives there, not wanting to walk. He hadn’t drank much at home and he doesn’t plan on getting drunk to the point he can’t make it home safely later.

Outside, the bar’s sign reads “est. 1965,” and it looks like it. The sign itself is pretty beat up and the windows look like they haven’t been washed in ages. An open sign in the door shines its red florescent light on Dan as he walks in. Inside the bar is dimly lit, and Dan’s shoes stick to the floor as he makes his way to the main bar. The wooden counter is sticky too, so Dan retracts his elbows, choosing not to rest them on the caked surface.

He can’t even remember the last time he’d been here or to a bar in general. His father would never frequent somewhere like this—he preferred to suffer in solitude. That gives Dan some peace of mind and separation from his dad’s actions. If he drinks in a public place, it’s different. The piece of Dan that wants him to believe coming to the bar was a good idea tries to justify it further by thinking seeing other people will be good for him. The little devil on his shoulder can’t always be wrong, can it? Not that the crowd here are people Dan wants to talk to. He’s been avoiding catching their gazes.

There’s a young couple in a dark corner booth. They’re so focused on sucking each other’s faces that Dan doubts they’d notice if a train drove right through the building. He looks away from them and sees a few older men—likely local fisherman off work—winding down. They’re all huddled around a round wooden table, talking and emphasizing every funny story they tell by sloshing their beer glasses around and pounding the table.

The bartender approaches Dan and he orders a shot of whiskey. The bartender delivers it within less than a minute, and Dan gulps it down right away.

There’s only one other man here who’s alone; he’s at the opposite end of the bar. Like Dan, he’s hunched over his drink and clutching it close to himself. His hair is thinning a bit, but they look to be about the same age. Although he can only see the side of his face, Dan can tell he looks rather miserable, he’s hunched over and the dejected slope of his shoulders are his tell. A kindred spirit.

Dan doesn’t mean to stare, but that’s exactly what he’s doing when the man turns his head to face him. He doesn’t know why the man turned at that moment, but he caught Dan looking at him. The man’s eyes are bloodshot from the booze, and his face…hang on.

Dan knows his face.

It can’t be. After all this time it just cannot be. But it is.

The man confirms it as he begins smiling, a big shit-eating grin that takes up his whole face. He recognizes Dan too, so he can’t look away now. The two men are locked onto one another like predator and prey sizing each other up. The man starts laughing, but without making any sound. He just heaves his shoulders up and down and refuses to break eye contact. Dan’s heart pounds in his chest. He’s spent his whole adult life avoiding this exact moment. He wants to run, flee from the bar and pretend this never happened. He should not have come here, but he can’t take it back. It’s way too late.

The man parts his mouth. He’s about to say something to Dan, and he knows whatever comes from between his lips won’t be good. “Another drink?”

Dan jolts from his seat, the bartender giving him a confused look. “Is everything okay, sir?”

“Yeah. Fine. I’ll just take the bill, actually,” Dan says.

“Suit yourself,” the bartender replies, adding up his total and passing the bill to him face-down.

Too slow. The bartender is taking too long, and the man’s eyes are boring holes into Dan. He knows he’s watching his every move. Dan throws a fistful of money from his pockets onto the counter without checking what he owes (he probably paid double) but he doesn’t care. He has to get out of here.

The air outside hits him like a wall of ice. It’s cold and extremely foggy. How did the fog roll in that fast? He can only see about ten feet in front of him. He turns around to face the front door of the bar, certain that the man, Matt (he might as well get used to that name again) would be directly behind him, but he isn’t. All he’s met with is the red glow from the open sign lighting up the fog around it. Dan waits a few moments, slowly moving away from the door as he does. Any minute now, Matt will follow him outside.

The door grows smaller and becomes consumed by the fog as he steps back, back, and still no Matt.

Bang!

The door slams open and Dan flies backwards, falling flat on his back, his head hitting the pavement. He backed up so far, he tripped over the curb on the other side of the road.

The young couple, finally untangling their tongues and coming up for air, stumble out, the female swaying her hips and tripping into her boyfriend. She giggles as she grabs his arm. They walk past Dan not even noticing him sprawled on the ground and disappear into the night.

Dan hisses as he grabs the back of his head. His hand comes away shiny with blood, just like that night with Jonathan. God, he misses him. The hurt is so deep and tainted with fear from seeing Matt that the alcohol he drank becomes almost completely null. Not that he drank much to begin with. What a waste.

Is it possible Matt doesn’t care anymore? Perhaps he’s finally moved on. He’s had plenty of time to come out and confront him. It doesn’t seem likely, though. Even Dan hasn’t been able to move on after all these years and he’s not even the one who…

It doesn’t matter. He’s not coming. Neither is Melissa, or Jonathan, or anyone else. For better or worse, Dan is alone. He stands and dusts himself off, then starts walking, unsure in what direction. He needs to shake off what’s happened before driving home.
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Dan doesn’t realize he’s at the fishing docks until his feet hit the wooden planks, a hollow sound echoing into the night. He doesn’t hear the ocean because there are no waves, the water eerily still. It shouldn’t be that way. The night is too calm.

There’s a black iron bench a little further down the dock and Dan makes his way to it to sit. The iron is cool and there’s a little silver plaque that reads “In Memorial of Tom Gaddin.” Why do those little plaques never say who the people are? How do you go about getting a bench dedicated to you anyway? Dan wishes he knew on whose memory he’s planting his ass, although knowing wouldn’t make him get up. He cradles his head in his hands and takes a few deep breaths. The walk here sobered him further, and the clarity feels good for now, but he knows he faces another restless night. He’s certainly not going back to the bar to buy anything else. Not after what happened. He’ll have to suck it up and go to the liquor store in the morning to stock up. Jesus, he sounds like his dad. He doesn’t want to be like him, he’s always tried to avoid it, but somehow, it’s happened. Dan wonders if it would’ve been possible to prevent, or if it’s all part of some inevitable fated pattern he couldn’t escape.

He knew that upon conceding to moving into the lighthouse, it was just a matter of time before his world spiralled into this mess. It’s comforting in one way to believe there was nothing he could’ve done to alter his fate, but that’s bullshit, and he knows it. This is all his fault. Jus then, an overwhelming urge to hold Jonathan overcomes him. He hasn’t seen his face in so long. He would give anything to just spend an hour with his son.

Dan reaches into his pocket to pull out a cigarette, but his hands find nothing but an old matchbook. That’s right, he quit. For Melissa. He hasn’t smoked in years. Seeing Matt must have rattled him if he’s reaching for non-existent cigarettes. Instead, he can only watch his breath turn to mist and join the rest of the fog in the chill of the night.

Footsteps vibrate the dock.

Dan tries to identify the cause, but the fog blocks his view. His heart rate picks up again. Maybe Matt has followed him after all. What would he say to him if he did? What could he say? The footsteps creep closer, and from the fog emerges not a person at all, but a cat. Dan’s shoulders slump in relief. It’s a tabby, brown and striped with a white patch on its nose and chest. Its ears tilt a little too far to the side. It’s rather cute. He looks away becoming lost in his thoughts again.

He tries to look out at the water to calm his nerves, but it’s pointless. The view is too obscured by the thick fog. Dan taps his foot, his knee bouncing. The cat has already left, but Dan can’t shake the feeling that someone is still out there pursuing him, just beyond his view. He imagines shapes in the fog, some that look like people. He keeps expecting some of those shapes to be real, to jump out at him, but it’s only his eyes playing tricks.

As he gazes deeper into the fog, his mind wanders in other ways. Why does he have to sit here and wait while his life falls apart? It’s not fair that he’s here alone, turning into his dad while Melissa is surrounded by her supportive family, enjoying time with their son she stole. She didn’t even speak to him, didn’t attempt to fix things before running away. That note was a joke, one Dan doesn’t find funny. Anger bubbles over his depression. It’s unjust the way he’s being treated. For all Dan knows, Melissa, Jonathan and her parents are all at their lake house, having a great time around a fire, laughing with each other without him. Melissa visited them at their lake house before when she was stressed, and Dan never complained. He encouraged her to go. She always came back happier after getting some time away. Her parents bought the lake house for exactly that reason: to have a place to get away from their horrible lives. It wasn’t far from their home at all, as they wanted it close enough that they could whisk themselves into seclusion when the opportunity struck. That was probably the type of seclusion Melissa had imagined PEI would be.

She has such a narrow view of the world. Dan has always made-up excuses for her. In his mind, it wasn’t her fault for being raised the way she was. But she’s not a child anymore, she’s a wife and a mom and it’s not right for her to leave the way she has when things get tough. Dan never has anywhere to run when he needs it.

All at once, it’s too much. He can’t stand the thought of Melissa and Jonathan luxuriating with Frank and Julie while he’s stuck on this bench in the middle of a fishing dock, only the empty boats for company. He’s given her a week, and that’s long enough.
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The docks disappear behind him as Dan gets in his truck, stopping at a gas station to fill his tank to the brim. He then stops back at the lighthouse to grab a change of clothes. It’s past one in the morning when he sets off for Toronto.

It’s going to take many hours of constant driving to get to Jonathan, but Dan is determined. He can’t wait any longer. Melissa isn’t coming back, and if he can’t at the very least see Jonathan—even for a short time—he’s going to lose his sanity. He can’t handle any more time alone, especially after the shock of seeing Matt. The stress is simply too much. He needs his family.

The fog has condensed even more, and as he passes over the Confederation bridge there’s near zero visibility. He slows down and turns his fog lights on, only helping a bit. He’s surprised they didn’t close the bridge due to the visibility issues, but he knows they try to avoid that at all costs. There is plane and ferry traffic, but the bridge is the only way on or off the island by car, so they try to close the bridge only if there are high winds. High winds can easily throw a car off the bridge and into the roiling Atlantic. Dan looks out his driver’s side window, unable to see the edge of the bridge through the fog, but he knows that only feet away the pavement ends, metal plummeting down beneath him.

He gulps, a wave of nausea turning his stomach at the thought. The bridge is long and there is no choice but to keep going.

After what feels like hours of creeping down the bridge, Dan makes it to the other side. Relieved to have solid ground beneath his tires, he picks up his pace.

He drives for hours, his eyes never straying from his car’s headlight beams, highlighting the bits of yellow lines and rolling asphalt in front of him. The sun eventually cuts through the fog as dawn approaches, and he’s no longer dependent on his car’s headlights, nor is he gripping the wheel for dear life. The day grows brighter, and Dan keeps going, but exhaustion starts blurring his vision. I need to keep going, he tells himself. His eyelids grow heavy, and he almost swerves off the road. I need to get to my son. But his tires hitting the gravel shoulder jolt him awake from his unrealistic thoughts.

That’s it. I have to take a break.

He drives a little further until he sees a neon motel sign. Pulling in, he parks right outside the main office. The motel office is tiny and cramped. The floor is a worn grey linoleum and on the wall is a calendar that doesn’t show the right year, let alone the right month. There’s a woman at the desk; she’s older and looks a little rough, but she greets Dan kindly and wastes no time asking Dan if he wants to rent a room and for how long. He tells her he does, that he’ll only need the room for a few hours. She gives him a look like she’s heard it before, but Dan doesn’t plan on calling any prostitutes into his room. He only needs some sleep.

The woman hands him a room key (number seventeen), and he steps out of the office and goes back to the parking lot where he can see the room numbers on each door. He finds number seventeen, opens the door, and flops onto a small bed. This is the first time he’s been able to fall asleep without any alcohol in his system since Melissa and Jonathan left. He doesn’t need it with the knowledge he’ll be seeing his son soon.
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Dan wakes and rolls off the bed, he hadn’t bothered to get under the covers earlier. As his stomach growls, he grows acutely aware of the hollow pit that’s become his gut; he’s starving, but he should get ready before leaving.

He takes a moment to look around the motel room since he didn’t bother to upon his arrival. The room is outdated: blue, floral-patterned sheets and a cream carpet that’s seen better days. Dan opens a small door to his left and finds the bathroom, its counter stained in some spots with an ineffective drain stopper. Taking in the sink, it reminds him that in his rush to leave home, he forgot to bring a toothbrush, so he’s left to rinse his mouth out with only water. It will have to do. Dan then runs out to his truck, getting the change of clothes he remembered to bring with him. He didn’t want to get back into dirty clothes after taking a short shower. The water gets only moderately warm, but there’s a complimentary bar of soap, which is better than nothing.

Once Dan is as clean as he can get and in fresh clothes, he returns the room key. There’s a different woman at the desk now, this one much younger and looking like she could be the other woman’s daughter.

She says, “I hope you enjoyed your stay,” without really looking at him or seeming to care.

Dan tells her he did and is back in his truck driving the rest of the way to Frank and Julie’s house. He goes to a drive-through and grabs a breakfast that’s more of a lunch. A burger and fries, which he eats while keeping one hand on the wheel. He really had been starving. The greasy meal is so satisfying, and he groans in pleasure. When he finishes, he licks the salt off his fingers and washes it all down with a swig of coke.

He considers how much longer it will take to get to his destination. Fuelled by sustenance, he does the mental math and concludes that he should get to Melissa’s parents’ house early the next day if he doesn’t take any more breaks. He doesn’t intend to.
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Dan sits in front of the house in the morning hours. It hasn’t changed at all, even the flowers planted outside are the same. Dan still doesn’t know if they’re peonies or carnations, but their reddish petals stand out against the greenery. It’s a quiet neighbourhood, he’s only seen one early jogger so far. He isn’t exactly sure what to do now.

In his mind, he only planned as far as getting here. He knows he wants to see Jonathan—has a right to see his own son—but should he knock on the door? Would Melissa answer, or would it be Frank or Julie? If one of her parents answers, they certainly won’t let him inside. Maybe he can talk Melissa into a short visit if he promises to leave right after. If that’s what she wants, as much as it would hurt him, he would respect it. Despite all the things he’s done wrong to Melissa, he never intended to hurt her. It just seems to happen, the outcomes of his actions feeling outside of his control. At the least, all he hopes for now is to keep seeing Jonathan. It’s all that matters to him.
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The sun is completely out now, its rays making it warm for a September day. This year has been warm in general, the leaves just barely beginning to change colour. Dan is still loitering in his truck. He knows it’s like a bandage, that he has to rip it off and get it over with. How hard is it to just knock? But he decided to wait until at least a decent hour, as it wouldn’t help his case to bang on the door and wake everybody up so early. He figures it’s just about time now, no point delaying it further. He imagines Frank and Julie inside, sitting at their luxurious kitchen table. Julie is likely serving breakfast while Frank reads the paper. Melissa is probably in her childhood bedroom, sleeping in, and Jonathan is…Jonathan is coming outside.

The front door opens and there he is—Jonathan, with a soccer ball that he tosses on the lawn and begins chasing and kicking. No one follows him outside. This is a safe neighbourhood, safe enough for kids to play games outside unsupervised. Safer than the lighthouse. This lawn has no cliff to fall off from, no ocean to whisk you away, and no precarious stairs to trip on.

Jonathan looks so…happy, running and playing in the grass. Dan almost doesn’t want to disturb this moment, but Jonathan’s ball bounces off the curb and flies off at an odd angle, hitting the tire of the truck.

Jonathan runs after the ball, then recognizes the truck and Dan and screams “Daddy!” He runs to the truck and Dan gets out, tears welling in his eyes as he scoops his son up, twirling him in a huge embrace. “Daddy, I miss you! Where were you?”

“Daddy’s been taking care of things at home. I missed you too buddy. I missed you a lot. Hey, is your mom around?”

“She’s sleeping. Want to come inside? Grandpa got me a firetruck!”

“I’m afraid I can’t come in, I’m sorry.”

Jonathan squints in confusion. “Why not?”

“I don’t think Grandma and Grandpa want to see me right now.”

“Oh, well, we can just play outside.” Jonathan grabs the ball from beside the truck tire and runs back to the lawn.

Frank and Julie will, at some point, check on Jonathan through the window. The thought of them running out and screaming at him, probably scaring Jonathan who doesn’t fully understand the dynamics at play, makes the fries and burger he consumed churn in an unappetizing mixture. Despite the queasiness, he hasn’t felt this whole since Melissa left. He’s happy to be reconnected with his son, and he can tell Jonathan’s feelings are mutual. Together, they find a pattern, and Dan gets lost in the tap-taps that come with kicking the soccer ball back and forth. The momentum feels so normal, what every dad and son should be doing on a weekend or after school. He came all this way, and he doesn’t want their visit to end so soon.

“Hey,” Dan calls to Jonathan, “want to get ice cream?”

“Ice cream? In the morning?”

“Yup, we can go right now,” Dan says, checking the windows for peering faces.

“Yes, yes, yes!” Jonathan says.

He runs back to the truck. Dan boosts him into the passenger seat and buckles him in. This is another idea from the devil on Dan’s shoulder, but they’ll only be gone maybe twenty minutes. He knows that panic will ensue once they notice Jonathan missing. Dan should feel bad, but some deep part of him wants to get back at them all. They did the same thing to him, only they didn’t come back. Their misery won’t even last an hour. What they did to Dan was far worse. Dan also thinks of what S. Harton said: “There’s no law against the mother having the child.”

Surely, that goes both ways. Dan is his father; he can take Jonathan for ice cream and deal with the consequences later.
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Even though Dan bends down, Jonathan still needs to stand on his tip toes to whisper his order in his dad’s ear: a single chocolate scoop. Jonathan is still in his shy stage and doesn’t like to talk to strangers. Dan gets him his scoop of chocolate and a rocky road for himself. They sit together on the curb across from the ice cream shop with its pastel pink and blue sign in the shape of an ice-cream cone. The artist has added exaggerated drips running down the sides. One of those drips forms on the side of Dan’s own cone and he tries to catch it with his tongue. He misses, a splotch of melting cream landing on his knee. It soaks into the fabric of his jeans. Jonathan laughs at him and Dan joins in. Another drip slides down the sugary waffle cone, but this time Dan succeeds in catching it. It tastes divine and the sugar brightens his mood even further.

Jonathan catches a few of his own chocolate drips, delighted at being able to have a dessert so early in the day. They’ve been gone for half an hour already and Dan knows he must end this soon. He doesn’t want to drive back to the house and face the difficult but necessary conversation. Melissa might understand why he’d taken Jonathan, but Frank and Julie are another story. Those two have never found common ground with him in the past and he can’t see why they’d start now.

Dan doesn’t know if he’ll ever forgive them for leaving the way they did. He doesn’t know how much of his actions today had to do with wanting to see Jonathan versus his own spite. He hopes he’s not that kind of man, but how can he really tell?

Dan wipes his face with a napkin, and gestures to his son to do the same. They both bunch them into balls, as Dan asks, “Ready to go, buddy?”

Empty handed and belly filled, Jonathan asks, “Do we have to?”

“Yeah, I’m afraid we do. Your mom’s going to be worried about you.” Dan stands up and tosses the dirty napkins into the nearby trash can.

“Maybe.” Jonathan shuffles his feet.

“Why do you say that?”

“She sleeps a lot now. She doesn’t play with me.”

Dan thinks back to the note Melissa left him: “Part of me will always love you.” When Melissa hadn’t returned, he thought she must have written that line just for his sake—a half-hearted attempt to make him feel better while she ran for freedom. But maybe she really meant it. Maybe she’s just as depressed as he is and is dealing with it the exact opposite way. While he cannot sleep, she hasn’t been able to do anything but sleep.

If she’s that upset, maybe there is some hope in saving their marriage. He wants to believe it more than anything, but he also felt that same hope at the prospect of Melissa coming back to the lighthouse after a few days and that hadn’t happened. He really shouldn’t get his hopes up.

Dan takes Jonathan’s hand and leads him back to the parking lot. They get in the truck, Dan helping Jonathan buckle in once again, and they start the drive back. Dan drives slowly, wanting to savour every moment he can with Jonathan.

“So, have you been playing with Grandma and Grandpa while mom’s been tired?”

“Yeah, I play with Grandpa.”

“Not Grandma?”

“She’s always away at her friend’s house,” Jonathan says.

Likely brunches with her seniors’ book club, knowing her. Melissa often talked about how much she enjoyed those. Julie used to call her at the lighthouse to tell her all about her brunches and what books they were reading. Melissa didn’t really care about it but would listen anyway. Why do only rich people seem to eat brunch? As if they don’t have enough already, they need their own meal too.

“Well, hopefully I can visit more often, and then we can play. Would you like that?’

“Yes!” Jonathan squeals. “And we can get more ice cream too?”

“Of course. I’ll to talk to Mom about it today.”

Jonathan grins and says, “Am I coming back home soon?” He looks at Dan through the rearview mirror and he knows Jonathan isn’t talking about the house they’re heading to now. He means the place he’s called home most of the year, the lighthouse. It nearly breaks Dan. He wishes Melissa had talked to him more about what was going on. This sort of thing is nearly impossible to explain to children. No one wants to be the one to explain divorce. They should really be having this talk together. If he could’ve just sat down and talked to Melissa before she left, maybe they could’ve come to some sort of agreement, even if he couldn’t convince her to stay with him.

“The thing is buddy⁠—”

Sirens wailing in the distance cut Dan off. Their whining gets closer, so he slows down and pulls to the side of the road. The few other vehicles on the street do the same, all lining up along the road like they’re waiting in a queue.

“A firetruck?” Jonathan asks, pressing his cheek to the window.

“No, that’s not a firetruck. That’s a police car.” As he says this, he watches the red and blue lights flashing in his rear-view mirror. He expects the cop car to drive past them, but it doesn’t. It slows right down, then screeches to a halt beside his truck. Another cop car follows closely behind, and together they block Dan in. There’s no way Melissa already called the police. Or Julie and Frank. Even if they had, how would they find him so fast? If Melissa and her parents had called, they’d still be explaining the situation to the police at this point. Dan checks the time. It doesn’t add up.

“Why are they all around us?” Jonathan asks, shifting in his seat and fiddling with the seat belt.

“I’m going to find out, just hang tight,” Dan says. He’s sweating. He knows he did a bad thing by taking Jonathan, but when he visited the police for the same thing, they weren’t motivated to pursue Melissa at all, let alone come out in force, sirens blaring. Melissa and her parents must believe he would never hurt Jonathan. Despite his own upbringing, he’s never been the type of dad to hurt his child. He’s worked very hard to never be like that.

Before he can even crack his door open, an officer rushes out of his vehicle with a gun drawn and it’s pointed right at Dan. Its shiny black body reflects the siren lights. Dan has always been afraid of guns.

“Come out with your hands up!” the cop yells.

What the hell?

The pile up of cop cars, sirens, flashing lights, and a gun pointed in his direction makes Dan to tremble. He tries to pop the door handle but fumbles, the delay causing the cop to yell at him again.

This has to be a misunderstanding.

Jonathan starts crying, his wailing mixing with the sirens. This only sets Dan further on edge.

Dan slowly gets out of the car, raising his shaking hands. As he does, a second officer bolts around him to the passenger side and grabs Jonathan, running him back to one of the cruisers.

Jonathan screams “Daddy!” and Dan can see him looking over the cop’s shoulder, his little arms outstretched and reaching for him. Dan’s heart shatters as he watches the cruiser door shut, concealing his son’s face.

He looks at the officer with the gun still pointed at him and says, “I don’t understand. What’s going on?”

“You’re under the arrest for the abduction of Jonathan Rowdon and the murder of Matthew Bartner,” the officer says as he approaches Dan.

“Hands against the vehicle,” another officer shouts.

Dan’s eyes begin watering.

What are they talking about?

He complies and as soon as he turns and presses his hands against his truck, someone is behind him, pressing cuffs onto his wrists. Dan is then read his rights.


From the Brimbank Police Interview Records, November 15th , 1989

“I always knew he was a strange boy. He didn’t get along well with anyone. Except Daniel Rowdon. Those two were like peas in a pod. I had to separate them since they would talk all through class. I thought it was my fault when things changed, that maybe I shouldn’t have separated them like that. Neither of them had any other friends. But now I think I should have separated them sooner. Maybe it would’ve helped.”

Quote from teacher Mrs. Cunningham, Brimbank Elementary.
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BEFORE


The elementary school is about a twenty-minute walk from the lighthouse. Each day Dan gets up early, makes himself a peanut butter sandwich, and heads out alone. His dad is never up early enough to drive him to school, but Dan doesn’t mind. He doesn’t want to sit in the stuffy old truck with him anyway. He tries to stay as far away from his dad as he can.

This is Dan’s first day back after summer holidays, and despite not being the most popular or liked student, he’s still ecstatic to be back. Usually, everyone looks forward to the holidays, that is, everyone but Dan. For most of the kids, it means long, hot days at the beach, getting ice cream, and taking a break from homework. For Dan, summers mean three months holed up in the lighthouse, not being allowed to go beyond his dad’s line of sight. He’s not even allowed to visit friends, even his best friend who he would miss dearly, Matt Bartner. Matt had transferred from another nearby school last year and he and Dan quickly gravitated to each other. They were both in Mrs. Cunningham’s class. They sat beside one another, and at first they didn’t talk much.

Mrs. Cunningham was a large woman who always wore frilly dresses that did nothing to feminize her husky figure. It was like putting a doily on the arm of a beat-up old couch. She would jabber through their lessons in a completely drab voice, making it easy to fall asleep, but if caught, she’d smack a ruler on the culprit’s desk so hard everyone around them felt as though they had been hit, even though they hadn’t.

The day Dan became friends with Matt, the tell-tale sound of that ruler hitting the cheap wood rang in Dan’s ears. He snapped upright and jumped again when he heard it a second time right next to him. She’d gotten Matt too. They looked at each other and had to suppress their laughter as Mrs. Cunningham waddled back to the blackboard. Something about that ruler broke the ice between them and they were rarely seen apart after.
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Now a new year begins. Dan hasn’t seen Matt once over the summer and as he walks to school, leaves crunching beneath his feet, he has a sinking feeling that maybe his friend has forgotten him. He shuffles along anyway, enjoying the view of the approaching school. It’s a small, greyish brick building with little windows in the front that resemble eyes if one pretends the door is a mouth. The face of the school watches Dan as he inches closer. It looks menacing.

Dan doesn’t make it halfway across the lawn before he hears crunch, crunch, crunch behind him. He looks over his shoulder, but in an instant is tackled to the ground. He rolls onto his back to find Matt’s laughing face and outstretched hand. Dan takes it and gets up.

“Where were you all summer?” Matt asks.

“Just had to help my dad. I wish I could’ve seen you.”

“Yeah, me too. But it’s fine. We’ve got all year. You want to come over tonight? You won’t believe what my dad got. We’ve been working all summer too. You’ve got to see it!”

“What is it?” asks Dan as they continued towards the school, other students beginning to arrive and make their way across the dewy lawn.

“I’m not saying. You have to come over,” Matt finalizes.

Dan tries to think of an excuse to get out of the invitation, but it’s been harder making reasons to avoid Matt outside of school. His tactic won’t work much longer. Eventually Matt won’t want to talk to him anymore and he’d be going into high school alone. He’s lucky it’s lasted this long, but maybe his dad wouldn’t notice if he’s a little late.

“Okay, but we have to be fast. I have to help my dad after school.”
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The first day back is awful. Dan assumes he would’ve had a new teacher, but Mrs. Cunningham got a promotion and now teaches grade eight, so they’re stuck with her for a second year in a row. She takes every opportunity to reprimand Dan and Matt, since they’re the odd ones out. She separates their desks and sits them on opposite sides of the class.

It’s going to be a long final year.

Finally, when the bell rings, they’re able to escape to freedom. Matt walks Dan to his house—it isn’t far, but Dan sweats profusely the whole time, despite the chilly fall air. He’s never done anything other than go straight home before. His nerves are made even worse when they get to Matt’s house. It’s like entering an alien spaceship. He’s seen countless houses like his, of course—well-kept lawns and roofs low to the ground—but he’s never been inside one. Everything is so neat and clean. The furniture is all pushed right up against the walls and there is plenty of open space to walk. Bookshelves line one wall, and Dan can only stare in complete awe. He’s only ever seen more books in the school library, he’s totally unaware someone could have so many in their house.

Matt’s house smells like fresh bread, and he notices Mr. Bartner sitting on the couch reading the newspaper. The TV is on, but the volume is low. Matt’s dad lowers the newspaper and catches Dan looking at the books.

“Hello there,” he says. “Matt told me he might bring a friend home. Are you Dan?”

“Yes, sir,” Dan replies.

“You can call me Steve,” Mr. Bartner says, offering a smile.

“Dad, can I show Dan the basement?” Matt asks.

“Sure thing,” Steve says, “follow me!” He gets up and leads them down a set of stairs into a room with only a raw lightbulb and a string. It’s dark and Dan clutches the stair railing, not wanting to fall and look stupid in front of Mr. Bartner.

Matt’s dad pulls the string and the light comes on, illuminating an unfinished basement full of old junk and boxes. A space in the centre of the room has been cleared out, and in it is a folding table with a huge diorama on it.

“Woah!” Dan says as he approaches the table. It’s a diorama of the entire town. Miniature trees painted in different shades of green dot the landscape. Dan’s eyes follow the tiny houses and streets. Matt points out their school and Dan notices they even added little people waving at each other. The scene leads all the way to the rocky beach and the ocean. The waves are grey, as they haven’t been painted blue yet. And there on the edge is the lighthouse. Dan touches it. Mr. Bartner has added another smiling, waving character in the lighthouse. Dan knows his dad is there right now, definitely not smiling or waving.

“Dad got it for my birthday. We’ve spent all summer on it, and it’s almost done,” Matt says. Matt’s dad looks at him then with an emotion Dan can’t read. He has never seen pride before. His father has never been proud of anything he’s done before. A new feeling roils in Dan’s core—jealousy.

“It’s so cool. I wish I had one,” Dan admits. And he really means it.

A voice from upstairs shouts, “Boys. Dinner.”

The three of them go back upstairs and there Dan meets Mrs. Bartner. She’s beautiful, wearing the same type of dress Mrs. Cunningham does, only it doesn’t look silly on her. He now knows where the smell of bread was coming from. In the kitchen sits a fresh loaf along with roast ham and a fancy-looking Jello.

“Would you like to stay and eat with us?” Mrs. Bartner asks.

Every part of Dan wants to stay. But he doesn’t want to just eat dinner with them, he wants to help Matt’s dad paint the ocean, stay up late watching their TV, and fall asleep with his head on a soft pillow while Mrs. Bartner tells him good night. Those things aren’t possible, and jealousy rears again, making his desire to stay equal to his desire to want to rip the whole place down.

“Sorry. My dad’s waiting for me, I can’t.”
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Dan sits in tiny, plaster-walled room. The chairs are made of stiff plastic, and he has a coffee in a paper cup in front of him. An officer comes into the room and sits across from him, telling Dan he’s going to record their conversation. Dan nods in agreement, still not sure what’s going on.

POLICE TRANSCRIPT

Officer: Do you know why you’re here?

Detainee: Not entirely, no.

Officer: You abducted a child this morning.

Detainee: I didn’t. He’s my son.

Officer: Where were you two nights ago?

Detainee: I don’t know. Probably at home.

Officer: What were you doing there? Walk me through it.

Detainee: I woke up around one o’clock in the afternoon, had breakfast⁠—

Officer: One o’clock is a little late to be getting up, isn’t it?

Detainee: I haven’t exactly been sleeping well since my wife left.

Officer: Fair enough. Continue.

Detainee: I tried to read for a few hours. I had a drink and slept again, and then I went to⁠—

Officer: What time did you leave your house?

Detainee: I don’t know, but it was late. Maybe ten?

Officer: And where did you go?

Detainee: [Pause]

Officer: You need to answer the question.

Detainee: I went to a bar... Oliver’s.

Officer: How long were you there?

Detainee: I don’t know. I didn’t look at the time.

Officer: And where did you go after that?

Detainee: For a walk, and then I left to come here and visit my son.
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The officer raises his bushy eyebrows and writes something on his notepad. “You went for a walk on the docks near that bar, correct?”

“Yes,” Dan replies.

The officer pauses and looks directly into Dan’s eyes. He lowers his gaze as the officer asks, “Do you know who Matthew Bartner is?”

Dan pauses for a minute. He doesn’t want to answer him, but they probably know already. “Yes. I know who he is.”

“And you saw him at Oliver’s bar?”

“I haven’t seen Matt in years.”

“That’s funny because I have multiple witness statements that say otherwise.”

Damn it. The bartender. The couple. The fishermen. All of them saw him. He’s in way over his head. He needs to be more careful than that.

“Okay, I did see him in the bar, but that’s it. We didn’t interact.”

“Some reports here,” the officer flips through a few pages on the desk, “say that you were staring at Matthew Bartner. That you looked angry.”

“I wasn’t angry⁠—”

“That you made eye contact with him, then ran from the bar.”

“I didn’t run, I paid my bill. I just wanted to be alone⁠—”

“And then you disappeared to the docks. The same docks where hours later, Matthew Bartner’s body was found floating face down.”

“I didn’t kill him.”

“I have all the old records.”

“That has nothing to do with this.”

“I bet it does. I know you did it, so you might as well confess now.”

Dan now interrupts the officer as he starts leaning closer to him. “I want a lawyer.” The officer is so close that Dan can smell his spearmint gum. He leans back, but Dan holds his ground.

The officer smirks and slides a picture toward Dan. “Police from Brimbank county just faxed this over.”

Dan frowns while looking at it. It’s an image of his old matchbook laying on the dock. It must have fallen out of his pocket when he stood up and left.

“I already admitted I was at the docks. This doesn’t prove anything.” Dan slides the photo back across the desk, only for the officer to slide him another photo.

“This one might.”

This photo is of the arm rest of the metal bench. On it is a yellow police tag the reads, “Fingerprint.” Right beside it is another tag labeled, “Blood.” Dan sees the splatter marks on the bench. They weren’t there when he sat there, but the police don’t know that, and combined with the history he has with Matt, he’s in deep shit.

His stomach flips and he shoves the photograph away. “I want a lawyer.”
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Alone again in the police interview room, Dan waits. How the hell had this happened? He didn’t abduct his son, nor did he kill Matt. But someone did. He wouldn’t be surprised if Matt accumulated many enemies over the years. After all, he wasn’t exactly stable near the end. Dan knows that better than anyone. He’s just thankful the police haven’t found the letters he’d been receiving.

None of that matters now. The only thing that really matters is that Dan is innocent. Even the fingerprint and blood can’t be used against him. Yes, he was at the docks—he hasn’t denied that once. It isn’t a crime to be there, and it isn’t a crime to run into someone. There was certainly no body there when Dan had been there.

But there was a body. Maybe only moments later, Dan thinks. The hairs on his arms stand on end. He thinks back to when he first heard the stupid cat. After it appeared from the fog, Dan imagined someone else standing just beyond his sight. Maybe there was someone there after all. Was it Matt? It’s the most obvious thing, but if Dan hadn’t killed him, there must have been a third person on the dock that night.

As soon as Dan gets a lawyer, he’ll tell them this. They’ll listen, the police will have to re-investigate. There must be some evidence left behind by whoever else was there that night.

The door bangs open, causing Dan to jump. “You can use the phone now,” says a woman who Dan assumes to be the receptionist.

Dan gets up and follows her down a hallway to a row of phones in little half-walled booths attached to the wall. The woman folds her arms and waits as Dan approaches one. He doesn’t know any lawyers, so he hesitates, not sure where to start. There’s a yellow phone book on a cord connected to the booth. He grabs it and flips until he finds what he’s looking for. An ad for a criminal defence lawyer catches his eye. Dan has no idea how outdated the phone book is, but it’s worth trying. He dials the number listed in the ad.

After a few rings, a secretary picks up. She asks how she can help, and Dan explains his situation as quickly as he can. She listens, then follows up with, “Okay and what’s your address?” Dan tells her. “Okay, so you don’t live in Ontario?”

“No,” replies Dan.

“One moment.” He’s put on hold. The secretary comes back on the line. “I’m sorry, sir, but we only represent clients who reside in Ontario. If the incident occurred in another province, you’ll likely be transferred there. You’ll have to find someone else.” She hangs up.

“Damn it.” Dan slams the phone back on the base and it nearly falls from its frame.

“Hey, watch it.” The woman is still waiting for him with her arms crossed and eyes ablaze.

She leads him back to the interview room and hours go by. By the time someone enters the room, Dan is exhausted and willing to agree to whatever the person says just to lay down. It’s a different officer than the one who questioned him.

“Okay. This is a bit tricky, but here’s what’s going to happen,” he says. “We’ve contacted the mother of Jonathan Rowdon, and she’s agreed not to press charges for the abduction.”

“I didn’t abduct my son.”

The officer holds his hand up. “That’s not for me to say. Then, there’s the murder charge. You can’t stay here for that. You’ll have to go back to PEI, so we’re going to keep you here over night and arrange for transportation in the morning.”

Just like the lawyer’s secretary said.

Dan gets more than a little enjoyment from thinking of his interviewer. He’s probably fuming that he won’t get the chance to convict Dan. If Melissa pressed charges and he had a reason to be held in Ontario, he might have been able to take over the case. Dan silently thanks Melissa. At least he won’t have to deal with this guy.

Dan rises and the officer leads him to a holding cell after making him change into a baggy prisoner uniform. The cell is bigger than the interview room, but not by much. There’s a metal cot with a thin blanket and pillow tucked in the corner, and across from that, a metal toilet. There would be no privacy here, unfortunately. Dan finds it hard to care, his eyes growing heavier; all he wants to do is lay down. The officer locks his cell and leaves.

A few other people are sleeping in cells next to Dan; he can hear them snoring. A guard is stationed right across from him, behind a glass wall. The guard doesn’t shift his gaze at all as Dan sits on his new bed. He’s too focused on the TV hanging on the wall. Dan finally lays down, the stress of the day melting through his bones as they relax. Even a hard, metal cot isn’t so bad to appease this level of exhaustion. As Dan drifts into unconsciousness, he faintly makes out the show on the TV.

“—still tracking hurricane Juan. Weather experts are now tracking a new storm with the potential of it becoming even more powerful than Juan. They’re calling the storm hurricane Kevin, and it’s set to hit eastern Atlantic shores only three days after hurricane Juan. A double hit like this is record-setting and could be devastating to coastal regions. Anyone able to evacuate before Juan hits is encouraged to do so⁠—”


From the Brimbank Police Interview Records, November 16th, 1989

“Yeah, I knew the boys. They used to come into my shop to buy candies and other shit. Things kids normally buy. I never thought anything of it until I heard what happened o’ course. He really did what they’re sayin’? Well, all I can tell you is I never noticed anything weird. Except that the taller one—yeah, Matt was his name—he was always looking at Dan like he wanted him to be grateful or somethin’. Always paid for everything. Now that I think ‘bout it, he did seem a little controlling.”
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BEFORE


Dan expected his dad to yell and scream when he came home late that day after school. What he didn’t expect was his dad actually not seeming to notice at all. By the time Dan came home, he was already drunk and time must have been blurred. So, Dan had started doing it more often.

After school, he and Matt started spending more time together. Sometimes they’d go to Matt’s house and sometimes they’d take a soccer ball from the school gym and kick it around, or they’d go to Vincent’s, a small variety store only about a block from Matt’s house. It had a faded blue and white sign that read:

MOVIES,

ICE CREAM, COCA-COLA

…AND MORE!

But Matt and Dan only ever went in for the candy. They’d fill a little brown bag with their favourites and Matt would pay the cashier. Dan never had any money and Matt never asked him to pay. By this time, they both knew they were from different walks of life but were too young to know how to say it. Instead of saying anything, Matt just shared his candy with Dan, no questions asked.

Although Dan’s visits had become more frequent, he still refused to stay for dinner, despite Mrs. Bartner offering every time he saw her. He didn’t want to push his luck with his dad. If he did, he may not be able to come back at all.

That’s why he’s walking back to the lighthouse for dinner. Each movement up the long, stone steps make his feet feel like they have dumbbells attached to them. He hates going home. The door opens on the same scene each night: Dan’s dad on their dingy couch, watching TV with a drink in his fist, his heavy legs propped on the footstool. Some days he’s more alert than others, telling Dan to get some food or grumbling about whatever is on the news. Some days he’s almost catatonic, not noticing Dan come in at all.

There is always empty beer cans and liquor bottles littering the floor around him. Some days, his dad is almost non-responsive, and Dan picks them up without making any noise. One wrong clank of a bottle could set him off.

Dan looks a lot like his dad. They have the same dark hair, although it has started to recede into a V shape that gives his dad’s face a more severe look. Dan wishes he looked less like his dad.
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Dan leaves Matt’s house again, his teeth still having chewy bits of gummies stuck in them. He’s happy—for once—especially since his dad seems to be in another one of his non-responsive moods. Dan closes the door to the lighthouse as gently as he can, creeping past him into the kitchen. He grabs a fistful of granola bars from the cupboard and starts taking them up to his room for dinner.

He doesn’t even get up three steps before he his dad’s voice breaks the silence, saying, “Out with your boyfriend again?” Dan stands there in shock, not sure if he imagined it. It wasn’t his imagination though. His dad turns his head to face him. “Think I didn’t know about that? You’ve practically got a new family over there, don’t ya? Am I not good enough for you? That it?” Dan still doesn’t open his mouth. His dad heaves himself up from the couch. “Come here,” he says. Dan stays frozen on that third step. “I said come here!” Dan sheepishly goes to him, now standing right at his feet.

“You want to know something about those people? They aren’t like us. They wouldn’t know an honest day’s work if it smacked them in the head.” Dan’s dad claps his hands together for emphasis, making Dan flinch. “Those people will spit you back into the hole you crawled out of the second—the damned second—they catch a whiff that you’re not like them. You may think you’ve found yourself a friend, but at best you’ll be a charity case in their eyes.” He brings the bottle of whiskey to his lips and takes a swig straight out of the bottle. “You’re not going there anymore. I want you home immediately after school. I’m not having some yuppies judge my family. They don’t know a damned thing about us and it’s going to stay that way.”

Dan remains silent. “What is it? Cat got your tongue?”

Dan tries to speak, but he doesn’t have time before Dan’s dad drives his fist into his stomach. All the air compresses out of Dan’s lungs as he falls to the floor. Things were bad before. He never got along with his dad. He’d been screamed at, neglected, and punished countless times—but this was the first time his dad ever hit him.
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He is going home. It’s not the way Dan wants, not in his truck—which has been seized by investigators—but in the back of a prisoner transport vehicle. There are no windows, and he is completely alone and handcuffed to his seat. His legs are also chained together. Rain pelts the roof of the SUV, a soft tapping sound, not helping his urge to go to the bathroom (he’s had to go for an hour already). It’s windy too, making the SUV rock as they drive along. Despite not being able to see anything, Dan knows they’ve been driving long enough that they must be getting close to the destination. He has no way to tell when they pass over the bridge leading to the island, but they must at some point. The only other way to get a vehicle across the water would be in a ferry, and those wouldn’t be running with the weather like this.

The rain continues to pelt the side of the vehicle, picking up in intensity as they move. Dan closes his eyes, oddly at peace. He’s had a lot of time to think about what’s happened, and he’s come to terms it’s his fault. He’s guilty. Not of the crime he’s been charged with, but that doesn’t make him innocent. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he’s always known he’d run into Matt again, that something like this would happen. He couldn’t have known it would be exactly like this, but something like it certainly. He deserves what’s happening to him.

After what he’s done, Melissa will never give him custody of Jonathan, and even if she magically agrees to it, no court will allow it after seeing the abduction on his record. His son is lost to him. He doesn’t regret taking him for that ice cream; it’s probably the last memory they’ll have together that isn’t behind prison bars... if Jonathan visits at all. Dan hopes he does. He wants to still try and fight, but what would be the point?

Dan rubs his eyes, but his shackled wrists stop him before he can reach. The SUV passes over a bump in the road and his full bladder bounces from the movement. Now he really needs a bathroom.

Not being able to hold it any longer, he asks, “Hey, can we stop? I really have to pee.” Dan leans toward the sliding square opening between him and the officers driving. There are two of them—one in the driver’s seat and one in the passenger seat. They stopped a few times already so they could switch positions.

“No can do. You can use the bathroom when we get there. I’m not driving any longer in this weather than I have to,” the driver replies. Dan can’t blame her; they’re driving through the beginning of the first hurricane, the same one Dan heard about on the news.

He sighs in annoyance and bounces his heels to settle his need to urinate. He continues thinking about how he’s brought this all on himself, anything to get his mind off his desperate need to pee. He wants to believe it, accepting it’s the only way he’ll be at peace, but it doesn’t sit well with him at all. It’s not just his part in the situation he’s unable to rectify; it’s also the itch in the back of his mind where he knows there had to have been a third person in that fog. Dan doesn’t know who could have done it, but they were right there. If only he’d seen something more. Someone killed Matt and if Dan takes the fall for it, they’ll get away with it. Is he really okay with that? It might be a good trade. One guilty person gets away and one guilty person doesn’t. Dan deserves to be here, just not for this.

The SUV smashes up and then down again and Dan’s teeth clack together with the impact.

“Jesus!” he hears the driver say. The SUV slows and Dan can tell they’re pulling over. They must have hit something.

“I’ll see what I can do. Damn tree in the road,” the officer in the passenger seat says. The officer leaves the vehicle, presumably to clear their path from a fallen tree.

Dan is still bouncing his heels. He can’t hold his bladder any longer. “Excuse me, but since we’ve stopped, can I please take a piss? I can go by the side of the road.”

The female officer in the driver’s seat sighs. “You really can’t hold it? We’re really close to the police station.”

“No,” Dan replies, “especially not if we’re going to be pulled over for a long time.”

“Okay then, but be quick.”

She gets out of the SUV and comes around to open the door for Dan. Wind rushes in as she opens the door, the gusts much stronger than Dan imagined from his closed-off space. She enters the back and undoes the lock that holds Dan to his seat. He gets up and shuffles out with her, not able to move his legs much with the shackles.

The officer escorts Dan to the side of the road, the hurricane is pelting them with rain. The officer squints as she leads him forward. Dan isn’t looking forward to exposing himself in the rain, but he knows if he asked he wouldn’t be granted privacy. The officer stands close to him, her arms folded as she waits.

Although Dan had to go before, he’s not sure he’ll be able to now under pressure. He looks ahead at the trees and into the forest lining the road. He glances behind him and notices that the male officer is distracted, clearing away a rather large tree from their path.

Dan relieves himself and the officer with him begins leading him back to the SUV. Once Dan gets back in vehicle, that’s it. He knows he’ll be convicted, and he’ll be allowing Matt’s murderer to escape. Panic flutters through his chest at the thought. He’s already lived with so much guilt for so long... Is he really going to be able to live with himself if he does nothing? They’re almost back to the SUV when a wicked thought seeps into Dan’s mind. He only has moments to decide what he should do. The panic that was once just a flutter intensifies to a drum beat.

He must choose.

The SUV blocks the line of sight between them and the other officer. Dan has to act now if he’s going to follow his plan. He can fix this. If he can find out who murdered Matt, he’ll be making something horribly wrong right again. Not only that, but he doesn’t want Jonathan growing up thinking he has a murderer for a dad. It’s that final thought that does it. Dan would do this for his son, not just for himself. He isn’t guilty of this crime. He may not be innocent, but being willing to take the fall for this won’t fix what happened before. Maybe he can make it up to Matt, not by imprisoning himself, but by hunting down the actual murderer and making sure they pay for taking Matt before his time.

The door to the SUV slides open, “Let’s make this fast, it’s brutal out here.” The officer motions for Dan to get back inside. Dan nods and moves as if he’s about to go in willingly, and once he’s close enough to the officer, he pulls his elbow back and smashes it into her head as hard as he can. She makes a strange sound and crumples to the ground. He doesn’t have much time and replays the plan in his mind: get the keys he saw on her before the male officer comes back or she comes to consciousness.

Dan fumbles at her belt but locates the keys and removes them. His whole body shakes as he undoes his handcuffs first, then his leg shackles. He misses the lock a few times, his nerves and the incessant water making his fine motor skills clumsy. He gets himself loose, then runs as fast as he can straight into the forest.
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Dan shivers as he wakes up, his whole body racked with tremors. He’s damp and freezing cold, managing to sit up with a groan. Dan has no idea how far he ran, but he wound up deep in the forest. His memories are spotting, flashing back with trees nearly bent in half by the increasing winds and branches flying at him in the dark. It’s a miracle he isn’t severely injured. He recalls finding a collapsed tree and taking his chances hiding underneath it. It managed to give Dan some protection from the elements, as well as the eyes of police. They must have pursued him most of the night, but thanks to the storm, they mustn’t have made much progress. They will continue today, but it’s early enough that Dan hopes he’ll be long gone before they find him. They’ll probably bring out dogs to smell for him and he has no idea what to do about that.

With the sun rising in the sky, the soft morning glow shows just how covered in mud Dan is. He’s coated in it. If he wants any chance of making it far without being noticed, he’ll have to get these clothes off an find something else to put on. But how? Where? There’s nothing but trees, broken branches, and more mud around him. Now that his adrenaline has worn off, this whole plan seems idiotic. Why did he run from the police? He knows why—he did it for his family and to bring justice to Matt—but how can he accomplish anything if he can’t make it out of this forest without being caught? If he can’t get out, he’ll only have made his situation much worse.

Dan stands and tries to get a better view of his surroundings, but no matter which way he turns, it all looks the same. He has no idea which way the road is or the nearby police station. If he walks in the wrong direction, he could wind up giving himself to the police, ceasing their search. He wants to cry out in frustration, but he must keep it together. If he loses his composure now, he’ll only make things worse again.

Dan knows he has to start somewhere, so he begins walking in a random direction. He’ll have to practice focused hearing. If he hears traffic, he knows he’s walking towards the road. If he finds the road and manages to not get caught, he can use the knowledge of the road’s position to navigate his way out of here. If he goes the other way—deeper into the woods—and doesn’t hear any traffic, then he has to hope he’s not far from coming out the other side, or worse, stumbling right onto the property of the police station.
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Dan continues walking, his shoes getting stuck in mud, squelching beneath him. It’s a slow trek, but there’s no option other than this, so he continues deeper into the forest. Dan thinks he might be on a trail, but it’s hard to tell with all the debris from the storm. The sun rises higher and he knows he doesn’t have much time before there’s a search party after him at full force (if there isn’t one already).

The hairs on the back of Dan’s neck stand on end. It’s the same feeling he had the night on the docks, when he was so sure someone was watching him, just beyond his sight. He turns, trying to see if anyone lurks in the trees. He hears footsteps approaching. They’re coming quick. He whips his head around, trying to find a place to hide. The footsteps inch closer, too close. Way too close.

“Oh my God!” a woman screams. “What the fuck?”

“Shhh!” Dan brings his finger to his lips. “It’s okay, I’m not going to hurt you.” Dan tries to calm her down, but he probably looks insane, a giant man wearing a prison uniform lurking in the woods. This is literally every woman’s worst nightmare.

“What are you doing out here?” the woman shouts, reaching behind her and pulling out bear mace from her denim pocket.

“I’m just…” What was he supposed to say? The uniform would give him away if she hadn’t already run into the police roaming the area during her jog. Dan glances down at himself. The uniform is completely covered in mud. She might not be able to tell what it is. “I got stuck on the trail. Last night, in the storm. I don’t know where I am.”

The woman’s breaths come in a heavy pattern and she’s still pointing that mace at him. She scans him up and down, trying to determine his threat level. “You’re lost?”

“Yes,” Dan replies. God, he hopes she believes him.

Her face relaxes somewhat. “Do you need help?”

“Yes. Yes, I definitely need help.”

She lowers the mace. “Are you hurt?”

“No, I’m okay.”

“Well, you’re filthy,” she says.

“Yeah, that’ll happen when you spend the night under a log in a downpour.”

She laughs. “Do you live nearby?”

Another trap. Dan has to be very careful. “No. I’m a solo hiker. I was supposed to be camping as I went.”

She doesn’t raise the spray again, but her finger moves over the depressor. “Where’s all your gear? And who goes hiking during a hurricane?”

This lie is getting out of hand. “I lost my gear during the storm, and I don’t have a radio, nor have I seen a TV in a while. I didn’t know about the hurricane.” Little does she know he’s an escaped murder suspect and his phone has been confiscated by police. Still, she buys it.

“Okay. Well, if you don’t have anywhere to go, I can take you back to town. You can get cleaned up at my place first. You look like you need a shower. But you won’t get that hot shower if you murder me, so don’t even think about it.”

Now it’s Dan’s turn to laugh. “Wouldn’t dream of it. I’m sorry I scared you.”

“It’s okay. It’s hard not to be on edge walking alone in the woods as a female.”

“What were you doing out here?”

“Hiking. Like you.”

“Hiking right after a hurricane? With all this mud?” Her shoes are filthy, and he can’t imagine anyone choosing to trek through inches of mud without a good reason. He knows he has one, but does she?

She smirks. “It’s no stranger than what you were doing.”

Fair enough, Dan thinks. They’ll both keep their secrets.

They begin walking together and the woman surprises Dan when instead of walking the way he was going, she turns them around, changing their route. He doesn’t say anything, concluding he must have been going the wrong way. He’s incredibly lucky he ran into her and that she bought his lies.

They continue down the path, mostly in silence. If there weren’t police after him, Dan might have found this walk rather pleasant. The woman tells him her name is Rosie and Dan has to make up another lie. He tells her his name is Dave, which is at least similar to his real name.

Dan keeps glancing at her as they walk. It really doesn’t make sense for her to be out walking right now. And what’s with the bear mace? There aren’t any large animals like that on the island, although, she could’ve had it on her for self-defence against people. He can’t blame her, after all she has run into a criminal. But why is she being so trusting of him? If she’s paranoid about meeting strangers in the woods, bringing mace with her, it makes no sense for her to then immediately invite a stranger to her home. It really didn’t take much for him to convince her of his camping story. He can’t imagine any woman on edge would buy that so quickly, but Dan isn’t exactly in any position to complain about such things. It works in his favour. It just doesn’t add up.

Dan continues his thoughts in silence, and they continue down the path. They walk for a long time, choosing not to speak to each other. After a while, the path takes them onto an empty back road with only a few visible houses.

Rosie continues walking, then turns onto a hidden driveway. “This is home.”

It’s beautiful. The property backs onto the forest they just came out of, completely lined with tall pine and birch trees. The house itself sits elevated, a high wooden deck wrapping around the middle. It’s not a huge house, but it’s not small either. It feels almost like a cabin tucked away back here. There are a few shingles missing, and part of the deck looks to be damaged. Considering how nice the house appears, Dan assumes the damage must be new, likely caused by the hurricane last night.

They proceed to the front door, and before Rosie turns the handle she says, “After you get cleaned up, I can make us something to eat. I’m a pretty good cook, so again, don’t murder me or you’ll miss out on a great breakfast.”

“I’m not going to murder you, and I could definitely use a good meal,” Dan says. He is extremely hungry. But that thought grazes the back of his mind again; why is she being so nice to me?

“Sorry, this is my first time letting a stranger I found in the woods into my house, so forgive me if I’m a bit paranoid,” she says. Dan thinks she’s nuts, that she’s not being nearly paranoid enough, but he goes along with it.

“It’s okay, paranoia is completely warranted. Anything I can do to convince you I won’t try anything, I’ll do it.”

Rosie pushes the door open, and they enter the house. The inside has the same dark, cabin feel that the outside does. Straight ahead is an open concept kitchen and living room with huge, open windows facing the forest behind them. In the hallway, there’s a door that probably leads to a basement and to Dan’s right is a set of stairs that leads up to a second floor.

“Bathroom is right up the stairs. You can use the soap that’s in there and there are fresh towels in the closet.”

“Thank you so much. And you wouldn’t…sorry, you wouldn’t happen to have any clothes I could borrow?” Dan looks at himself. The mud has dried out and is starting to flake off. He has to change soon, or she’ll see what he’s actually wearing.

“Yeah, I think I have something. I’ll put it outside the door. Want me to wash that after?” She indicates his current ensemble.

“No, that won’t be needed. This is a lost cause. I’ll just throw it out.”

“Whatever you want.”

Rosie leaves him to go up to the bathroom. Once in there, he locks the door and tries to turn on the light. He flicks the switch, but nothing happens. Power’s out. It’s still bright enough in the room that he can see okay, and he looks at himself in the mirror. He looks like hell. His hair is matted and stuck to his forehead. The mud on his face has sunk into his fine lines, aging him by ten years. His prison uniform thankfully just looks like a brown, baggy track suit. He strips it off and looks around for a garbage. He finds one under the sink and shoves it in, tying up the bag. He’ll have to take that out right away.

Dan pulls back the curtain of Rosie’s shower, turns on the hot water, and steps in. It’s the most luxurious thing he’s ever felt. The water hits his face and slips over his body, instantly warming him. He shudders as the last of the cold leaves him. The bottom of the shower is completely brown, the caked-on dirt coming off and swirling down the drain. Dan takes Rosie’s offer and uses the soap, massaging it through his hair. Steam starts to build up and Dan loses track of the time standing under the downpour of hot water. His life is a mess, but here and now he feels cleansed not only of the dirt, but of his situation as well. He may have no idea where to go from here, but here is alright. Things have gone so wrong for him it’s nice to experience the genuine kindness of a stranger. Without Rosie he’d be running through the woods from tracking dogs right now.

Dan steps out of the shower and onto a fluffy white mat. He opens the closet as instructed and wraps himself in a towel. Dan then opens the bathroom door just an inch and sees a pile of folded clothes on the floor. He takes them and sees they’re men’s clothes. It means they’ll fit him well, but it also means that Rosie has a husband who may not be as trusting of Dan when he gets home.


From the Brimbank Police Interview Records, November 16th, 1989

“I never knew the family. Not at all. Never met any of them officially. I was only vacationing on the island with my wife. We were walking along the beach and saw the kid. I don’t remember it at all—it was my wife who pointed it out. She saw the article in the paper and pointed to the picture. She said to me he looked like the kid we saw, and the timeline matched up. I thought she was making it up, but we decided to call in anyway, in case what we saw could be useful.”


22


BEFORE


He has to do everything he can to avoid Matt. Dan can’t tell him what his dad said. He won’t understand. Even if Matt did accept it, they can’t spend any more time together. The result will be the same. It’s better just to cut it off quick. It’s already been a whole week of silent avoidance of Matt trying to catch Dan’s eye during Mrs. Cunningham’s lessons, but him keeping his focus on his work.

Dan also avoids him at lunch. Since Mrs. Cunningham has separated them, they make sure to eat together in the cafeteria. Now Dan takes his peanut butter sandwich alone to the farthest table. Matt tries to sit by him a few times, and when he does Dan gets up and finds another corner to sit in by himself. It’s been working. Matt hasn’t tried to sit with him for a while now. He’s given up on being Dan’s friend.

He should’ve known this would happen. It always does. Any time Dan thinks he’s made a friend, his dad is sure to ruin it. It’s frustrating. Why can’t he leave him be? What did it matter, him coming home late? His dad just ignores him and drinks anyway. He wishes he could make sense of it, but all he knows is the anger in him. Why can’t he just have a normal dad like Mr. Bartner? As much as Dan hates his father, all he wants in the world is for his dad to love him—to be proud of him. To be all the things he should have been when his mom died.

They rarely talk about her; Dan doesn’t even know her. She died only a year after Dan was born. His dad says she drowned, that they were out on the water boating when a storm came in out of nowhere. They were far from the shore and the water was so choppy they could hardly keep control of the boat. They hit a massive wave and the force of it threw her off the side. Before she fell, she got her ankle twisted in a net, making it impossible for her to swim. Dan’s dad tried to help her, but by the time he cut the net, it was too late. Search and rescue boats combed the area after the incident, but they were never able to find her. His dad had only told him the story one time, and even then, he didn’t go into much detail. Once is enough for Dan though. It’s why he’s never been on a boat and never swims past where he can touch the sand at the bottom of the ocean.

Dan’s mom feels like a concept—something to think about only in theory—rather than someone who was once a real person. Her death must’ve been the thing to make his dad the way he is. Even though he never knew her, Dan can’t shake the idea that she wouldn’t have married someone like his dad. Not ever.
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The school bell rings, and Dan gets up from his desk, grabbing his books and walking home without a moment’s pause. He got a new comic book from the library that’s currently hidden between the pages of his geography textbook. His dad hates when he brings home fiction. He says, “It’s for idiots with their heads in the clouds. You don’t want to be an idiot, do you?” But it’s worth risking. Dan needs his comics, especially without Matt now. Being alone, there isn’t any better company than a book. He isn’t sure he’d make it through the rest of the year without them.

Dan makes it to the rocky beach and is about to ascend the stairs when he hears someone yelling, “Wait!”

Dan squints into the trees, seeing Matt running toward him. Dan cannot let his dad see this. He panics and takes off up the stairs, leaving Matt behind. Dan rushes into the lighthouse.

“What the hell are you running for?” his dad asks.

“Nothing,” Dan says, and lucky for him, his dad doesn’t question it, just turns back to the TV as Dan makes his way up to his room. There is one small window, and Dan looks out to see Matt standing outside, staring up at him from the beach. Dan ducks down. Please don’t come up here, please don’t come up here. He waits a few minutes, then peeks over the window frame again. Matt is now gone, only an older couple who look like tourists remain, walking by while the tide is still out.
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Dan comes down the stairs, the bathroom garbage in hand. He turns into the kitchen, and as promised Rosie is cooking something.

“Where can I take this out?” Dan asks.

She looks up from her cutting board. “Behind the house there are some bins.” She stares back at her work, chopping vegetables. Dan can tell she has some professional skill in it.

He goes back out the front door and around the side of the house. He sees the large grey bins. They both have rocks on the lids, likely to keep raccoons and other creatures out. Dan tosses in his prison uniform and goes back inside.

The kitchen is even more beautiful than he noticed upon first glance. The view of the forest is stunning through the large windows—all pine and birch—and a sliding door leads onto the wooden deck around the house. The kitchen itself has all black granite countertops and tastefully-chosen accents: pale blue hand towels, a bronze holder for spatulas and large spoons, and a little porcelain rooster painted blue and red tucked in a corner of the counter.

“You can sit,” Rosie says, looking at Dan. “You look alright when you’re not covered in mud.”

“Thanks?”

Rosie laughs. “You know what I mean.”

Dan obliges and takes a seat at her kitchen table. It’s solid oak (probably weighing a ton) and it has matching chairs. Everything in the house has a rustic feel that appears simple at first, but upon closer inspection is rather expensive.

“You’re going to have to forgive me. I promise I really am a good cook, but with the power out I can’t do much more than a salad.” Rosie sets a bowl in front of Dan. The salad looks like what you get at a fancy restaurant. He takes a bite, and maybe it’s because he hasn’t eaten anything but prison food and drive-thru meals in a while, but it’s heavenly.

“Did you make the dressing?”

“It’s just oil and vinegar.”

Again, something simple, but the way Rosie has done it, it comes across refined. “It’s fantastic.”

Rosie waves her hand. “Come back when I can use the stove.”

“You want me to come back?”

Rosie looks out the windows, away from her own salad. She’s a tiny woman but has a fierce take-no-shit type of look to her face. “It’s been a bit lonely here.” Dan frowns, thinking of the clothes he’s wearing. Rosie seems to read his mind. “He’s not here.”

“What?”

“My husband. The one whose clothes you’re wearing. He’s away on a business trip. He won’t be back for a while.”

At least Dan doesn’t have to worry about him barging in on them and their salads.

“Oh, I’m sorry about that.”

“It’s okay. I just don’t do well alone.”

“Well, I’m glad I can keep you company for a little bit at least.” Dan must think of where to go from here. He has to get back to the docks to look for any evidence the police may have missed. It’s the only place he can think of to start. With the power being out, less people will be able to watch the news, so he won’t have to worry about too many people looking for an escaped murder suspect. The police will still be searching though, and word of mouth informs people. He’ll have to go at night to be safe.

“You could stay... If you want.”

“Excuse me?”

“I said you can stay here. If you have nowhere to go. I could really use the company. And the hurricane damaged the house. You saw it from outside. It’s a lot of work for me. You can stay if you agree to help.”

“You do know you were just pointing bear mace at me a few hours ago, right? I’m still the scary guy from the woods.”

“If you really are a murderer, you would have done it by now. Plus, I can’t imagine a murderer kindly taking out my trash and being so careful not to get mud everywhere.”

Little does she know. “True, but I don’t want to impose.”

“You aren’t.” Rosie leans closer to him, looking eager. “Really, I mean it. I could really use somebody around here.”

“You’re really sure?”

“Yes. I need the help, and I want someone around just…to talk to. Like I said, I don’t do well alone. Especially at night. This place can be…well, it can be a bit creepy at night.”

Dan chuckles. “Creepy how?” he can’t imagine such a nice place being scary.

Rosie is dead serious as she says, “It’s just a feeling I get when I’m alone. I’m sorry, that sounds stupid. Just stay if you want to and don’t worry about imposing.”

“Okay. Honestly, I do need somewhere now that my camping trip has been cut short.”

Rosie smiles. “You can sleep on the couch, I’ll set it up later.”

She gets up and puts their salad bowls in the sink. The living room joins the kitchen and dining area. The couch looks like it might pull out and it will be much more comfortable than any other choice he has for himself.

Dan looks at Rosie again as she washes their dishes. Dan isn’t sure if it’s the way she moves—almost as if she’s choreographing herself—or some micro-expression on her face, but he gets the sense she doesn’t believe his camping story one bit.
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The rest of the day is spent doing exactly what Dan promises to do. If Rosie is going to help him so much, he needs to return the favour. He asks her to show him everything that needs to be fixed and she tours him around the property. There’s the obvious damage Dan initially noticed—the missing shingles and damaged deck—but there’s also a gutter drain that has ripped away from the side of the house.

Dan doesn’t think it will take too long to do the repairs and wants to point out that there will be a second hurricane in only a few days. There isn’t much point in fixing things considering there will be more damage to address when the second storm comes. If he tells her this though, there will be less reason for him to stay. He needs her to continue wanting him around for whatever reasons she has so he has somewhere to stay, somewhere the police won’t find him. He’ll have to keep quiet and fix things as she requests, even if he knows it will be pointless.

They are still a little uncomfortable around each other, so Rosie leaves Dan to his work after bringing him tools and supplies from the basement. He doesn’t rush his tasks; he wants to spread them out. He starts on the most difficult one, the roof. Thankfully, Rosie has a ladder and he can get up there without much trouble. He’s lucky he isn’t afraid of heights. Rosie also has some leftover shingles in the basement. They look oddly new against the ones already on the roof, but it still looks much better to have them replaced.

The sun begins to set and Dan finishes his job. He comes down from the ladder and asks Rosie if she’d like him to put the supplies back in the basement for her. He expects her to say yes, but she doesn’t. Instead, panic flashes across her face and she insists on carrying it down herself. She looks ridiculous lugging the massive ladder down there, but Dan doesn’t object. It’s her house. If she wants to carry her own ladders and tools, that’s her business. If he doesn’t want her to pry into his life, he can’t pry into hers. He can sense they’ve already entered a silent agreement to keep things this way. Don’t ask, don’t tell. Maybe she has more reason than she’s letting on to want Dan here.

After the ladder is put away and they enjoy a cold dinner, Rosie pulls the couch out, runs upstairs, and returns with extra pillows and blankets. She sets everything up, thanks Dan for the work he did today, and leaves to go to her own room upstairs.

Dan settles himself on the couch, allowing his body to relax. There’s so much to do, so much to worry about, but staring out the massive, serene windows in the dark, none of it matters. He’ll have plenty of time to worry later.
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Dan wakes up clutching his chest. He turns to see what time it is, but his nightstand isn’t there. He’s not in the lighthouse or a holding cell. He’s in Rosie’s living room. He doesn’t remember what he was dreaming about before waking up, but the feeling of time running out lingers. The anxiety lingers and he figures out why. He’s here in this house by some stroke of luck, but he’s not any closer to accomplishing his goal. He must find a way to track down Matt’s real murderer and fast. How long can he really hope to hide out in a stranger’s house? Eventually the police will find him or Rosie’s husband will come home. And then there’s the second, more powerful hurricane set to hit PEI in only three days. It’s a bad omen.

There’s also Rosie to consider. She’s been trusting and kind to him, and Dan doesn’t want her to take the blame for any of this. If the police catch him here before he can prove his innocence, she could be in serious trouble. He can’t do that to her. Despite the questionable moral integrity of running from the police, Dan doesn’t want to implicate anyone else in his mess. He’s already dragged enough people into his horrible life. He decides he won’t stay here beyond the second hurricane. If he gets that far, he’ll turn himself in. This is his only shot—just three days.

Dan rubs his eyes. The living room is dark, and he hears Rosie snoring softly upstairs. It’s kind of cute, but not enough to offset the rest of the house. She wasn’t kidding when she said it could get creepy here at night. The large floor-to-ceiling windows that during the day provide a beautiful view of the forest is downright menacing at this hour. Instead of looking out, all Dan can imagine is someone looking in. Each pine tree shadowed in blackness might have someone lurking behind it—watching him. He can only imagine what that feels like for Rosie by herself, and it starts to make sense why she wants company out here.

Dan knows he won’t be able to get back to sleep without alcohol, but it’s for the best that he can’t get any right now; he never wanted to become an alcoholic.

Now that he’s awake, he needs to plan, and the first part of that is finding out where exactly he is. If he’s going to try and slip away to look for evidence, he needs to know how far away he is from his home and the docks.

Dan walks as slow as he can, trying to avoid any creaking floorboards. He goes to the kitchen and slides open drawers.

Clang.

The first drawer he tries is full of loose metal utensils. Upstairs, Rosie stops snoring. Dan freezes every muscle, holding his breath until he hears Rosie’s snores again. He continues his search, shutting the utensil drawer much slower than he opened it. After trying a few more drawers, he finds a printed flyer for a pizza place nearby. On the back is a little square map showing its location. He squints in the dark but the map doesn’t show much. However, he’s able to see what streets are nearby. He recognizes some of them.

Rosie’s house isn’t as far from town as he thought. It’s definitely on the outskirts, but he can walk and make it to the docks in an hour. He wishes he knew what time it was. He could go right now, but if it’s too close to dawn he’ll risk Rosie catching him leaving. She can’t know what he’s up to or else (as kind as she is) she’ll get suspicious, too many questions will be asked, he’ll cave, and she’ll turn him in.

Movement catches Dan’s eye just outside the window. His nerves are already on edge from opening the drawer too fast, so he panics. He moves into the living room, crouching behind the couch. It’s so quiet Dan can hear his own heart beating. He stares into the tree line. All he can see is the very edge of the forest, just what’s illuminated by moonlight.

There.

Movement again. Dan sees something behind one of the trees, he’s sure of it. Could that be a hand wrapped around the bark? No, It’s only his eyes picking out odd shapes. But there’s no way anyone can really see inside, can they? It’s probably too dark to see much beyond the single standing lamp closest to the window’s glass. No one can see him. There’s probably no one out there anyway, just an animal. Maybe a raccoon going for garbage. Somehow Dan isn’t sure. There aren’t many large animals on the island, its mostly birds and crabs. Even raccoons aren’t common. But maybe that’s all he’s seen because he’s spent his whole life so close to the ocean. Near a forest like this, there must be other things, like coyotes and foxes.

Dan tells himself this as he continues to watch the tree line. He doesn’t see anything else, so very carefully he rises from his spot behind the couch. It was nothing. He needs to get back to sleep, considering he doesn’t plan on sleeping much the next few nights.

He gets himself back on the couch and wraps himself in blankets. He can’t shake the feeling someone’s watching him as he tries to sleep. He manages it, but it’s a restless night. He dreams of faces pressed against the glass, their faces fuzzy, and he can’t make any of them out, but they smile with all their teeth.
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Dan sits up, rubbing his eyes with his arm. It’s the morning now, and the living room looks much more pleasant than it did last night. The fear he’d felt while looking out the windows is gone, and he now sees only a breath-taking view.

Rosie is already awake and in the kitchen. “How’d you sleep?” she asks.

“Great actually,” Dan says, sitting up.

Rosie gives him a look. “You don’t have to lie. I know you slept like crap.”

“What gave it away?”

“The dark circles under your eyes, the sheets tossed on the floor, and your terribly groggy voice.”

“Geez, you’re not painting a pretty picture.”

“It’s nothing some coffee can’t fix.” Rosie turns on the coffee pot. “Shit. I forgot about the power being out.”

“It’s okay, I’ll be fine.”

“Hold on.” Rosie gets a coffee filter from a cupboard, and she has to stand on her toes to reach it. She takes the coffee pot and sets it in the sink with the filter over it. She adjusts the tap to the hottest water setting. “This is probably going to be a disgusting, luke-warm mess, but it’s better than no coffee. We should fill up some containers with water today. If the power is out long enough, we might run out.”

“I can help with that. I still need to earn my keep. Those repairs aren’t enough.” It’s true, they really aren’t. Dan plans to work on fixing the deck and gutter today, but they won’t take long. He needs to be useful beyond the work Rosie gives him.

Rosie smiles and they both wait patiently for the make-shift coffee to brew. Once it’s done, Rosie gets them each a mug and some sugar, and they take their drinks outside on the wrap-around deck.

It’s gorgeous out here. Almost as lovely as the view from the lighthouse. The deck makes a pleasant hollow sound as Dan walks across it. There’s a small outdoor table and chair set where they each take a seat, angling themselves to look out at the forest. It’s hard to imagine being terrified last night; in the daylight Dan can see all the spaces between the trees—no shadows holding dark secrets.

He takes a sip of his coffee and can’t help twisting his face.

Rosie almost chokes on her own. They both look at each other and burst into raucous laughter. Rosie has coffee running down her chin, which sends them both over the edge again. How long has it been since Dan has laughed this hard? He can’t remember. It must have been before Melissa.

Thinking of his wife ends his laughing fit, and Rosie’s tapers off too.

“Well, I’m going to take these back in since I don’t think either of us wants them. I might have something we can eat though.” Rosie leaves and comes back with two peanut butter sandwiches. “Breakfast of champions.”

Dan thanks her and they chew in silence. Dan hasn’t had a peanut butter sandwich since he was a kid. He remembers making his own dinners with whatever he could find while his dad ignored him. His dad never made him a meal, although he must have at some point, when he was too young to do it for himself. The thought of his dad caring for him when he was that young—not even two when his mother died—gives Dan chills. The flashback steals his appetite, and he doesn’t finish his sandwich.
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Dan helps Rosie collect water in various pots and buckets that lay around the house. Once they collect enough, Rosie lets Dan use her mouthwash since he doesn’t have a toothbrush. She promises she’ll drive into town later and buy him one even though he insists she doesn’t have to.

It feels strange using someone’s toiletries—oddly intimate. Dan isn’t sure if he’s okay with it or not. He still thinks of Melissa often, even though he’s sure their relationship is over for good. If pressuring her to move to a rock on the edge of the ocean and putting their son’s life in danger isn’t enough, then being a murder suspect and abducting their son (even though Dan still believes it isn’t technically an abduction) would drive the nail in the coffin. Melissa isn’t ever coming back, and he’ll be lucky if he ever sees Jonathan again, even if he’s proven innocent.

Dan spits the mouthwash in the sink and watches it swirl down the drain. The only thing he has left in his life that he can set straight is finding Matt’s killer.

A knock raps at the bathroom door. “Everything okay?” Rosie calls.

Dan hadn’t realized how long he was staring at the drain. “Yeah, just thinking. I might go for a walk before I work on the deck.”

“Well, there’s lots of trails around here. I’m going to get that toothbrush and pick up some mail. Need anything else?”

“Nope, nothing else.”

After a minute, he hears Rosie’s car pull out of the gravel driveway. He really could use a walk.

Dan makes his way outside, past the trash bins. It doesn’t take long to find a trail entrance and he starts walking, leaves crunching under foot. It’s still semi-muddy and he’s wearing borrowed sneakers that fit too tight. Rosie’s husband isn’t going to be happy when he sees the state of them. Good thing Dan will be long gone before he gets back. Dan continues down the path, stepping over the occasional fallen branch. The air out here is clean, different to the salt air that comes off the water at home. He likes this and could get used to it but knows he can’t. For now, he enjoys the moment, clearing his mind.

Eventually, Dan must turn around. He can only kill so much time out here and Rosie will be back soon. He starts the trek back to her house, and as it comes into view, Dan looks up to analyze it. He spots the deck chairs he and Rosie were sitting on only a few hours ago. He sees the windows too, right through them. The lamp is the clearest item, but he can make out the kitchen counter and the couch—pulled out, just for him. It strikes him that whatever he saw last night must have been right where he is now. He looks around for animal tracks. It didn’t rain last night, but the leftover mud would make any animal prints obvious. He doesn’t see anything other than his own.

He tries observing off the path a little. Nothing. Except…there is something. Dan pushes away a bunch of leaves covering a track. A human track. This one isn’t from Dan, as he hadn’t walked there. The pattern of the tread is completely different. His first instinct is to think it belongs to Rosie; she found him while while hiking, so she probably did it all the time, right? But the track is quite large, and Rosie simply isn’t big enough to leave this mark.

Dan’s whole body shudders. Someone really did watch him last night. Someone knows he’s here.


From the Brimbank Police Interview Records, November 17th, 1989

“We saw him throw Dan into a locker. We thought it was funny at the time. We all laughed about it. We didn’t know it was anything serious.”
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“Why didn’t you tell me you lived in the lighthouse?” Matt asks, following Dan down the school hallway. “I wouldn’t have made fun of you; I think it’s cool.”

Dan has tried to ignore Matt all day. After he followed him home, he’s been relentless about renewing their friendship. He still doesn’t get it—they can never be friends again. Dan’s dad will kill him if he finds out, and Matt will never understand being afraid of a parent.

“Come on. Talk to me!” Matt grabs Dan’s shoulder and spins him so they’re facing each other.

Dan lets loose, “I don’t want to talk to you!” He tries to walk away again, but Matt won’t give it up this time, throwing Dan into a locker. He crashes into it, the metal biting into his back. Almost everyone else is in class now, the halls empty other than a few girls who point and whisper under their breaths after they see Matt shove Dan.

“I know you don’t have a lot of money. And I know what your dad’s like. My dad knows who he is, and he talked to me about it. I don’t care, okay? Can we just go back to how things were?”

Dan’s face turns as red as the soil on the island. He pushes Matt out of the way, not bothering to answer him. He runs right past his class and out into the chilly fall air.

Thinking about Mr. Bartner sitting down with Matt, explaining how hard Dan’s life must be, makes him sick. He pictures it: Matt nodding along and them discussing how to be kind to Dan despite his situation. He thinks of what his own dad has told him: “At best, you’ll be a charity case in their eyes.”

His dad is right about everything.

Things will never be the same between him and Matt, nor does Dan want them to be. He doesn’t want to go over to his house and look at Matt’s expensive miniature town, or watch his dad pat him on the back every time he blinks the right way, or hear his mom call on them for dinner.

Dan never hears his own mother’s voice. He’ll never own all the things Matt does. But maybe he can make his dad proud if he stays away from him.
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Dan follows the footprints to see where they’re coming from, but it’s impossible. They’re everywhere, criss-crossing over each other at certain points as if the person had been pacing. It’s clear that whoever this was had been circling the house last night. Unless Rosie has a stalker Dan doesn’t know about, it has to be someone looking for him. If it had been the police, they would have barged through the door and arrested him once they found where he was, so it can’t be them.

Dan keeps looking for more prints, hoping they’ll lead to a clearer path so he can follow a source, but he’s interrupted when he hears Rosie’s car pulling back in the driveway.

He makes it look like he’s just finished his walk as Rosie gets out of the car, her arms full of bags. “Wow. You must have bought out the whole store.”

“Just the essentials. You should’ve seen the stores. They were packed with people trying to stock up on things before the next storm. Help me carry some of this inside?”

Dan obliges and together they lug everything into the house, laying it all out on the counter. Rosie was being humble when she said she only got the essentials; she got much more than that. Multiple jugs of water, candles, matches, a flashlight and batteries. She also brought back tons of non-perishable foods they wouldn’t have to heat up and some instant coffee that, although wouldn’t be great, would be much better than what they had this morning.

“With the fridge not working everything’s going to spoil, so we’re all set now. Oh, and this is for you.” Rosie hands Dan a bag. Inside is not just a toothbrush and toothpaste; there’s also a pack of black T-shirts, sweatpants, deodorant, and a brand-new pair of running shoes.

“Rosie, thank you. This is too much. I have to pay you back, or…”

“Don’t worry about it,” she says. “You can repay me by brushing your teeth. Your breath is awful.”

Dan covers his mouth with his hand and they both laugh. He takes the bag upstairs.

[image: ]


When Dan finishes brushing his teeth, he comes downstairs and finds Rosie in front of the fridge with an open garbage bag, throwing out milk and other easily spoiled foods.

“Here, let me help you,” Dan says.

“Thanks, this bag’s practically full. Could you take it out for me?”

“No problem.”

Dan lifts the bag and goes outside to toss it in the bin, the same one his prison uniform is in. He approaches it with a funny feeling creeping up on him.

Something isn’t right.

He looks closer and sees the same mysterious footprints from the forest right in front of the garbage. Dan sets down the heavy bag, his breath catching. There’s something under the rock on the garbage lid. He lifts it and finds a ripped page of yellow note paper tucked underneath.

That wasn’t there yesterday.

It’s folded in half, and Dan opens it with shaking hands. Somehow he knows the note is for him. There are only four words on the paper:

DON’T LOOK FOR ME.
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The note must’ve been written by the real killer. Whoever it was who found him so quickly, they must have been waiting for his arrival at the police station, only to be surprised when he never showed. It’s the only thing that makes sense. He was almost at the prison before he ran. Someone could have been lurking the area, waiting for him. With the power out, word of Dan’s escape wouldn’t have spread as far as it would have upon normal circumstances, but even if someone with a generator had seen him on the news or heard about the escape on a radio, there would be no way to know exactly where he had run off to in the forest.

The murderer had probably been excited to watch him enter that police station; witnessing Dan being arrested was their perfect cover. They probably thought it was done, that they would remain free, until Dan ran from that SUV and ruined it for them.

Dan thinks back to that night. Had he seen any other cars on the road? He can’t remember. There was too much rain and wind to notice anything, and he hadn’t exactly been observing his surroundings. His mind had been focused on getting away.

Guilt rushes over Dan as he takes in his current scenario. Rosie has done nothing but help him and he’s brought a murderer right to her doorstep. He has to end this, and fast. He’ll give himself three days, until the next hurricane, like he told himself (well now only two days). He won’t risk her safety any more than that.

Back inside, Dan manages to grab a plastic Ziploc bag from the kitchen when Rosie isn’t paying attention. He puts the note inside and hides it in his pocket. It could be evidence. When this is all over and he goes back to the police, he plans to give it to them. They might be able to get a fingerprint or analyze the handwriting, or something.

After stashing the note, Dan heads off to work on repairing the deck boards. Some tools that Rosie hadn’t put away the day before are still left out and it strikes Dan as odd that whoever had been lurking around here last night didn’t steal them. Although, Dan knows theft isn’t their motive.

Dan finishes adding new boards where the old ones were lifted and splintered, deciding to leave the gutter drain for tomorrow. He wants to try to end the night early, so he has time to go out once Rosie falls asleep.

He has plans for tonight.

Inside, Dan sits at the dining table and waits as Rosie opens cans of Chef Boyardee for them to eat cold.

The sharp can opener spins around as Rosie turns the handle. “Shit,” she says.

Dan looks up from his seat at the oak kitchen table. Rosie is bent over, clutching her hand. There’s blood slipping between her fingers and dripping to the floor.

“Jesus, are you okay?” Dan rushes to her and turns on the tap, but the water has already run out. It only dribbles. Instead, he gets one of the smaller pots they’d filled and directs Rosie to it, helping her wash the cut.

“Thanks,” she says. All the colour from her cheeks has disappeared.

“I think you need to sit down,” says Dan.

Rosie doesn’t argue as Dan helps her to the couch. He asks her where her Band-Aids are, and she tells him. Dan gets them and returns, kneeling in front of Rosie and helping her wrap her finger. The cut isn’t as bad as it looked at first, now that it’s not coated in blood.

“I’m sorry, I just get sick at the sight of blood. I can’t stand it,” Rosie admits.

“It’s okay, just relax. I’ll get the other can open.”

Rosie tips her head back and keeps her eyes closed.

Although the table is set (Rosie even lit a few of the candles she’d purchased so they could see better while they ate in the dim light), Dan brings everything over to the couch. They can eat there instead. Rosie thanks him and takes her can, carefully forking some ravioli into her mouth. As she eats, some of the colour returns to her face. In the candlelight, she looks beautiful as she comes back to herself.

“You’re looking better.”

“Yeah, I’m not feeling light-headed anymore, so that’s something.”

“Blood really bothers you that much?”

Rosie looks at him and her face pales again, just a bit. “Let’s not talk about it.”

“Okay. What do you want to talk about?” Dan eats a fork-full from his own can.

Rosie contemplates, then says, “How long are you going to stay here?”

Dan still has to keep up his lie. “Well, my hiking trip was only supposed to last a few more days, so I guess soon.”

“Will you stay until the next storm?”

“Yes, but I have to leave right after.”

“And who are you going home to?” Rosie asks.

“No one.” That part isn’t a lie.

“So, you don’t have any family? You just travel and go on hiking trips whenever you want?”

“Pretty much.”

“It sounds like such a free life.”

“It can be,” Dan says. He wishes he could tell her everything. He wishes he could explain exactly how trapped he really is. “It seems like you have a pretty free life too.”

Rosie laughs. “Yeah, right.”

“I know you said you don’t like being alone, but doesn’t that give you freedom too?”

Rosie twirls her fork around in the can. “My husband can be…controlling.”

“He’s not here though.”

“He manages to…influence things...even when he’s not here.” Dan nods. He doesn’t get it, but he can see how unhappy Rosie is, and his heart breaks for her. He knows what being in a bad marriage feels like. “I like having you here. I wish you could stay.”

Dan taps his foot in a nervous pattern. He likes Rosie a lot, but he’s also scared to feel that way. He shouldn’t be feeling this way about anyone other than Melissa. It hasn’t even been a month since she left him. Had it only been that long? So much has happened that it feels like forever ago.

“Me too,” Dan says and really means it. Being with Rosie, laughing with her, experiencing her generosity... It makes him wish he’d done a lot of things differently. Maybe if they’d met under different circumstances…

Rosie puts her hand on Dan’s knee, stopping him from tapping his leg. When Melissa used to do that, he knew it was out of frustration at the habit. She never cared about why he was doing it, why he was anxious.

It feels different with Rosie.

She leans closer to Dan—her brunette hair shimmering in the candlelight—and she kisses him. Dan kisses her back. For a moment, he isn’t hiding from police. He isn’t missing his wife. He still misses Jonathan, but it stings less with Rosie by his side. Her lips move against his, soft and warm. He really wishes he’d met her some other way, but he hadn’t. Dan knows he can’t stay here, and she won’t want anything to do with him once she finds out how much he’s lied to her. For now, though…

BANG.

Rosie and Dan both jump apart, shocked and wide-eyed.

“What the hell was that?” Rosie asks. “It sounded like someone threw a rock at the window.”

Dan’s heart pounds so loud he fears Rosie can hear it. He knows that could be the truth. He knows someone could be lurking in those woods, watching them right now.

“I don’t know,” he says. “It could have been anything.”

Rosie gets up and stands right in front of the window, scanning the yard. “I don’t see anything.” She hovers, looking for anything that could explain the noise, but she eventually turns away.

“It’s getting late anyway. Maybe we should both get some sleep,” Dan suggests. He isn’t sure Rosie will let the sound go, but he doesn’t want her going outside to look, knowing the danger that could be out there.

Luckily, she lets it go. “You’re right. I’m kind of tired. We should go to bed. Goodnight Dave,” Rosie says, using his fake name. She leaves, setting her empty can on the counter before going up to her room.

It’s fully dark now, and Dan is left alone once again with only those giant, looming windows for company.
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Rosie has been snoring upstairs for an hour. Dan waits, wanting to be certain she’s in a deep sleep before sneaking out. Despite what the note says, it only solidifies Dan’s desire to disobey it. He can’t stop looking now. Whoever is doing this is not only happy to let Dan take the fall for their actions, but they are now actively trying to make sure he won’t be able to prove himself innocent. He can’t blame them; he knows the appeal of that all too well.

It’s time.

Dan grabs the new flashlight Rosie bought and another Ziploc bag, in case he gets any new evidence, and leaves out the front door, closing it carefully behind him. The night is extremely cold, shocking Dan’s body. The fall air is still warm during the day, but without the sun it almost feels like winter.

Flashlight in hand, there’s no more delaying. Dan heads to the scene of the crime.

The walk is a long hour, and he didn’t think to bring a jacket, not wanting to take any more of Rosie’s husband’s clothes. He’s in one of the new outfits she got for him and although it’s comfortable, it does little to keep the bite of the cold at bay. He’s almost there though. Almost at the docks.

The last time he was here, it was too foggy to see anything. This time it’s a clear night and Oliver’s bar comes into view first. Normally at this hour the bar would be full, but with no power, the lights are all out, forcing the late-night drinkers to stay home.

There are no lights in all the other businesses too—mostly gift shops and one small motel. Not even the streetlights are on. It’s like walking through a ghost town.

Dan’s foot finally hits the first wooden plank of the docks. It’s not as quiet as it was that fateful night. The ocean waves lap at the dock eagerly, making hollow gulping noises as he walks. There are no boats tied to the docks—everyone who would’ve tied them there must have put them in storage to protect them from the harsh weather still to come.

The police must’ve combed this area already, the space is devoid of caution tape, so the chances of Dan finding anything are low. If the police missed something, it would’ve been washed away by the first storm. He has to try though. He needs more than a vague note to find the killer.

Dan walks up and down the dock at least ten times, searching everywhere he can. He looks under and around the bench he sat on but sees nothing but the “Tom Gaddin” plaque. He isn’t sure where exactly they found Matt’s body; the photo the first interrogator showed Dan was cropped too close to tell. The matchbook Dan accidentally dropped is long gone, taken by police. There’s only one other thing Dan can think of to try. It’s time consuming, but he doesn’t have to be back at Rosie’s house until dawn. Dan gets down on all fours and shines the flashlight in between the planks of the dock, squinting through the gaps to see if anything is caught underneath.

Dan crawls his way down the dock, meticulously checking between every board. He’s almost at the end and about to give up when the flashlight catches something. He stops, a wave splashing over the spot and obscuring his view. Once it recedes, he sees it again, stuck between two rocks.

There is something there. Something small and red.

Excitement swells in Dan’s chest, but now he’s faced with a new problem: how is he going to get it? It might not even have anything to do with the murder. It could be a candy wrapper for all he knows.

He stands and strips down. Dan hasn’t been swimming in years, and he’s not looking forward to starting again with a near polar plunge, but it’s the only way. Before he jumps, he takes the flashlight—still turned on—and balances it right over the spot where the object is. Hopefully that will help him find it again once he’s in the water.

He stands at the edge of the dock in nothing but what God gave him and jumps into the frigid water. The ambient sound of the outdoors from above the water warps as his head slips under the surface. The cold is immediate and his body reels in protest. Whatever cold he felt on his walk here is nothing compared to what he feels now. This is the coldest water he’s been in since… No. He’s not there, not back in that horrible time and place. This isn’t the same. He can do this. He can stay calm.

Dan’s head breaches the surface, and he gasps in a breath. Everything’s fine. He acclimates to the temperature after a few minutes and gets ready to find whatever he saw. He gets as close as he can to the spot his flashlight beams at, wrapping one hand on the wet wooden support beam under the dock. The beam is slick with algae, but it still steadies him somewhat. With his other hand, he reaches past the beam and feels for the rocks. He’s shoulder deep but doesn’t touch anything. He pulls his arm back. It must be deeper than it first looked.

He’s going to have to dive underwater.

He doesn’t want to go under; having his head below the surface sends nothing but pulses of pure dread throughout Dan’s body. He doesn’t want to have a panic attack down there and drown. He has to remain calm.

Dan takes a few breathes—trying to become as relaxed as possible—then he goes for it, diving under the dock. He tries to open his eyes, but the sting of the salt water is too much, so he relies only on touch. He finds the two rocks and feels around until his fingers brush against something unlike the texture of the rocks. He hopes for the best, grabs it, and swims back up.

He did it.

He dove down there and nothing bad happened. Pride warms his damp skin, something almost entirely foreign to him. He’s always tried so hard to make other people proud, but he’s never tried to make himself proud. It’s a good feeling. He hopes it pays off and whatever this is helps him.

He catches his breath and tosses the object above him, onto the dock, then heaves himself over the edge. He sits in a puddle of salty water, unable to control the convulsions rippling through his body. He doesn’t have a towel, and now that he’s out, the air feels colder than the water.

This had better be worth it. Dan’s hair is plastered to his forehead, blocking his eyes. He swipes at the hairs and looks at what he risked hypothermia for.

It’s a little lighthouse, about the size of a pop can. It’s painted with red stripes around it and its damaged. One side is bashed in. Dan turns it in his hands. It’s heavy. To anyone else but him, this would seem like a common souvenir. Many just like it can be found for sale in half the shops on the surrounding streets. But Dan knows exactly what this is. He’s seen it before in Matt’s basement.


From the Brimbank Police Interview Records, November 17th, 1989

“I wasn’t, like, friends with them or anything. No one was. They were both weird. Well, Matt wasn’t as strange as Dan, but they hung out together, so we all avoided them. But what pisses me off… oops. Am I allowed to swear in this interview? Sorry ‘bout that. What really bothers me though is that everyone’s like, ‘No way he could have done it! It’s so shocking!’ It bothers me because it’s not really that shocking. He had a violent side.”
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BEFORE


Dan’s in his room, sitting on his bed reading a comic, trying to shut the world out. His bedroom is his favourite place. His bed has a broken slat, and it sags in the middle, but the dip makes it extra comfortable, fitting his body. There is one small window that faces the path leading to the cliff—the same window where he watched Matt and prayed that he’d leave. Under that window, he has a small desk and chair, which he sits on to write stories.

Dan writes late into the night, making sure to hide everything in his closet before going to bed. His dad hates when he writes. He says it’s a waste of time to have your head in the clouds, but it’s the one thing Dan can’t give up, no matter how much he wants to listen to his dad. He has to write. He writes about people, like the ones in his comics. People who fly away and stop criminals and have powers. Dan would do anything to fly off somewhere else, but he can’t do that, so he has to settle for his stories. In those, he can do anything.

Dan’s eyes skim across the same sentence over and over. He can’t concentrate, so he decides to do something else.

He’s still upset about what happened earlier. Dan knows he shouldn’t skip school; he’s just so angry. How had he ever been friends with Matt? He wanted so badly to have a piece of his life that he was willing to take the scraps of kindness he had shown him.

Dan wishes he could take it all back.

He flops the comic book onto his sheets and gets up. He makes his way to his closet, turning the handle and opening it wide. Inside it’s full of old clothing, most of which doesn’t fit him anymore, but he keeps them because he doesn’t get new clothes often.

There’s also a shelf, way at the top. Dan can’t reach it without standing on his desk chair, so he brings it over and pulls down a box from the shelf. He brings the box to the desk and drags his chair with him. He sits down and removes the lid.

Inside are scraps of paper he’s written on. The latest story he’s been working on is in there. He’s been slaving over it for a few weeks and he’s almost finished. In the story, there is a young girl who loves her father. Her family is poor, and the little girl isn’t happy with her life. Her dad wants nothing more than to be able to give her whatever she wants and keep her happy forever, so he decides to search the world for something that can help him. He travels all over the planet and can’t find anything that can help, but on one of his adventures, he comes across a salesman who promises him that if he buys his magic potion, he will be able to make his daughter happy forever. He eagerly purchases the potion and goes home, but after he drinks it, nothing changes. The man thinks that maybe he didn’t buy enough, so he keeps going back to the salesman for more. This is where Dan is stuck in the story. He hasn’t figured out how to end it. It seems like no one is happy now, other than the salesman. He thinks the dad in the story should have just stayed home from the beginning—that would have made his daughter happier. But that wouldn’t be much of a story, would it?

He moves those papers to the side and takes out something else from the bottom—photos. Dan had found the pictures stuffed under the kitchen sink. The photos are yellowed, aged, and have water damage. Brown spots blemish some areas of the photo, making those sections impossible to see. There are three of them altogether.

One shows Dan’s dad, but much younger. He’s about the same age as Dan is now. He stands on the front step of the lighthouse with Dan’s grandfather. Dan has never met him; he passed away before he was born. Dan’s dad never talks about him or his own childhood. In this picture, the lighthouse windows surrounding the bulb aren’t cracked, it looks well-kept. When his grandpa was around, the county still paid him for the lighthouse to be maintained in good condition.

The second photo is of Dan’s dad, still as a child, playing on the rocky beach beside the lighthouse. A splotch of water damage covers some of the sky in the background, but it’s a nice image regardless. His dad looks happy. He’s never seen him like that in real life—only in this one picture.

The last photo is the newest, and it isn’t nearly as aged as the other two, but, unfortunately, it has the most water damage. In this photo, Dan’s dad is much older and he’s standing with Dan’s mom beside a small sailboat. It’s the only picture Dan has of her, and he can’t even see her face. A large splotch of water damage covers her from the neck up. He wonders if he looks like her at all. Dan looks so much like his dad that sometimes he wonders if he got any piece of his mother at all. He hopes he did. Sometimes he searches his face in the bathroom mirror to look for traces of her. If he has a piece of her, then maybe he’d have a chance to become something other than what his father has turned into.

A clap of thunder sounds outside. Dan looks out the little window and watches as the sky grows darker. Storms roll in so fast out here, being so close to the ocean. Dan hears footsteps on the stairs, so he grabs the photos and stuffs them back in the box, using his chair to hide them in his closet again. His heartbeat races as the footsteps inch closer, but Dan’s dad doesn’t stop at his room. Instead, he continues up at a languid pace. Dan knows where he’s heading.

Outside, the storm intensifies. Rain patters against the window—gentle at first, but it soon turns into a torrential downpour. Dan steps out of his room and onto the staircase landing. He makes his way up, following his dad’s footsteps. He passes his dad’s bedroom, making his silent way to the light housing. This room is as it has always been. A metal floor surrounds the massive light in the centre. It isn’t turned on, and it hasn’t been in years. The rain is more intense this high up, the sound almost deafening. There are cracks in the large glass windows in more than a few spots and little beads of water make their way through, splattering the metal floor with a dull plink.

Dan’s father is where he always is during storms. He sits on a single chair on the floor as close as possible to the glass. Dan approaches him, knowing that right now he wouldn’t care about Dan skipping class.

“Dad?” Dan asks.

Dan’s dad doesn’t respond, only stares out the window. He doesn’t even blink. He’s so close to the glass that his nose almost touches it. Dan sits down beside him on the floor and mirrors his pose. When they’re like this, it feels like they’re doing something together. Dan imagines that his dad asked him to sit with him, to watch the storm roll through in companionable silence.

This close to the glass and so high up, Dan also imagines that there’s no floor beneath him. It looks like he’s sitting in the sky, nothing but the ocean below him. Another round of thunder claps and lightning crackles down the horizon this time.

Dan pictures himself as one of the superheroes in his stories, flying above the water. He glances at his dad, still staring out at the water. Dan wonders what he’s thinking about. Is he imagining Dan’s mom? Does he miss her, or blame himself for what happened? Is he picturing her out there, somewhere far below the waves and lost to him, just as vividly as Dan pictures himself flying above the same waves?

Thinking of his mom down there in the darkest parts of the ocean, faceless and rotten, makes him sick. Instead, he pretends he’s flying again, but it only adds to the nausea.

He gets up, wanting to go back to his room now.

“Bye dad.”

He exits the room, his dad staying still, not uttering a word, still staring out at the vastness of the storm.
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Dan tucks the lighthouse into the baggie he brought and slides his thumb across the plastic to seal it. This is undeniable evidence. (It may even be the murder weapon.) The bashed-in edge could’ve come from hitting it into someone’s head, someone who was recently found dead.

Dan shakes, and it’s not only from the cold. He didn’t believe he’d find anything, and the fact that he has gives him a real shot at solving this. He can never take back what’s happened with Matt, but he hopes he would be happy to see Dan helping bring him to justice now.

Better late than never.

Dan rushes to put his clothes back on. He doubts anyone would be walking by, but you never know. Somebody spotting a naked man on the dock would definitely call the police, even if they didn’t know about them looking for Dan. His clothes are dry and slipping them on after freezing feels amazing. However, moisture still clings to his skin, and the clothes quickly become damp. It’s still better than it was before, he just hopes he’ll be dry by the time he walks back to Rosie’s house. He picks up the plastic-wrapped lighthouse figure and the flashlight and begins his chilly walk back.
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Dan makes it back to Rosie’s street quicker than it took him to get to the docks. The dampness of his clothes is almost unbearably cold, so he starts jogging to warm himself up. It works to an extent—he’s still freezing—but he manages to keep his core body temperature up enough that he’s able to get back without too much discomfort. His clothes have dried for the most part as well, and only his hair remains damp.

The backs of Dan’s ankles are now sore from wearing the new shoes Rosie had gotten him, and although he is still grateful for them, they haven’t been broken in yet; the jog gave him blisters. He can’t wait to take the shoes off and lay down on the couch. He’s back early enough that he might even get a few hours of sleep.

The forest looms behind Rosie’s house, the trees possessing the same dark shadows Dan saw yesterday. They look even more menacing from outside as he hears the wind rustling their dry leaves. Someone could be out there right now, waiting for him. The killer could’ve been stalking the house earlier and watched him leave.

He passes a bunch of trees that stand right at the entrance to Rosie’s driveway. His feet crunch on the gravel and as he walks past them, and he imagines a hand (just like the one he thought he saw between the trees yesterday) reaching out and grabbing him.

He makes it beyond the trees safely; no one grabs him.

Dan is so focused on the forest that he doesn’t see what’s right in front of him. The front door of the house is wide open. He didn’t lock it. He never even considered taking Rosie’s keys with him.

Dan rushes through the door, blisters and cold fleeing his mind. He must find her—she could be hurt or even dead and it would be all his fault. He thought three days was short enough, that whatever troubles he brought wouldn’t catch up with Rosie, but he realizes now that he shouldn’t have risked someone else’s life at all. This is his mess, and he’d dragged Rosie into it unwillingly.

What the hell had he been thinking?

Dan starts his search by going up the stairs to look in Rosie’s bedroom. It feels invasive to go in there, but he must do it. He turns the handle and the door swings open, making one long creak that rings through the house. He feels along the wall to turn on the light, then remembers he can’t do that. Instead, he reaches for the flashlight he took with him to the docks; it’s still in his pocket.

He flicks it on, and the beam casts a circular glow on Rosie’s bed. The sheets are pulled back like she may have gotten up in the night, but she’s not there.

Dan runs back downstairs and goes down the hall, past the basement door and into the kitchen and living room. His flashlight glares against the massive windowpanes, blinding him for a moment. He turns the light off, now able to see the room in only moonlight. Without the glare, he sees something on the windows.

Painted in large letters, someone has written…

STOP SEARCHING.

The letters are messy, dripping, and Dan hopes with everything he has that it isn’t written in what he thinks it is.

He hears a voice.

“Dave? Is that you?” Dan turns his head to find Rosie standing in the far corner of the living room. She’s in a pale nightdress and he can see the whites of her eyes—she’s terrified. The sight of her standing there scares Dan too. She looks like a pale ghost hovering in the corner.

He doesn’t approach her, choosing to stay where he is. “Yeah, it’s me.”

“Please tell me you didn’t do that.”

She backs further into the corner. Dan walks towards the window and she presses herself against the wall, sliding away from him as he moves. Dan reaches out and touches the glass with his fingertips. They come away wet. The message is written on the inside of the windows. If the open door wasn’t enough, this confirms it. The killer has been inside this house.

“No, Rosie, I didn’t write this. You have to believe me.”

Rosie keeps her back pressed to the wall, not taking her eyes off Dan.
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“We need to talk,” says Rosie. She’s still standing in the living room in her nightgown, but she’s moved a little closer to Dan who is still standing beside the writing on the window.

“Rosie, I swear I didn’t write that.” He points to the dripping letters. “I know I’m still practically a stranger, but you have to believe me.” There’s no way she’s going to believe him. Although they’ve bonded considerably since meeting, Dan is still just a guy she found wandering in the woods. Why would she trust him at all? He’s been lucky she let him stay here. Now he’s broken that trust and there’s no reason for Rosie to give him a second chance.

“I’m sorry,” says Rosie.

“Excuse me?” Dan is so confused. She has nothing to apologize for. He should be the one apologizing, begging on his knees for her to believe him. He should tell her the truth too, about everything. She needs to know exactly the danger he’s put her in.

“This is all my fault,” Rosie says.

“How could this be your fault?”

Rosie sighs and comes even closer to Dan. He’s all too aware of how little she’s wearing and he takes a step back. Getting too close won’t help him convince her he isn’t a psycho creep.

“Remember when I told you about my husband causing me troubles?”

“Yes, I remember you saying that.” Where is she going with this?

“Well… I think he’s still causing me trouble now.”

“You think he did this? He’s your husband. Wouldn’t he just talk to you?”

“No, he didn’t do this. He’s too far away. But there were things he was…involved in. Things that could lead to someone trying to scare me.”

Dan is still confused, but he’s starting to see her thought process. She believes someone who her controlling husband is involved with left that message. Dan supposes it’s possible, but she doesn’t know all the facts. It’s still much more likely that Matt’s killer is following him. He wants to tell her so badly, but it would ruin everything. She’d call the police and although Dan now has some evidence, it’s not enough yet. He still can’t give them a name.

“If it is someone your husband knows, what does the message mean?” Dan asks.

“I don’t know…but if someone is unstable enough to break in and do that,” Rosie points to the window, “then they probably aren’t making a lot of sense.”

“Does your husband know a lot of unstable people?”

“Sort of. Honestly, Dave, I would understand if you didn’t want to stay here anymore. I know you said you’d leave after the next storm but…well, I’m sorry I got you involved in this.”

How is this possible? He stands there in utter shock. He’s dragged Rosie into a horrible, dangerous mess and here she is apologizing to him? It’s so hard to believe that Rosie would think her life has interfered with his. It’s almost laughable.

On the other hand, if her husband really is the way she’s making him sound…she could be right. Dan thinks about the message: STOP SEARCHING. If directed at Dan, it would be obvious they meant for him to stop searching for evidence. But a controlling husband away on a business trip might have someone watching the house. They might’ve seen Dan and assumed she was looking for someone else. Stop searching could mean someone wants Rosie to stop searching for another man. It would explain the rock that was thrown at the window earlier tonight—thrown right as they had kissed. If whoever was out there saw them, they could have thrown it to get them to stop. This didn’t explain the first note under the rock, though, the one that said: DON’T LOOK FOR ME. That had seemed so specifically directed at Dan and his search for who killed Matt. Could that have a double meaning as well? It’s impossible to know without showing Rosie the note; she still doesn’t know about it.

If Rosie is right, her husband might be someone Dan doesn’t want to tangle with. Rosie has never said what kind of business he’s away on. For all Dan knows, he could be some mafia boss who would take him out as quickly as Matt’s killer would. It would explain this house. Despite its rustic appearance, everything in here has a certain weight to it that gives away how expensive it really is. That heavy oak table, for instance. Dan knows he could never afford something like that. The type of man who can would have to be very well off. If his theory is true, then he is way in over his head.

“I need to sit down,” Dan says. He goes to that oak table and pulls out one of the chairs. It slides across the floor, a floor that is genuine hardwood, not laminate. He props his elbows on the table and rests his head on his hands. He feels as though he has whiplash. Ever since Melissa left, he’s been thrown from one bad situation to another. Just when he starts to feel like he has a grip on things, they get exponentially worse.

He found the miniature lighthouse. It looked like promising evidence, but what does it really prove? Yes, it belonged to Matt. He could’ve had it with him for some reason, tucked in his jacket. People did strange things sometimes. And the dent on it? It could’ve been smashed off a rock in the storm. That was what the cops would tell him. They’d look at his scrap of paper (that he could’ve written on himself) and his little figurine and laugh. He’d go right back to jail. He’d only ever see his son again through prison bars, and even then, that would only happen if Melissa allows it. What a waste of time. He should never have run from that SUV. He’s only going to get himself a harsher sentence for escaping.

A hand presses against Dan’s back. He raises his head to see Rosie beside him, rubbing his shoulder. “I’m so sorry Dave,” she says.

She looks like she really means it. He wishes she wouldn’t pity him like that. Yet again, this is his fault. “Rosie…I have to tell you something⁠—”

“Not tonight. You can tell me in the morning. We’re both exhausted, and I won’t force you to stay here, but I want you to think about it at least.”

She’s right; Dan is exhausted. He should wait until he’s clearer-minded and less emotional to tell Rosie the truth. She’d been honest with him, and he has to do the same for her. In the morning, he’ll tell her everything. There’s no point in using his last day to search for more evidence (it’s not enough time) and even if he did find something, no one would care or believe him.

“Okay, we can wait until morning. Should we clean that off before we go to sleep?” Dan looks at the message, still dripping.

Rosie looks at it. “Do you think it’s…?”

“Blood?” Dan asks.

Rosie swallows. “Yeah, that.”

“Let’s find out.”

Dan gets up from the table, grabs the flashlight and shines it on his fingers. Whatever is on them has dried now, and as he shines the light he sees its dark colour is not blood as he’d feared—it’s only mud. Rosie peers over his shoulder and relaxes her posture once she also sees what it is.

“I think we can leave that until morning then,” she says.

Dan agrees and heads to the couch, but Rosie stops him.

She pats the sofa cushion. “Do you really want to sleep here, knowing someone could be watching?” She doesn’t know that Dan already suspected this, that from the moment he saw the note, he knew it was possible.

“I’ll be okay,” he says.

“Well, if you change your mind, you can come upstairs.” She sets off on her own, making sure the front door is locked, then pads up the stairs to her bedroom. Dan watches her go. It’s so tempting to follow her up. He wants to. He wants to more than he’d like to admit, but he holds back. If Rosie’s husband really has someone watching and is angry about them being around each other, they wouldn’t approve of seeing him go up those stairs and not coming back down. And now he knows they’re willing to break in. He can’t risk it.

Even if he ignores all that, there’s still the fact that tomorrow is his last free day. He doesn’t want to get more involved before having to leave forever. It’s already going to hurt.

Dan removes the Ziploc bag containing the lighthouse from his pocket and shoves it under the couch with the note. He then settles in on the couch and turns so he can’t see the lettering—it’s rather disturbing sleeping with that overhead—but he forgets about it quickly. His eyes are so heavy, he can’t keep them open any longer. He falls asleep knowing that tomorrow will be his last day here.


From the Brimbank Police Interview Records, November 18th, 1989

“I noticed the bruises. All the teachers knew, but Dan never admitted where they came from. If he said anything about his dad, I’m sure one of us would’ve reported it. Poor kid. He never had it easy, even before what happened.”
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BEFORE


Matt tries confronting Dan again at school. Why won’t he just leave him alone? Hasn’t he made it clear they’re never going to be friends again?

It happens after class, and it has already been a particularly bad day. Mrs. Cunningham pulls Dan aside to talk to him about his grades and how they have been falling. She wears a heavy, floral perfume that smells like old bathroom soap. It makes Dan sneeze, and everyone looks at him. Once they notice him, many of his classmates eavesdrop. Mrs. Cunningham isn’t exactly quiet about it either, and a few of the other kids snicker when she tells him she would have to hold him back a grade if he doesn’t work harder.

Ashamed, Dan keeps his head down and only repeats, “Yes, Mrs. Cunningham,” after everything she says.

He’s about to go back to his seat—he knows more people will laugh as he walks down the aisle of desks to his own—when Mrs. Cunningham halts him by grabbing his arm.

“What’s that?” she asks.

“Nothing,” Dan replies. He snatches his arm back, but it’s too late; she’s seen the bruise.

Things have been getting worse at home. Dan’s dad has gone from hitting him only occasionally when Dan acts out of line, to beating him almost every day. The only days he doesn’t now are days it rains—when he goes all the way up the lighthouse to stare out those massive windows. Dan often prays for rain. Sometimes someone listens to him. But when they don’t…

He goes back to his seat and can feel Matt staring at him. He knows half the class saw the bruise, but he doesn’t care. Matt is the one he really wants to hide it from. The rest of the class passes without Dan paying any attention to the lesson.

The bell finally rings and all the other students pour out of the school in droves, trying to get home as fast as they can. Dan usually lingers, not wanting to go back to the lighthouse sooner than strictly necessary. Today though, he races outside with everyone else. He isn’t fast enough though, and before he gets very far, Matt runs in front of him, blocking his way forward. Dan tries to step to the side, but Matt matches his steps, and they end up in an odd, uncomfortable dance.

“How did you get that bruise?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Let me see it.” Matt grabs for his arm and Dan steps back. Matt just moves faster and grabs him, anyway, causing Dan to wince.

“Seriously, Matt, I just want to go home.”

“But he’s hurting you! Why don’t you come talk to my dad. He could help. We could talk to someone⁠—”

“I don’t want your help! Just back off!”

Other kids are staring at them now, whispering to each other but unwilling to get involved. They all watch Matt grab at Dan and a few lone voices shout, “Fight, fight, fight!”

“I don’t understand you,” says Matt.

“Good. I don’t want you to.” Dan walks past Matt and he finally lets him go. The kids who shouted for a fight now boo, but Dan ignores them all as he walks home.

He feels something wet on his cheek and swipes at it with the sleeve of his old denim jacket. He can’t let Matt, of all people, get to him.
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Back at home, Dan sits in his room. He’s working on his story; he’s so close to finishing it. He pauses to look out the little window; there are dark clouds rolling in, and he might get lucky with a storm.

He continues to scratch words on the paper. It feels good to make a mark in the world even if the mark is only graphite and dead trees. It still has to count for something, right? It makes him feel like he has control over something, his own little world to play puppet master with. Somewhere no one can tell him what to do.

Footsteps.

Dan looks out the window again. It’s not raining yet. He rushes to his closet, stuffing his story in his secret box as fast as he can, crumpling the pages. He scurries to his bed and shoves his comics under his mattress. He never knows when or what his dad will choose to be mad at him for, but no matter how he prepared he tries to be, he always finds something wrong.

The footsteps stop on the landing outside his door before it’s thrown open.

“What are you doing in here?” Dan’s dad slurs.

“Nothing.” Dan sits on his hands.

“Well, there are dishes in the sink that haven’t been washed. Why not?”

“Sorry. I’ll do them right now.” Dan stands to walk past his dad, but he doesn’t move.

“Should’ve been done when you got home, especially if you got nothing to do.”

“I said I’m sorry.”

“Sorry doesn’t count for shit.”

Dan closes his eyes, waiting for the blow to his arm or ribs. It doesn’t come. Instead, pain surges across his shin. He gasps, sucking in air as he bends, holding his injured leg. Before his hands make it to where it hurts, his dad kicks him again, in the exact same spot. This time the pain is excruciating, forcing Dan to fall to the ground; he makes a little squeaking sound as he meets the floor.

Hearing that squeak sets something—some dark monster—loose in his dad’s mind that can’t be laid to rest until it runs its course. He looks disgusted with Dan, and he kicks him again and again in the stomach, ribs, everywhere but his face. Dan wants to think it’s only the alcohol that makes him like this, that he isn’t really himself and has no ability to discern right from wrong. But that theory is flawed. If it isn’t, then why does he leave his face untouched? He has to at least be conscious enough to remember that. Dan almost wishes he would hit him in the face just once so Dan can believe there is some good in him, and that if only he can get that beast—that monster—out of his body, he might meet his real father for the first time. He doesn’t want to believe this is him. If he can’t believe there is something good in his dad, then what did that say about his mom? Why did she have a child with a man like this? Why is Dan here at all?

He doesn’t register when his dad leaves the room; he only grows aware that he’s alone after it’s been silent for a long time. He’s so sore, especially where he had been kicked twice.

Dan sits up but stays on the floor. There is a small beam of light casting from the setting sun outside the window; it lands on him. He isn’t bleeding anywhere that he can tell; but as he rolls up his jeans, he knows there’s something wrong with his leg.

A massive purple and black bruise spreads over his skin, and below it protrudes a small lump. Dan tries to touch it and nearly falls to the floor again, stars swimming in his eyes. His leg is broken, and he knows his dad won’t take him to the hospital.

He sits there, trying to think of what to do. He can’t drive—he doesn’t know how—and he wouldn’t be able to walk all the way to the hospital with his leg like this. He has no one he can call for help and he doesn’t want to get his dad in trouble. He wants there to be a chance to fix things.

Dan shuffles his way to the edge of his bed; he would have to wait until morning. He can think of something by then. Or maybe his dad will sober up by then and agree to take him. Dan uses his arms to hoist himself up, then tucks his good leg under his body and pushes. He got his but on the mattress, but when he tries to swing his broken leg onto bed, he bumps it on the edge by accident.

Dan cries out in absolute agony, but there’s no one he’s really crying out to. No one is going to come.

In that moment, Dan feels incredibly young. His eyes shut and he trembles, no longer from pain but from desperation. He doesn’t want to deal with this alone. He wants his mom.
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“So, this is really it? You’re sure you can’t stay any longer?”

It’s the third time Rosie has asked today. Dan knows she doesn’t want him to leave, but this has to be goodbye. The second hurricane will hit soon. They both know it will be sometime today, but without the news, they aren’t sure when. It could be only hours away. Dan will stay only until the storm passes, and then he needs to turn himself in. He’s given it as much effort as possible, but it had been a stupid idea from the beginning. After last night, he knows he can’t be here any longer. Although he knows Rosie believes the writing on the windows is her fault, Dan still isn’t so sure. He’s surprised he managed to find out as much as he did, and he plans on turning in the evidence he’s found, despite knowing no one will believe him. The note and the miniature lighthouse will likely be stashed in an evidence box and forgotten without ever being investigated, but at least after all this, Dan will know he tried. He will know it wasn’t a lack of effort that Matt’s murderer walks free while he’s locked up.

“Yeah. I’m sorry Rosie, but that’s it,” Dan says. Rosie chooses not to acknowledge him. She turns her whole body away from him, upset that he’s refused her.

They’re sitting outside on the deck, looking out at the forest together, each with a mug of instant coffee. The instant coffee is much better than what they drank that first morning, but it feels as though the bitter taste has leaked into the air instead. The air isn’t just heavy with what is (was) between them, it also feels literally heavy. The weight of the storm coming changes everything. Dan isn’t sure if it’s the barometric pressure or what, but he senses the storm.

Apart from Rosie’s questioning, they haven’t said much to each other, and both are avoiding cleaning those windows. Dan still has to finish re-attaching the gutter drain, but something tells him not to bother. With the storm brewing and nearing, he and Rosie both know it’s pointless to do it today, and she seems distraught over him leaving, so Dan wants to spend whatever time he can with her instead.

Dan’s foot taps the wooden deck, along with the same pace of Rosie’s clenching jaw. That simple gesture stings. He can’t stand to look at her so upset. She has to know this can’t go anywhere though, doesn’t she? She has a husband. A psycho one, which makes it even harder for there to be anything between them.

Rosie breaks the silence by saying, “There’s one other thing I forgot to ask you.”

“What’s that?”

“Why was your hair wet?”

“Huh?” Dan feels the top of his head. It’s completely dry.

“Not now, last night. When you came inside your hair was wet. Where were you?”

“Oh. That was just sweat. I went for a jog. I’m still sorry I didn’t lock the door. What happened could’ve been avoided if I’d brought the keys.”

“Mmm,” is all Rosie says in response. She knows something is up. It doesn’t matter though, as he’ll be gone soon.

Dan can’t stand sitting there any longer. “I’m going to get to work on the windows. You coming?”

“I think I’m going to sit out here a bit longer. I need to think,” Rosie replies. She looks out at the forest, her gaze distant as she surveys the trees. He wishes he knew what to say to her, but nothing comes to mind.

He goes back inside, sliding the screen door shut after him. He enters the kitchen and takes one of the pots filled with water, adding some dish soap to it. He finds a clean dish towel and swirls it around in the soapy water, taking it to the mud-covered windows.

In the daylight it’s much clearer that the message is only written in mud. Stop searching. He may never know for sure if it was written by Matt’s killer or by some henchman Rosie’s husband hired. Regardless of who wrote it, they’re going to get their wish. Dan wipes at the muddy font. He drags the towel over the curves and lines, leaving filthy smears on the glass. He rinses the cloth out over and over, but after a while it’s futile. The cloth becomes a permanent shade of brown, but the message is gone. The windows, however, are still filthy, the pot of water along with it. He doesn’t want to waste what they collected. With the second storm coming, who knows how much longer the power will be out, but he doesn’t have much choice. He has to get rid of it.

He walks to the kitchen sink, ready to dump the dirty water, then thinks twice. He doesn’t want to splash muddy water all over the kitchen sink by accident. Maybe he can dump the water somewhere else.

Dan remembers the shut door in the entrance hallway, the one that leads to the basement. He leaves the pot of water on the counter for now, hoping to find one of those large laundry sinks that look more like tubs downstairs. If he leaves Rosie alone after today, he can at least be courteous and leave her without a mess or a clogged drain.

He puts his hand on the doorknob, cool brass under his skin. He spots the back of Rosie’s head from here, just outside. She’s still sitting out there, drinking her coffee. He won’t bother her. Dan turns the knob.

The door to the basement opens. There’s a small landing and a set of stairs leading down into darkness. Dan can’t see anything at the bottom. He puts a foot on the first step and feels for a light switch. Force of habit, he forgot again. No power, no light. He goes back upstairs and retrieves the flashlight he used last night from the living room. He flicks it on and goes back to the basement steps. With the light, all he can see is a blank wall at the end of the stairs. The main room veers to the right, so he’ll have to go all the way down and turn to see if there’s a sink.

Dan does just that, going all the way to the bottom step, his footsteps echoing. He views the whole of the basement now. It’s unfinished with drywall and some exposed insulation. He pans the flashlight further, still searching for a sink. There are some boxes, a large card table covered in a white cloth, and a washer and dryer. Dan walks further into the darkness, looking on either side of the washer and dryer, but there’s no sign of a laundry sink.

He can dump it on the lawn instead, but he’ll have to try to get the pot outside without it sloshing over the sides on the way. He’s almost halfway back to the main floor when he stops, a strange feeling tugging at his gut, something he can’t explain.

He heads right back down and looks at the card table. The white cloth draped over it is riddled with high and low points. It looks like a snow-covered mountain valley. It can’t be…can it?

Dan’s fingers curl around the edge of the sheet and he lifts it up over the table, letting it fall to the floor on the other side.

He hovers the flashlight over the uneven surface, illuminating hills of painted green grass and little buildings he recognizes as belonging to Brimbank County. There are tiny people waving up at him, their faces eternally jovial. The scene even shows the ocean, painted blue at last. The only thing missing is the miniature lighthouse, the one currently sealed in a Ziploc bag under the couch upstairs.

Dan can’t process it. Why is this here? Why the hell is this here? Pieces start to stitch together in his mind, too fast for him to hang onto or string into one coherent line of thought. He knows something, even if he can’t find the words in his mind, he knows it. He just has to prove it.

He races back up the stairs, not bothering to shut the basement door behind him. He’s in the kitchen now, standing before the fridge. That day Rosie went into town for supplies, she also told Dan she was getting mail. When she came back, he watched her put it up here. He reaches his arm above him, feeling around for any envelopes. He finds them right away and he pulls one down. His hands tremble as he flips it over, already predicting what he’s going to read before he processes it, but that doesn’t make it any less shocking.

On the back of the envelope is a letter addressed to Roselyn Bartner.

The sliding door opens and shuts. “Dave, what are you doing?”
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Rosie is frozen at the sliding door. She’s staring at Dan who is still holding her mail. Her eyes widen, taking up most of her face. Her eyes shift and Dan can tell she’s looking behind him. She has a perfect view of the basement door still ajar, and Dan is still having trouble understanding what this all means.

Rosie’s husband isn’t some crazy guy on a business trip. Her husband is—was—his old friend. Matthew Bartner.

It doesn’t add up. Why had she been in the woods that day? Why hadn’t she mentioned anything to him about her husband’s death? And what were the chances of them meeting? It’s almost as if she had been looking for him that day.

Blood drains from Dan’s cheeks as it dawns on him that she had been looking for him that day. And he only knew one person other than the police who would know the area he was in, who would’ve been watching and waiting for him to enter that police station, who would’ve risked hiking through the storm and all that mud to get to him.

Rosie is the killer. She has to be.

“Dan, it’s not what you think,” Rosie says, dropping his fake name. She extends her arm towards him and takes a step forward as if she’s approaching a dog who’s lost all trust in humanity and is about to bite.

Dan matches her and takes a step back, reaching across the counter for the knife block. He pulls one out without looking and keeps a tight grip on the handle, keeping his eyes focused on Rosie. She halts, only having made it a few steps from the sliding door. She may look small and harmless, but this woman is capable of killing a grown man and Dan doesn’t plan on being another.

“You knew my real name this whole time?” Dan asks.

Rosie swallows. “Of course. I knew who you were the second I saw you. You don’t think anyone in their right mind would really take in a complete stranger like that, do you?”

Dan knows it had been suspicious at the time, but he was so desperate for help, so desperate for some sort of kindness after everything that happened to him. He’d chosen to believe in the good. He should’ve known better than anyone that no one is truly all good. He’d lied to himself and landed in danger because of it.

His mind wanders to Melissa and Jonathan, and he might understand better now why she’d left him. He had lied to her too, had chosen to hide his past from her. Melissa made her choice to trust him anyway and follow him all the way to this island with their son. And where had that landed her? In danger too. Not this type of danger, but still a danger she didn’t sign up for. He misses her so much it hurts. He could never regret having Jonathan—not in a million years—but some small piece of him wonders what would’ve happened if they’d listened to Melissa’s father the day he took her home after finding out she was pregnant. He’d suggested an abortion that day. Would they have been happier? He can’t imagine it would be worse than this. He can’t believe anything could possibly be worse.

Rosie takes a quick step forward and Dan jumps back again, brandishing the knife. He can now tell it’s a large chef’s knife, one capable of doing a lot of damage.

“Dan, you have to trust me⁠—”

“Trust you? You murdered your husband!”

“This is not what you think it is. If you just put down the knife for a minute, I can explain.”

Dan keeps the knife held up, its razor-sharp reflective edge pointing directly at Rosie. “I don’t need your explanation. I only need to know one thing. Did you really kill him?”

“Yes, but⁠—”

“You were going to let me take the fall for it. You ruined my life, Rosie. Ruined it.” Dan’s voice betrays his rage. He is still afraid of Rosie, there’s no denying that, but he’s angry too. This woman in front of him has single-handedly ripped away every shred of hope he had left in his miserable life. He might’ve been able to make amends with Melissa—at least enough to keep seeing Jonathan—if it hadn’t been for her getting involved.

She’d framed him. She must’ve known about his past with Matt. Dan had no doubt Matt would’ve told his wife what happened between them. She may have never met Dan before this, but she knew exactly who he was, that he would be the perfect person to go down for her crime.

But why do it at all?

He remembers sitting on the couch with her only last night. She had told him her husband could be controlling. In that moment, she had looked so sincere and sad. Dan doesn’t think that could possibly have been faked. The emotion was real. She had really meant it. Could that be why she wanted to kill Matt? Dan has no idea what type of man Matt had grown into after their time at school, but if he had changed it had certainly been because of him.

This is the ultimate retribution. As much as Dan wants to rip everything in this damn house to pieces—including Rosie herself for what she’s done to him—part of him hasn’t forgiven himself either. That part knows he deserves this. The only ones who truly never should’ve been a part of this whole mess are Melissa and Jonathan. He has to keep it together for them, has to prove he is innocent of this crime for them, so Jonathan doesn’t grow up in a broken home with a criminal for a father. He has to get back to the police station and tell them what he knows. And he’s going to need that evidence, the evidence that’s under the couch just to his right. He just has to make it there and be out the door before Rosie can get to him.

She picks up on his eyes darting to the couch. She knows. “I know what’s under there. I saw it when I changed your sheets. I can’t let you leave this house with it Dan. I still have a life to live after this. I’ve suffered too, and I need to be free.”

“I have a life too.”

“Do you?” Rosie replies.

It cuts deep because it’s true. Dan doesn’t know what he has left after this. It might be nothing, but it also might be his family finally at peace. He has to fight for that possible future with everything he has. He has no idea what Rosie has ahead of her, but this will come down to who is willing to fight harder for their future.

The room darkens considerably. It’s still daytime, but the hurricane must almost be here. Clouds block the sky and blot out the sun, and they are plunged into semi-darkness. Everything is still; they both know what’s coming.

Rosie darts to the side, throwing her whole body at the couch. Dan moves after her, bolting for the same place. Rosie makes it to the couch first, but her clumsy flail to the side costs her precision and she misses the section of the couch where the evidence bags are hidden. Dan finds them before she can scramble to where she’d been trying to go. She crawls on her hands and knees to him, but Dan already has the bags in his hands. He rises to his feet, but Rosie grabs hold of his ankles, and he falls to the ground. The two bags fly out of his grasp in front of him, and the one containing the lighthouse bounces off the floor, rolling into the kitchen. He manages to keep hold of the knife though, and he slashes behind him.

Rosie cries out.

He’s cut her hand right across the knuckles. He’s on his butt, propping himself up with his arms, staring at Rosie with a wild look in her eyes. Once she realizes how bad she’s been hurt, she loses that fierce look entirely. Suddenly, she’s back to being the same girl Dan had comforted on the couch while she was sick from the sight of blood from a can-opener slice. This cut is far worse. Four of her knuckles are flayed wide open, flaps of skin dangling from each finger. If it weren’t for the crimson pouring from the wounds, he’d be sure to see right to her bone.

Rosie’s head hits the floor with a thump. She’s passed out. Dan can’t waste another second. He flips over and picks up the bag containing the note, then gets the miniature lighthouse. He pauses for only a second to look back at Rosie before he leaves through the front door. She’s still laying on the floor face up, her hand splayed dramatically above her head in a small puddle of blood.

He steps outside.

Before he’s completely out of earshot, Rosie calls out to him, “I tried to save you.”
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Dan doesn’t know if he should run toward town or the forest. If he goes for town, there’s a chance of talking someone into driving him to the police station, but it’s slim, especially with the hurricane almost here. People are trying to hunker down right now, not drive some crazed-looking man around town. If he can’t convince a stranger to drive him, he’ll be stuck in the storm without anywhere to go. The forest also has its risks. He remembers coming here with Rosie, but he’s not sure he’ll be able to navigate the winding, forking paths alone. If he makes a wrong turn, he’ll get lost and waste precious time. Precious time in which Rosie can find him.

The injury to her hand is severe, but it not fatal. Not even close. If she really wants to stop him, she’ll find him. She probably knows this forest like the back of her hand. But if he doesn’t get lost, if he takes all the right turns along the way, he knows cutting through the woods is the fastest way to get to the police. Much faster than going all the way into town first.

As he rushes down Rosie’s gravel driveway, he makes a choice. Right, towards the forest.

It doesn’t take long before he’s ensconced between the pines. Even though he knows Rosie will most likely get up and start pursuing him at any moment, being shielded by the trees makes him feel safe and protected, like he’s hidden from her. For now. Until she gets over her fear of blood, pulls herself together, and chases him down. At least he still has the knife.

He wonders how she had killed her husband when she’s so afraid of blood. Bashing someone in the head with a sculpture is a messy way to get the job done. Knowing what he does, he would’ve thought Rosie would use something else. Maybe poison? It doesn’t quite add up. But she admitted it herself back in the house. He asked her point-blank if she really killed him and she said yes. Well, her exact words had been yes, but. Whatever she’d been planning to say before Dan cut her off isn’t important. He can put two and two together. He understands why she did it. They were having marital problems, and when she found out about the past, she knew Dan was an easy scapegoat to carry out her plans. She left those messages to scare him, to try and get him to stop looking for things that could incriminate her before the police found him.

But why hadn’t she just called the police when she realized who he was? She could’ve easily lied and told the cops that Dan must’ve been after her to finish off Matt’s widowed wife when he found her in the woods. They would’ve believed her, and Dan would have no way to challenge her words. He’d been in her home, and she knew about the evidence, yet did nothing. Why not kill him as soon as she found out he was trying to prove his innocence? Why let him stay with her at all?

None of it makes sense, not entirely, but she confirmed it with her own mouth. It has to be true. He’ll let the cops figure out the rest. Who knows what a crazy woman like that thinks. She’s deranged. But that doesn’t sit right either. She hadn’t been acting erratically; she’d been charming, kind enough so that Dan started to fall for her in only a few days. She isn’t crazy. He doesn’t know what she is.

Dan keeps his pace brisk, not wanting to run and miss the forest trail changing or forking, but not wanting to move slow either. The deeper he goes into the woods, the more the initial safety he’d felt wears off. The trees are too tall this deep in. The approaching storm still blocks the sun and darkness folds over him. The air is completely still, not a single tree branch moves. There are no sounds of animals either; no birds chirping, no squirrels running up and down through their vertical world. Only the dead silence of the calm before the storm surrounds him. His footsteps seem extremely loud, the crunching of twigs beneath his feet.

He pauses for a moment to look behind him, the hairs on the back of his neck rising. There’s nothing there that he can see. What he can see though are his footprints on the path, leaving impressions in the soft earth. Rosie will have an easy time finding him and with her ability to navigate these woods, he shouldn’t make it any easier by leaving her an exact path to him, so he veers off. He grabs hold of a low-hanging pine branch. Dan fights with it, and finally the branch tears away from the trunk. He holds it in his hand loosely, letting it trail behind him as he walks. It’s a bit awkward, but it does the trick. The branch drags behind him. scuffing his footprints enough that they aren’t as visible. It’s not a perfect solution, but anything he can do to give himself a shot at getting to the police station before Rosie finds him will do.

Dan thinks back to his second day at Rosie’s house. The day after he’d sworn he’d seen someone outside in the night. He’d gone out that day and found footprints, not too dissimilar to the ones he’s currently covering up. Large footprints, ones Rosie couldn’t have made. And she’d been upstairs that night, not walking around the forest. He remembers hearing her soft snoring the whole time. There’s no way that could’ve been her.

Doubt seeps into Dan’s psyche. What if he’s missed something? Maybe he should’ve let Rosie talk instead of running away. But what other choice did he have? She’s dangerous. He refocuses, telling himself he has to push those doubts away. He just has to make it to the police station with the evidence—the probable murder weapon especially—and they can sort out everything else. Soon, this will no longer be Dan’s problem.


From the Brimbank Police Interview Records, November 18th, 1989

“We all suspected something was wrong—me and the other nurses. The kid came in before with minor injuries, and we always wanted to say something, but the injuries were all things that could easily be dismissed. We didn’t want to cause a huge scene only for the kid to have to go back home. Of course, no one expected what was really going on. Who would ever expect that?”
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Everyone in the halls whispers as Dan hobbles to class. His leg is in a plaster cast and under his arms are crutches. They think he can’t hear them, but he catches pieces of what is said:

“Look at his leg! So that’s why he wasn’t at school yesterday. Do you think Matt did it?”

“I saw them fighting two days ago.”

“Do you think he followed him home and beat him up?”

“Had to be. They were really angry about something.”

“Didn’t know Matt had it in him.”

“I don’t know. Dan’s weird. You think he’s faking it?”

“No way.”

They’re all wrong, of course. None of them know the extent of Dan’s home life, and he doesn’t want anyone to, so he lets them think what they want. If they think Matt has done this to him, even better. Just more of a reason for Matt to stay away from him.

He swings himself straight to Mrs. Cunningham’s class. There are already quite a few people there, Dan wished he had arrived first so he wouldn’t be stared at more, but his leg had slowed him down. He sits at his desk, sticking his leg straight out in front of him and leaning his crutches against the desk. More students file in and take their spots. When Matt walks in, a few kids snicker and whisper. They’re quickly silenced when Mrs. Cunningham walks in and smacks her armload of papers down on her desk. She doesn’t bother with an introduction, just goes straight into her lesson, drawling on about art history.

Dan tunes her out and instead daydreams about what had happened the day before.

It had been a restless night with his leg in the condition it was, he hardly slept at all. When dawn came, it was even worse, and he knew he wasn’t going to make it to school. He had a plan to somehow limp his way into town and drag himself into the hospital. It was a stupid plan, and he didn’t get very far. The moment he tried to walk down the stairs inside the lighthouse, he crumpled in pain and fell to the bottom, making a racket on the way down.

His dad had woken immediately. “What the hell are you doing?”

He had stormed out of his own room and found Dan laying on the first floor. His hair was a mess, and he smelled of sweat and booze. Dan expected him to be mad, expected him to beat him again, but none of that happened.

His dad swore when he saw Dan’s leg. “Shit, shit.”

Then he’d scooped Dan up and carried him out the door, down the cliffside stairs, and placed him in the passenger’s seat of the truck. His dad was not gentle by nature and being jostled to the truck caused Dan to cry out a few times.

His dad didn’t comment at all.

Once Dan was all buckled in, his dad climbed into the driver’s side. They sat there for a minute; his dad didn’t start up the truck right away.

Instead, he talked to Dan, and for once he wasn’t so mean. “Look, I’m going to take you to the hospital, okay?”

“Thanks, Dad.”

His dad rubbed his hands on the steering wheel, still not starting the truck. “They’re going to ask you questions when we get there. The doctors. They’re all nosy assholes.”

“Okay.”

“Dan, I need you to do something for me, okay?”

Dan brightened up despite his situation. All he’d wanted for so long had been a chance to make his dad proud. And now his dad needs him. “Sure, anything, Dad.”

“I need you to tell a lie. When the doctors ask you what happened to your leg, I need you to make something up. It can be anything, just make sure it doesn’t involve me. I’m sorry I hurt you, I didn’t mean to. But if you tell anyone what happened they might take you away. You don’t want that, do you?”

“No, I don’t,” Dan said. His dad had never apologized to him before. Never. And the way he was looking at Dan, he could tell his dad really needed him right now. He looked desperate. It made Dan feel powerful—like the heroes in his stories—to have his dad look at him that way. He wouldn’t let him down.

Finally, the truck engine started, and they drove the truck down the hill and onto the road that led into town. They made it to the hospital and Dan was checked in. He had to wait a while, but his dad stayed with him the whole time. He’d been here a few times before for minor things like black eyes, scrapes, and bumps. His dad never came with him and the nurses always gave Dan a look like they knew what was going on, but they never said anything.

This time was much more serious, they hadn’t been able to look away.

A nurse came out with a wheelchair, and she helped Dan get into it without too much pain. She began wheeling him to the room where he saw the doctor.

Dan’s dad stood to follow them, but the nurse said, “The doctor would like to see Daniel alone first, if that’s okay, Mr. Rowdon?”

“Fine. No problem,” Dan’s dad said. “Be good in there, son.”

Dan knew what he meant. Don’t forget the lie.
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Dan stayed in his wheelchair and the nurse who wheeled him into the doctor’s office took his vitals. Dan hated the feeling of the blood pressure cuff squeezing his arm, but he stayed calm. He had to remain unreadable.

The doctor came in and dismissed the nurse who shut the door behind her with a soft click. The doctor wore black-rimmed glasses that kind of made him look like a bug.

“Daniel Rowdon, I’d ask what brings you in today, but I think that’s pretty obvious,” the doctor said, gesturing to Dan’s leg. “Want to tell me what happened?”

“Yeah, I fell on it funny while playing soccer at school,” Dan replied.

The doctor wrote something on a clipboard, then asked Dan again, “Are you sure that’s what really happened?” He shifted in his seat. “Your dad isn’t here right now, and you don’t have to be afraid. If you tell me what’s going on I can help you. Do you want that?”

Dan knew this was the most important part. The doctor’s words felt heavy, and he knew it was a pivotal moment. If he chose to say nothing, he knew he had to live with that. He’d have to go back home with his dad, and he might hurt him again. But Dan also thought of how his dad looked at him in the truck. It gave him hope, that things could get better. And that’s what Dan really wanted.

Dan scrunched his face. “What are you talking about?”

“I mean, if your dad hurt you, you can tell me. You won’t have to go back with him. We have special programs to help kids like you.”

“I’m sorry, sir. I think you’re mistaken. I really did hurt my leg playing soccer. My dad would never hurt me.”

The doctor looked taken aback, like that was the last thing he’d expected Dan to say to him. “You sure?”

“Absolutely sure,” Dan said.

“Okay then.” The doctor looked over the notes the nurse left him, then wheeled Dan to another room where they put a heavy vest on him. They did an x-ray scan and then Dan was left to wait again. The doctor came back with his dad. When they were are all back in the doctor’s office, he went over the scan with them, explaining to his dad that the bone was broken, but that it wasn’t as bad as it looked.

A plaster cast was all he needed.

Dan’s dad smiled and spoke more with the doctor. Before Dan knew it, it was over. He had his leg all done up in the cast and his dad was taking him home. On the drive back, his dad was exuberant. Dan hadn’t seen him this happy in a long time. Maybe ever.

“What you did today, son, you really saved my ass there. I knew you’d do the right thing.” He clapped Dan on the shoulder and he beamed at him.

“You really think I did okay? They believed me?” Dan asked.

“Hook, line, and sinker, buddy. I’m really proud of you, you know that?” And there it was, shining in his dad’s eyes as he looked at Dan. The same look he saw on Matt’s dad’s face. It felt even better than he’d imagined. He finally did something worth his dad’s pride. It was the happiest Dan had ever felt in his life. He felt it so deeply his chest hurt, and he choked up.

Mrs. Cunningham slaps Dan’s desk with her ruler, jolting him out of his reverie and back to the present.

“Enough daydreaming,” she says. Dan shifts in his seat, and Matt looks at him with fire in his eyes. He’s heard the rumours. He not only knows he never hurt Dan, but he’s the only one in that school who can easily guess how he really broke his leg. Dan turns away from him and focuses on his schoolwork.
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Dan thinks he’s walking in a circle. He doesn’t remember leaving the path, but it’s so hard to see in some places that he must’ve accidentally followed an animal trail that resembled the narrow path he’d been on.

He’s completely lost.

He’d decided to ditch the branch. It wasn’t working as well as he’d hoped, and it only slowed him down. He must find the path again or he’ll never make it to the police station.

He’s already running out of time, as the eery silence of the woods has changed. Now gusts of wind race through the trees, tossing their branches about. Small bursts of rain have begun to patter on the foliage above him. He doesn’t want to spend another night in these woods during the storm that’s about to come. He’d been lucky last time that it hadn’t been too strong, but this storm could be different. He spent so much of his childhood right at the edge of such storms, watching them pass in the front row seat of the lighthouse, that he knows a bad one when it’s coming. It’s like a sixth sense, and this one feels bad. He has to move, has to find his way through. He walks as fast as he can, darting toward any patch of clear ground that could indicate the trail. He moves towards one such place now, praying he’s going the right way, when he hears it.

Crack.

A branch snaps in the distance. Rosie has caught up to him. No animals are walking through the underbrush right now; they’re all hiding in their burrows and holes.

It has to be her. He has to go faster.

Dan picks up his pace, noticing the spot he’d been heading for isn’t the trail. He scans his surroundings and spots something about a hundred metres to his left. He isn’t sure what it is exactly; it looks like a strange rock formation, as if someone stacked a bunch of heavy stones on top of one another. He’s desperate to find any identifiable marker. It’s possible someone had used a rock pile like that to indicate a turn in the trail. He makes his way towards it.

Up close, Dan sees the rock pile is exactly what he thought: someone has stacked the rocks purposefully, only it isn’t obvious why. There are still no signs of a trail. The wind howls louder, and rain makes its way through the leaves, hitting Dan’s face. He wants to cry in frustration. Why is this going so wrong? Against all the odds, he has found what he needs and discovered who killed Matt, only for him not to make it to the end of this disaster because he got lost in the forest. It’s almost comical, and Dan’s frustration ebbs and twists until it turns into a far stranger emotion that bubbles into laughter. At first, it’s soft, but before he knows it, he’s howling as loud as the wind. He knows it’s stupid to do this, but once the laughter starts, he can’t stop.

He’s so tired and wants this nightmare to end. He wants to curl up in his bed with Melissa by his side and Jonathan one floor below him, sleeping soundly, like none of this ever happened. But it has happened and it’s still happening.

The sound of cracking branches gets ever closer, and he knows soon he’ll see Rosie emerge from between the trees in the dim light. He decides to let it happen. He can’t move faster than her, not when he doesn’t know where he’s going.

He’ll confront her, and if she tries to hurt him, he’ll have to defend himself. He leans against the strange rock structure and waits, brandishing the knife. The wind picks up even more, tossing his hair from side to side. The rain falls harder as well, not so much landing on him now, but smacking him. Even though it stings his skin, he keeps his eyes toward the crunching footsteps. Any minute and she’ll be here. He’s oddly calm about it. He knows that no matter who comes out the other side of this, after today it will be over. Finally, mercifully over. Dan has had enough. He’s ready for peace, no matter what that looks like.

Between two pines a figure approaches. He straightens himself, knowing Rosie is smaller than him, but she might also have taken a knife from her house (or the bear mace she’d had when they first met). He has nothing but himself and his own knife, which will have to be enough.

The figure moves at a slow saunter, and as they approach Dan concludes that the person cannot be Rosie. This figure is much taller. His brows buckle together along with his breaking resolve, unsure of what he’s up against.

The figure emerges from the shadows, and he discerns one feature at a time.

First, he takes in their height. Then, he makes out the blonde hair. They’re slim. Old. Female. Grinning. Grinning ear to ear in a sinister way that raises all the hairs on Dan’s arms. She’s completely exposed now, and he knows exactly who she is.

Not Rosie at all.

It’s his mother-in-law.

It’s Julie.

Dan’s mind takes too long to process the information, still being in shock from before. He doesn’t raise the knife fast enough, and before he knows it, Julie is upon him.

[image: ]



His back is being scraped wide open. It burns. His head bounces on soft ground and occasional stones. He tries to reach out, to grab hold of something that will halt his forward motion, but his hands only find loose leaves and mud. He’s freezing cold, it’s still raining. He’s being dragged away, away from Rosie’s house, away from the forest, away from the police station.

No, no, no!

He needs to get back; he has to open his eyes.

His vision is spotty, and his surroundings move around him the wrong way, but he catches a glimpse of the lighthouse still wrapped in plastic. It’s fallen out of his pocket and he’s already moving away from it. He doubles his efforts to try to grab hold of it, but it’s pointless. It’s going to be lost out here and he’ll never find it again. The note and the knife must have already been long gone too.

The ground changes from mud to gravel, and now he’s being dragged through a small parking area, still surrounded by trees. He twists his body and sees there is only one vehicle. It’s a dark blue SUV, but he can’t tell which make or model. Julie opens the hatchback and lifts him from under his shoulders. He tries to fight her off, but she’s so strong and he’s so weak.

Why is he so weak?

His memory is foggy, but he catches glimpses of him seeing Julie and questioning why on earth she was all the way out here. He remembers Julie getting closer to him and shoving something sharp into his neck before he blacked out.

He doesn’t want to be in here, doesn’t want to go with her, but it’s too late. He’s in the back of the SUV and Julie reaches around his body.

“You’re waking up faster than I thought,” she says.

Before he can react at all he feels another prick in his neck and the world turns hazy again.

The last thing he sees is the hatchback door slamming shut and rain pummelling the tinted glass of the back window.


From the Brimbank Police Interview Records, November 19th, 1989

“It was awful. Just awful. But I saw it with my own eyes. Excuse me, can I have a moment...? Thank you. I’m sorry, it’s just still so fresh. I was walking along the beach with my dog as I often do in the afternoons. I normally don’t pass by the lighthouse; I usually stop and turn back home before I get that far. But that day my dog was absolutely hellbent on going farther. I was annoyed at the time. It was terribly cold, and I didn’t want to keep walking. Now I think my dog must have known something was wrong. He sensed it. Animals know things like that. I’m glad I listened to my dog, or else I never would have seen what I did. It could have ended a lot worse if I hadn’t.”
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Would Matt ever leave him alone? Or would this go on forever? He’s so determined to make Dan his little charity case. He wants to save Dan and have him be grateful for it so he can feel important. Well, Dan has no intention of doing anything to make Matt feel important.

He already has everything.

Dan knows it isn’t just Matt. If it was, it would have ended a long time ago. It’s also Matt’s parents. They pity Dan and are surely pressuring Matt to not give up on helping him. They probably think it’s all one great big lesson for their son, to help someone in need. Dan has no interest in it. Nothing can change his mind, especially since things have been so good at home recently. There’s nothing for Matt or his family to save him from anymore.

His dad is still drinking of course (that hasn’t changed at all) but he hasn’t laid a hand on Dan since he lied to the doctor. He’s still proud of him; Dan can tell even if he hasn’t said it since the day in the truck. Really, things have never been better.

Another school day has come and gone—another day of ignoring Matt when he tries to talk to him. Although it exhausts Dan, it’s starting to bother him less. It has almost become a routine for them.

It’s nearing the end of October now and the school halls are decorated with little paper ghost cut-outs. Some of the kids think it’s funny to rip them off the walls and toss them at each other, yelling, “Boo!”.

Dan steps on one of the fallen ghosts as he exits the school.

It’s cold outside—even colder than normal for that time of year. Dan wears his best denim jacket, which isn’t enough, but he doesn’t have any proper clothing for the fall. It’s either this or a too-big winter coat, and he’d decided it wasn’t worth being laughed at to stay warm. Dan shoves his free hand in his pocket, adjusting his crutches and heads toward home.

The walk takes longer than usual because of his leg, He plans to work on his story about the girl with her poison-drinking father when he gets home. It’s practically finished, he just wants to draw some pictures to go with it. Then he can pretend it’s a real comic. Maybe one day he’d write something that will get published, but he knows this particular story is just for him, his way of dealing with reality.

Dan turns the familiar corner that puts the lighthouse into view. He senses that something is wrong right away. Nothing tips him off but a foreboding feeling—his intuition.

Dan trudges up the cliffside stairs and he looks at the ocean. The tide is out, the beach exposed for people to walk on. Hardly anyone ever does, but occasionally someone passes by. The beach is empty now, though. Dan passes through the front door and into the living room. He expects his dad to be sitting on the couch like he usually is, but the sofa is empty. Dan frowns and glances around. Nothing but the usual disarray. Then he hears a creak from upstairs.

Why would his dad be up there?

He ascends the stairs himself, as well as he can with his crutches—that sense of foreboding only growing with each step. His bedroom door is open and inside is his dad. He’s holding a stack of papers. Dan’s closet is also open.

His dad looks up at him. “‘The little girl’s father kept drinking the magic potion. He couldn’t stop himself.’ Is this a fucking joke, Daniel?”

Dan’s eyes widen as he chokes out, “No. It’s not a joke.”

His dad stands up, gripping the papers so hard his fist trembles. “Do you think I’m stupid?”

“No! No, I…”

“Because it sounds to me like the little girl’s father is a drunk idiot, and I know what you’re really doing.”

“I’m not doing anything, I swear! It’s just a story!”

His dad laughs. “Just a story? You do think I’m stupid, don’t you, boy? Too stupid to know the father is me and the little girl is you, and now I know how you really feel about your old man, don’t I? Now I know why you really wanted to spend so much time with that other kid’s family.”

“Dad, I swear, it doesn’t mean anything!” Dan’s eyes well with tears because, of course, that story means something to him. His dad is right.

All he wants is to crawl into a hole and never come out. He never should’ve written that. If he could, he’d take it all back, but it’s too late. It’s already there, in his dad’s hands, and he knows there’s no taking it back.

Dan winces as his dad tears the pages in two, then three, then four. He tosses the pieces to the floor. “I will not have a son who thinks that low of me. I will not take that kind of disrespect. Not ever.”

Dan’s dad rushes to him, grabs him by the back of his neck, and drags him down the stairs. Dan’s crutches topple over, and his injured leg, still in a cast, hits every step on the way down. It’s a messy clatter to the bottom and Dan cries out, not just in pain, but terror. He’s never seen his dad this angry before, and he’s seen him angry on countless occasions. His dad’s face is beet-red with rage and his body isn’t swaying like he normally does when he’s drunk. He isn’t sober now, but his anger must keep his mind focused while the booze washes away his better senses.

Dan normally predicts his dad’s moods, but this is something different. This anger in him isn’t pure like the other times. This anger is tainted with guilt and shame, and that’s a deadly combination that Dan dreads knowing the outcome of.

His dad doesn’t stop at dragging him down the stairs; he keeps going, dragging him across the living room floor and out the door into the cold, October air. He’s like a bull charging toward something with no discretion. He lets go of Dan’s neck for only a second to re-adjust his grip, grabbing a fistful of Dan’s hair instead. Dan shrieks and tries to pry his dad’s fingers off him, but it’s like trying to bend steel. His dad’s grip never falters as he pulls Dan down the stone cliffside stairs that lead to the beach below.

Dan is blinded with pain in his leg, but he tries to get his feet under him so he can have leverage to fight off his dad. The plaster cast makes it impossible.

The ground changes and Dan knows he’s on the red sand now. His dad pulls him until Dan feels the cold bite of the Atlantic ocean on his body.

Is his dad pulling him into the water?

Finally, they stop their forward momentum. Dan and his dad are together in the water, his dad standing and Dan sprawling before him. Every time a wave comes, it splashes Dan in the face, and he’s forced to gulp and sputter in the salty water.

His dad still grips his hair, and he lifts Dan’s head just enough so he can hear him say, “Do you have any idea how hard it’s been to raise you alone, huh? Any fucking idea? I can’t do this without your mother. I shouldn’t have even tried.”

And then Dan is under water again. At first, he thinks it’s just another wave hitting him, but it doesn’t recede. His lungs scream for air, and he fights with everything he has, pounding his fists into his dad’s hand, grabbing his wrist, his arm—anything he can reach. He needs to breathe, needs to suck in air. He’ll never write another word again if it means the chance of tasting air. But his dad doesn’t let go.

Things are supposed to be better. He had been so close—so damn close to fixing everything. His dad had been happy. He’d lied for him to that doctor and Dan made things work. He thought he could do it again, that he could keep him happy if he could just have another chance. If it wasn’t for that stupid story, they’d be okay. He’d have his dad, he would love him, and everything would be fine. He wants another chance to make it right. This is all his fault.

Sounds are warped down here. It’s like an alien world, one where his dad isn’t holding his head under water. One where his mother is still with him. Isn’t she, in a way? They never found her body, so she has to be somewhere in this same body of water. Dan is with her now. He’s starting to fade, the world growing fuzzy, the fight leeching out of him. He isn’t sad or upset anymore—he’s happy. He thinks of the photo of his mother with the water damage. He has never seen her face before, and maybe now he can.
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A different hand is on the back of Dan’s head now, and it lifts him up and out of the water. The world is still fuzzy, and he can’t tell what’s happening.

He only hears someone shouting, “Stop it! Let him go. STOP IT!”

It sounds like a woman. Is she his mother? This thought makes Dan glow with warmth, and he lets himself drift off again.
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Something slams into his chest, and he feels a terrible, disgusting lurch in his stomach. He hurls to the side, water slipping past his lips. Once it stops pouring, he coughs and heaves in air. Breathing has never been so painful; his chest burns, but he knows he has to keep breathing.

His senses return one at a time. First, he hears people’s muffled voices. Then he feels the grains of sand beneath his fists. When he opens his eyes, he sees a strange man. The man lifts him onto something, and he’s jostled around. He hears a thud and the breeze is gone. There are tubes and wires all around Dan. He’s inside a vehicle, and they drive away.

Dan wakes up later in a hospital room. It’s the same hospital he was in just days ago to get his cast on his leg. He hears more people talking around him:

“—saw the boy holding his head. The dad was there too.”

“No, I don’t know what happened, that’s all I saw.”

Dan watches as a police officer talks to a woman. They stand just at the door, probably thinking he can’t hear them. The officer turns and notices that Dan is awake.

He walks toward him and kneels beside his hospital bed. “Hey buddy, you’re awake.”

“Where’s my dad?” Dan croaks, his voice sandpaper from scraping against the bouts of salt water.

The officer shifts his eyes around the room. “Someone’s talking with your dad right now.”

“Can I see him?” Dan wants to tell his dad he’s sorry, that he wants to go back to how things were, when he had a chance at making things right.

“Not right now, buddy. But if you think you can, I’d like to talk to you. Is that okay?” Dan nods. “Do you remember what happened?”

“Not really.” It’s the truth. Dan remembers most of it, but some is lost to him.

“You were on the beach. A woman walking by found you and your friend there.”

“My friend?”

“Do you know Matthew Bartner?”

“He’s not my friend,” Dan says.

The officer nods and says, “Okay, not your friend. Do you know why he was there?”

Dan thinks for a moment. He has no idea why Matt would’ve been there. All he remembers is his dad holding him under water, then…nothing. But if he was there…

Dan recalls the day Matt had followed him home. What if he had done it again and saw what happened?

“Why was Matt there?” Dan asks the officer.

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out. Can you remember anything else?”

Dan forces himself to focus. He runs through all the information he’s just been given. The woman outside the door had said, “Saw the boy holding his head,” which means she might not have seen his dad holding him. What if Matt followed him home again and when he saw what was happening tried to save him? It’s exactly what he would do, what he had been trying to do all this time: to save him when he didn’t want to be saved.

Dan remembers how happy his dad had been after he’d lied to the doctor about his leg. He so desperately wants that again. He knows he might be wrong about what happened, but if anyone questions his lie, he can always tell them he hadn’t been thinking right after almost drowning. No one would deny that.

So, Dan lies.
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He’s in a dingy motel room. There are no lights on, and the windows have their curtains draw. All Dan can make out in the dimness is the single bed, the walls with outdated wallpaper, and the woman across from him—his mother-in-law, Julie. Her eyes glint in the darkness.

Dan tries to move, to get up and run, but he can’t. He’s restrained, his wrists bound in what feel like zip-ties behind him, his knuckles and butt meeting the cool metal of a folding chair. Heavy rain hits the windows, and every few minutes it’s cut through with a crack of thunder.

Julie breaks the storm’s soundtrack. “Finally awake?”

“Where are we? Why are you here?” Dan asks her. She tilts her head as if confused by his question, but he can tell she’s just acting—playing with him. “Why am I here?”

She counters with, “Shouldn’t I be asking you that? You’re supposed to be in jail.”

“How’d you find me?”

“It wasn’t that hard. You came right to me.”

“I don’t understand...” His head pounds with strain. Why is Julie on the island? Why was she in the woods behind Rosie’s house? Why did she take him here and tie him to a chair? He has so many questions and none of them seem straightforward, so he blurts out the one that seems easiest to get her talking. “What did you put in my neck?”

“Ketamine,” Julie replies in a casual tone. She’s always been so strait-laced, so prim and proper in her fancy suburban house. Where the hell did she ketamine from? She must read Dan’s face because she says, “I’ve got a lot of friends in high places that can get me things like that if I want them.”

“But…why?”

“Why what, Dan? Use your big boy words,” she says, condescending him. She seems to be getting some sick enjoyment out of this.

“Why to everything. When did you get to the island?” Dan asks.

“I’ve been here for quite a long time. I never left when we came to pick up Melissa and Jonathan from the hospital the day after the accident at that lighthouse you call home.”

“Excuse me?” Dan says in utter disbelief. She had been hiding out here for all that time? If she’d come here after the accident when Jonathan got his concussion, then that means she was on this island when Matt was murdered.

“Frank and Melissa...do they know?”

Julie snickers. “Oh, Frank knows everything. We planned it exactly like this. And Melissa…let’s just say she knows only what she needs to.”

“And what do you think she needs to know?”

“Well, she thinks Frank and I have been having marital problems, that when we came to pick up Jonathan, I took the opportunity to stay behind with a friend to clear my mind and get away for a while. She was so shocked to hear that Frank and I were going through a rough patch and so shaken by what Jonathan was going through, that she didn’t ask many questions.”

Dan remembers his talk with Jonathan when he went to see him against his better judgement. When he’d asked his son if he’d been playing with Grandma he’d said, “She’s always away at her friend’s house.” Dan had assumed at the time that he meant some seniors book club or brunch group. He didn’t know Jonathan and Melissa were under the impression that Julie was vacationing in PEI to get away from her husband.

“So, are you and Frank actually having marital problems?”

“God, no. We’re very much on the same page. Now that I think of it, I’ve got to call him.” Julie gets up from her folding chair. She had been sitting across from Dan, mirroring him, except without the zip-ties. On a small desk sits a phone plugged into the wall. “Power’s still out, but the phone lines are working just fine.” She dials a number, then says, “Frank? It’s me. I’ve got him. Okay. Yes, you can go ahead now.”

“Frank, help! It’s Dan!” He shouts, hoping he’ll hear him on the other end of the line.

Julie hangs up with a click. “Even if he hears you, he won’t care. He wants you here just as much as I do.”

“And why do you want me here?”

“Because you,” Julie plops back down on her chair, “have caused us a lot of problems, and it’s time for that to end. Do you remember the first time we met?”

“Of course.”

“You showed up to my house—a filthy stranger—with my pregnant daughter.” Julie pauses, breathing heavily, shaking with anger. “I held it together for her because I love my daughter more than anything. but we had a plan for her. We had her whole life figured out for her since before she was born.

“You know, Frank and I had fertility problems when we were first trying to conceive. The doctors told me I couldn’t have children at all. We gave up, and what do you know? Two weeks after they told me I wouldn’t be able to have children, I got pregnant with Melissa. She was a miracle.” Julie’s eyes glisten with tears. “I knew I would do everything in my power to give my daughter the world. Frank and I are well off, so we had an easy time always making sure she had the best of everything. The nicest house, the best clothes, lavish birthday parties, and of course, we wanted her to go to the most esteemed school. She wanted to stay close to home though, so we gave in. She wanted to be a nurse, and we wanted her to finish school and meet a nice man, maybe a doctor. They’d get married and have perfect little grand-babies, and we’d surprise them by buying them a beautiful home in the same neighbourhood as us. But none of that happened.” Julie’s daydreaming tone shifts to one of accusation. “Because of you. You ruined her. You took her away, and she had that bastard son of yours⁠—”

“Don’t speak about Jonathan like that.” Dan’s blood is boiling. His son has done nothing wrong. She can blame Dan all she wants, but not Jonathan.

“I’ll speak how I want! I won’t be quiet anymore. We tried, we really did. When Frank first suggested aborting Jonathan, I opposed it. All I wanted to do was make Melissa happy. But over the years, I’ve realized how right Frank was. We shouldn’t have given in like that. There was still time to help our Melissa back then. And there still is now. Only this time, I won’t give in.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Melissa wanted to go back to you, did you know that? She was only at our house with Frank for a week before he called me and told me, so I had to hurry. Melissa wanted to make things up with you and go back to that pathetic lighthouse.”

“Melissa wants to come home?” All those times Dan had worried about her never wanting to see him again and it turns out she did. She wanted to come home just as much as he wanted her to. All of this could’ve been avoided.

“Melissa is still young. She can still go back to school. She can still meet someone else and have another baby without having to rush a marriage to cover it up. We can still give her the perfect life. But we knew she wouldn’t do it on her own. We had to help her. She wasn’t going to do it on her own, especially when she was still stupidly in love with you. I had been staying in this motel, searching for something I could use against you, something to prove to her that you weren’t the man she thought you’d be. And I found it. I found the old newspaper article about Matthew, and I knew there had to be something there, that it couldn’t be all the newspaper made it out to be.” Dan’s breathing deepens and he clenches his fists, the plastic zip-ties cutting into his wrists. He doesn’t care though, not now. “So, I did a little digging, and I found where Matthew lived with his beautiful wife, who I think you’ve met.”

“Rosie.”

“Yes, Rosie. She was the key. I knew if anyone would have information about what happened, it would be her. So, I ran into her by accident, and I befriended her. It wasn’t hard with the poor woman being so desperate for someone to talk to. We met for coffee and lunch a few times, and before I knew it she was spilling her guts to me. She told me how Matthew was abusive and all the horrible things he did to her. I asked her why he was like that, and she told me he’d had a rough childhood. So, I pressed her for more, and then I had it. I knew the whole rotten truth of it, and I knew what you did. It was almost too good to be true. I really believe it was God’s will and that he was looking out for me, so I can take care of my daughter and fix her life.”

Outside the wind howls, fierce gusts rocking the room.

Julie continues: “Rosie didn’t know you then, but she knew about you, and she was worried for you. Matt was obsessed with finding you. He’d get drunk or high and threaten to find you and kill you. He didn’t have the guts though, so he tried to ruin your life by getting you fired—sending those letters. But the letters weren’t enough. He wanted to hurt you, and when he couldn’t do that, he took out his rage on Rosie instead. I grew to care for Rosie. It’s not hard, she’s a sweet girl. Sweet, but stupid. Poor thing. Very easy to manipulate. But that suited me well. I convinced her the best way to save both herself and you was killing Matt. We started meeting in the woods behind her house to make plans. We used that rock structure you found as a meeting point, somewhere no one would overhear us. She was nervous, but I kept assuring her it was the right thing to do, that it would protect not only her, but also save someone else from dying if Matt ever found you again and really did try to kill you. She had no idea I planned to frame you while she was at it.

“And when I wasn’t meeting with Rosie, I was waiting for you to come out of that lighthouse. I kept watch, but you were so damn depressed and refused to leave. I knew I was running out of time, but I knew once I saw you drinking that you’d have to come out soon. I started telling Rosie to pressure Matt into taking his own drinking elsewhere. She started driving him to the bar nearest to you and it was only a matter of time before I knew you’d run into each other. It didn’t take long, and I didn’t waste any time.”

Dan is literally shaking with rage. This had all been arranged. Every fucked-up thing that had happened to him was this horrible woman’s fault. How could she live with herself? How could she think this is okay? And all of it was against Melissa’s will. She had wanted to stay with Dan.

“But Rosie got cold feet. When it came time to act, when I knew you were both in that bar, I had gone to her and told her to come quick. It was time. We had planned to use a knife, one we kept in Rosie’s house. But that night she said she couldn’t do it. She hid all the knives from me so I wouldn’t have a weapon. I knew things at home were growing tense with Frank trying to keep Melissa there. I couldn’t let the opportunity slip away. I stole the lighthouse statue from her basement. It was heavy, and I thought it would be just another piece of evidence to come back on you if the police found it. The murder weapon would be a literal replica of your house. It was perfect. I took it and drove away without Rosie. I followed you that night to the docks. I saw Matt come out of the bar after you walked away, and I took him out with the ketamine. Then, once you’d gone, I smashed his stupid head in with that statue and I dumped it all in the water right where you’d been.”

Julie starts laughing. “That would’ve been enough, but you went and made it even easier for me when you ran out of the province to abduct your son. Two criminal acts in such a short time, you went straight to the top of the police’s to-do list.”

“But why didn’t Rosie call the police? She could’ve stopped you!”

“I’m not that dumb. I record all our conversations.” Julie pulls a tape recorder out of her denim pocket. “I’ve had to stay here to blackmail her and make sure she kept her mouth shut. She knew if she took me down that I’d take her with me. She’d been trying to confront me and convince me to turn myself in the day you met. That’s why she was walking through the woods that day, she was going to our meeting spot.”

“So, it was you who left those messages?”

“Of course. I have to admit, you staying with her and looking for evidence threw me off. The messages clearly didn’t do anything, but I had to try to scare you, had to try something. The second she realized who you were, I’m sure she did everything she could to get you into her house. She knew you could help each other. She probably felt guilty for getting you involved at all. She has a horribly soft heart.”

So, when Rosie told Dan it was her fault, she really meant it. He felt so guilty for bringing a murderer to her doorstep, but the truth is the murderer had been at her doorstep long before Dan showed up.

What she said to him as he left made sense now too: “I tried to save you.”

She really had. She’d tried to shelter him from the police, knowing she was a part of the reason he was in this mess, and she’d tried to keep him from leaving while she knew Julie was out there, stalking and waiting.

“It’s all going to be okay now, though. You didn’t go to jail? Fine. That was also God’s will. He knew that wouldn’t be enough. I know now that Melissa needs a clean break from you and Jonathan if she’s ever going to move on with her life.

“A clean break from me and Jonathan? What does that mean?” Dan’s stomach lurches.

Julie grins like a feral wolf. “Well, what rich man is going to marry my daughter while she has a child? Single moms aren’t attractive to men like that. But widows who lose their family in tragedy and need a shoulder to cry on? That could work.”

Dan’s whole body goes numb. He trembles in the metal chair. “Don’t you dare lay a finger on Jonathan you bitch!”

“Well, I certainly won’t. Not from here. But Frank might. It was his idea to get rid of Jonathan the humane way years ago, but you didn’t want that. So really, just like everything else, this is your fault.”

Dan throws himself forward, ready to attack, to rip out her throat. He’s ready to drag this woman to her grave with his bare hands if he has to. But he can’t get to her tied up like this. He falls over, still attached to the chair, and his face smacks against the floor. A trail of blood crawls from his nose, seeping into the already filthy carpet of this stupid motel. He has to get out of here. Has to get to Jonathan and Melissa. But it’s impossible. He squirms in anguish and Julie just laughs at him, at his weak attempt to save his family.


From the Brimbank Police Interview Records: November 19th, 1989: Testimony From Victim Daniel Rowdon.

“I was walking home. It was difficult with my leg in the cast, but when I got there, I went to the beach. I like to sit there and look out at the water. Everything was fine until Matt showed up. He’s followed me home before. He’s hurt me before too. I tried to stay away from him, I really did, but he just wouldn’t stop following me. I didn’t want to be his friend, and he couldn’t let it go. That day, he followed me home again and snuck up on me while I was sitting there. He pushed me, started yelling at me, and I couldn’t really fight back because of my leg. Before I knew it, we were in the water, and he got a hold of the back of my head. I don’t remember much else, but my dad must have heard something and ran down to save me. That must have been why he was there too.”
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BEFORE


There are only three people who stand against Dan’s claim of Matt’s attempt to murder him—his parents and Matt himself. The police carry out extensive interviews, trying to determine Matt’s character. It isn’t every day that a minor tries to murder someone. They need more than just Matt and his parents.

No one truly understands what has been going on between Matt and Dan the past few months, so when rumours run rampant about what has happened, everyone puts the pieces together to fit their own narrative.

Their teacher, Mrs. Cunningham tells the police of how she had to separate them and how she often catches Matt glaring at Dan from across the room. The group of girls who saw Matt push Dan into the lockers all share their experiences. Even the man who works at the variety store they used to visit gives his side of things.

Then there was that day they almost fought on the front lawn of the school. Dan’s leg had been broken the very next day and all the rumours were that Matt had followed him and beaten him when no one was around. When the police get a hold of that information from nearly everyone in the school, they question the doctor who had put Dan’s cast on. He tells them that it had been strange and that he suspected Dan of lying about the cause of the broken bone. The police bring this up to Dan and he uses it to his advantage.

“Dan, we know you aren’t on the school soccer team. We know you didn’t injure your leg playing sports. Want to tell us what really happened?”

Dan shies away from the question, then wells up some fake tears and says, “I was trying to protect him. I didn’t want to get Matt in trouble.”

The two police officers that had been with Dan at the time look at each other in disbelief. No one wants to face the reality of an almost child murderer. It would be a massive scandal once it broke out. It would go beyond the local newspaper, making headlines around the world. No one wants to believe that something like that can happen in a small place like Brimbank County.

Of course, the whole time Matt’s parents fight to clear his name. They tell the police about Dan’s dad and about what Matt has been trying to do—help a friend who’s in a bad situation. This would’ve been an easier pill for everyone to swallow, but with all the other testimonies pointing to Matt being guilty and Dan not wavering once in his story, they have to conclude that Matt’s parents are the ones lying to protect their guilty son. Not only that, but they also have a witness (a woman who was walking her dog) who says she saw Matt holding Dan’s head while he was in the water. She didn’t realize he was pulling him out, not holding him down.

The police investigate Dan’s dad as well. They know he was drunk that night, and their investigation shows that he has been a chronic alcoholic for years. They dig into his past and find out about the death of Dan’s mother. There is no official reports about Dan’s dad being abusive and Dan denies that any abuse has ever taken place. To the police, Dan’s dad being a drunk makes him look like a poor, innocent widowed single father trying his best. Not like a suspect.

Things wrap up as neatly as they can after that. There is a trial and Matt is found guilty. Since he’s a minor, he doesn’t go to jail, but instead to a mental institution on the island. He’s to be held there until he turns eighteen.

Just like that, Matt’s childhood is taken from him. He’ll never go to high school, never go to prom, never get to grow up properly. When the trial is over and the news about what happened really starts to grow, Matt’s face is plastered on the front page of every newspaper in Canada and makes headlines in a few other countries. The public is both fascinated and repulsed by the almost-child-killer, Matthew Bartner. Even when he’s released, he’ll have a terrible time finding a job with everyone knowing what he has done. Dan has single-handedly ruined Matt’s life and the life of his parents.

[image: ]


When Dan first told his lie at the hospital, he didn’t realize how far it would go. He had been a child. He thought it would be just like when he lied about his leg.

He would protect his dad again to have a shot at being happy. He didn’t understand the severity of what he was doing until it was too late. Once it started, what could he do? If he tells everyone he lied, they’d hate him. And his dad would hate him. So, he sticks to his story.

His dad has never been prouder of Dan. It feels good, for a while. Things are okay between them for years after, and because the news goes so far, Dan even has people sending donations to him. They all feel so bad for him, and he’s never had so much attention in his life.

It fills the dark hole inside him.

He attends high school and enjoys the bits of money that come in. He has proper dinners with his dad and affords new clothes and school supplies. He puts all the rest away so he can afford to go to college in Toronto. They aren’t rich by any means, but it’s more than Dan has ever had in his life.

He brought all this goodness to him and his dad, his one decision bringing him everything he could’ve hoped for. He expects some feeling of joy to come, but it never does. Every good thing that has happened to Dan tastes sour in his mouth. He knows that every happy second means they’ve been taken away from someone else.

The older he gets, the worse it feels. He goes away to school the same year Matt is released. He’s terrified of running into him, terrified of what he has become after his years away.

He tries to tell himself that it will be better now, that Matt will get out and things will be okay. He’ll go back to his life, and they can both move on.

It’s a stupid thought.

Only a year after Matt’s release, Dan sees on the news that Mr. Bartner, the man who had been so kind to him, the man that Dan had wished was his father instead of his own, the man who spent his time building beautiful happy scenes of their town in his basement, has killed himself.

Even without the additional event of his dad’s passing after he was let out, Matt didn’t come out of that institution the same as when he went in. How could he have? His most important formative years were robbed from him. Dan can only imagine the rage that must have blacken his heart. Rage that’s directed at Dan.

So many days he wants to tell the truth. He wants to make things right, but he’s a coward. All he does is run and hide, lie, and avoid everything he has done.

The rot spreads deep, and it’s only a matter of time before it blackens Dan’s life too.
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Julie stands over Dan while he’s face-first on that awful carpet. Although he can’t see her, he knows she must be revelling in her power over him. After all this time, she can finally get rid of Dan and get back to her perfect life with her perfect daughter. He’s going to die, and Melissa and Jonathan will never know the truth. Julie and Frank will cover their tracks—they’ve already proven they know how to do it. Even if they get caught, their plan will still be a success, their daughter will be able to start over. Melissa will continue living with her grief in the home of the real murderers.

Jonathan could be in danger right this second. Dan has no idea how long Frank will wait before acting. Dan knows Melissa will do everything in her power to protect their son if she knows, but she isn’t aware of anything. Dan turns his neck as far as he can and sees the motel phone. It’s so close to him. If he stretches for it, he can call Melissa and she and Jonathan can get out of that house in time. He tries to reach his hand out, but he’s still immobilized with those zip-ties.

Julie’s foot comes into view. She’s wearing a pair of brown, heavy-duty hiking boots caked in mud on the sides. She raises her foot, and Dan doesn’t have enough time to move his head before she’s crushing his ear with her foot, grinding the sole of the boot into the side of his head. The skin on his ear tears and his jaw makes dangerous cracking pops. He can’t help but cry out, the pain growing with each new pop. Dan’s heart is pounding now, spiked with the fear that his jaw is about to dislocate.

He’s in uncontrollable agony, screaming for relief, but Julie keeps grinding his head into the carpet. This is not a controlled pain that he can stop at any time. This is feral, animalistic pain that he has no governance over. He’s entirely at Julie’s mercy, and he can’t stand it. He hates her. He hates every ounce of what he has been through at her hands. But this isn’t just about him anymore. Jonathan is in serious danger, and if there is anyone in this world to fight for, it’s his son.

He grabs a sliver of composure as images of Jonathan flicker through his mind. He focuses all his energy on those memories until that’s all there is. His pain is distant now, an alien appendage he can ignore. He grits his teeth and forces himself to stop crying out. He can get through this.

The grinding stops. Julie is probably confused by Dan’s sudden lack of reaction to the pain. This only seems to anger her though and she moves behind him, grabs the back of the chair Dan is attached to, and heaves him upright again.

Her face is now only inches from his and he can see the rage burning through her empty soul. Dan hasn’t always been a good man, but nothing he’s ever done has been from lack of empathy. If anything, he has too much empathy for the worst, most undeserving people, and in his naivety, he’s hurt the ones he should’ve let help him long ago. He’s never had the cold emptiness he sees in Julie’s eyes now. Those eyes he once thought had been so similar to Melissa’s, he can now see they are nothing like hers.

Julie pulls a knife from her side and holds it between them in a death promise. It’s a horrible, curved hunting knife that Dan knows she’ll have no problem plunging through his heart at any moment. She’s gotten everything off her chest that she wanted to say, and there is nothing stopping her from killing him right now.

There’s nothing Dan can do about it, but he refuses to die in fear. He refuses to die without giving it his all to save his family. If he fails, it won’t be for a lack of trying. No matter how impossible, he will keep fighting for a chance to get that phone and warn Melissa about Frank before it’s too late.

Dan hardens his own gaze and stares right back at Julie, meeting her empty eyes with his, full to the brim with passion and ferocity. He rears his head back, then spits in her face.

Julie pulls away from Dan in disgust, wiping the saliva from her cheek. “You bastard!” she slaps him across the face, clipping the torn ear she’d just stomped into oblivion.

The pain sears Dan’s skin but he doesn’t lose himself. Julie lunges at him with the knife and Dan sways his body as hard as he can to the left, tipping his chair over. Julie misses her target and falls on top of him. They’re a tangle of limbs, a disordered mess. Dan has no idea what to do next as Julie rolls to her side, lifting herself above him to re-position the knife. There’s nowhere else to go and they both know it. Julie smiles, her white teeth flashing in the darkness as the sound of thunder outside booms through their hearts. Julie lifts the knife higher, getting ready to stab down into Dan’s body.

The thunder sounds again, only it’s not thunder.

The boom is more of a thud, coming from the motel door.

Someone is knocking.

Julie’s smile fades and she rises, brushing herself off. She leans in close to Dan, the tip of her knife pressing into his neck and says, “You make one fucking sound, and I will drag out your suffering until you beg me to kill you.”

Dan nods silently. His blood rushes to his head, the tension and adrenaline of the moment coursing through him. If it wasn’t for that knock, he would probably be dead right now.

Who could be at the door? Maybe a motel worker or another guest who heard something and thought to check in on them. If that’s true, Dan won’t hesitate to yell for help. Julie’s threat can only come true if the person at the door leaves them again. This might be his ticket out of here if he plays his cards right, but if he makes the wrong move, he’ll never get out.

Julie doesn’t go to the door first. Instead, she goes to the window and pulls the curtain back just enough for her to see who is outside.

“Shit. That bitch!” Julie says.

“Julie! Julie, open the door right now!”

Although the wind still howls, Dan knows that voice. It’s Rosie.

Relief spreads through his body and he can’t believe that only hours ago he’d been terrified of her. Now she is far from a threat. Now she may be his only hope.

Julie crouches by the door, hunting knife still in hand. Dan hopes Rosie is ready. He imagines her trying to fight off Julie and can’t see it going well. Julie is massive compared to her, and although she’s older, Dan knows she’s extremely fit. As much as he’s relieved someone else is here, he doesn’t want the result to be both of them dying.

“And why should I open the door for you?” Julie asks.

“Because if you don’t come out and get me, then I’m going to the police. I don’t care if I get arrested too, and I don’t care about your blackmail anymore. This has gone way too far, Julie. It’s time to end this.”

Dan watches Julie to see what she’ll do next. All he can do is watch, immobilized on the floor. If he wiggles his hands free, he can grab for the knife while Julie’s distracted. However, there’s still a chance she’ll ignore Rosie and turn her attention back to Dan. Only seconds pass, but it feels like an eternity as Dan watches Julie’s face; she’s going over her options. She must decide she really doesn’t want to go to prison because she opens the door.

The wind that seemed loud before is now a roar, like a freight train. He sees Rosie holding the door frame, trying to stay upright, her long hair whipping in the wind and rain. The door smashes into the wall, leaving a dent. Dan is beyond grateful to Rosie for showing up; without her no one would have found him for a long time. They still might not, depending on their next moves.

Rosie steps across the threshold and enters the room. Her left hand is wrapped in a blood-soaked bandage and in her other hand she holds the kitchen knife Dan had slashed her hand with earlier. She must have found it while she was tailing him and Julie, which means she might also have found the other evidence—not that he needed it anymore with the amount of DNA evidence that’s probably all over this room and the information he’s been exposed to.

Rosie makes sure not to let her eyes leave Julie as she enters. They look like two feral beasts circling each other, neither willing to attack while they each grip a knife. Rain soaks the carpet, and the room drops in temperature from being exposed to the elements. Neither dares to try to shut the door.

Julie backs further into the room as Rosie approaches. “You wouldn’t dare. You don’t have it in you. It’s why you backed out of our plan in the first place. You’re nothing but a coward. No wonder Matthew abused you. It must have been easy for him to take advantage of you,” Julie says.

Rosie’s upper lip trembles. “Don’t pretend to know what I can and cannot do. You’ve pushed me too far. I thought things were bad with Matt and I thought I needed you to help me get away from him, but it turns out you’re even worse. You just insert yourself into people’s lives, make them think they need you, that their life will be a disaster if you don’t step in, but you don’t really want to help anyone. Everything you do is for yourself—for your own twisted vision of what you want. I trusted you. And you took advantage of me when I was at my lowest. But I’m not going to stand for it anymore.”

Dan puts together all the pieces of what Rosie is saying. It’s the same thing Julie has done to Melissa. She has some strange vision of what her life should be like and she’s willing to destroy the life that her daughter actually wants to put her in a box of her own design. It’s all a game for her.

Julie smiles. “Is your life not better with that horrible man out of it? There’s no reason we can’t both still get what we want. Just walk away and leave the rest to me.”

“And let you murder someone else? I’m already responsible for one death, I won’t stand by while you take another life.”

“Even though you know what he did? You don’t think he deserves it? I’m just taking out the trash so everyone can finally move the fuck on.”

“You can’t change my mind,” Rosie says as she re-adjusts her grip on the knife.

“If we can’t come to an agreement, then I can’t let you walk out of here,” Julie says.

Rosie glances at Dan only once, for only a fraction of a second, but that’s all it takes for everything to break. Julie lunges at Rosie, stabbing out with the hunting knife. Rosie ducks under her arm and gets behind her. Julie is much larger and stronger than Rosie, but Rosie is faster.

The force of Julie’s blow causes her to pitch forward and lodge her knife in the cheap plaster wall. Rosie takes full advantage of the time it takes for Julie to yank the knife out. She rushes to Dan and uses her blade to cut the zip-ties. Dan is free and wastes no time jumping up from the ground to stand beside Rosie. His head spins and the room lurches around him; he’s still not right from the ketamine and having the side of his head smashed in. Rosie sees him almost fall over and she looks at him with panic in her eyes. She had been banking on him being able to help her take down Julie. She needs him. He cannot slip up, no matter how hard it is. He forces his mind back to that place of ultimate focus where only making it out of here and getting his son to safety matters.

Julie faces them, her blonde hair flying in front of her face. They’re in another stalemate. Rosie speaks to Dan without turning her head. “Do you think you can use the knife?”

“Yeah, but I’m going to need the timing to be perfect. I can’t trust my aim right now and if I make a mistake…”

“I know, but Dan I think she was right. I don’t think I can do it. But I can get you your perfect moment. Just be ready.”

Before Dan responds, Rosie passes him the knife. He grips it for the second time today. He has no idea what she’s planning, but he must be ready for anything.

Rosie takes a step toward Julie while holding up her hand, telling Dan to stay back. She walks right up to Julie with no weapon. God, he hopes she doesn’t do anything stupid. He doesn’t want the chance to take down Julie if she gets hurt in the process. Then, he notices it. In Rosie’s back pocket he notices the outline of a small cylinder. Bear mace. The same one she’d been carrying the day they met. He understands now and creeps to the side of the two women while Julie watches Rosie.

“You dumb, self-sacrificing bitch.” Julie takes the bait, charging at Rosie with her own knife and smiling with unrestrained glee. Rosie pulls the spray out of her pocket and hits the dispenser. It goes off right in Julie’s eyes and before the knife can hit Rosie, Julie screams and clutches at her face. The hunting knife falls to the ground and Rosie scrambles to grab it. Dan hurls his whole body at Julie and smashes her into the ground. “I can’t fucking see!” She yells.

Dan raises the knife, finally having the power to end the life of the woman who has wronged him in so many ways. She has destroyed his family and put his son in danger…

The rage spills from his heart and into the blade he holds. He brings it down on her. The knife sinks deep into Julie’s shoulder. He’d been aiming for her heart, but it’s the best he can do while he still chases away the remnants of the drugs in his system.

The stab feels good, so damn good, but it isn’t enough. Julie still screams beneath him, still sucks in breaths. He needs to end her, needs to put her down permanently. He lifts the blade again, ready to thrust it into Julie over and over again until she becomes nothing but waste on the filthy carpet. Even that is better than she deserves.

But a hand wraps around his wrist, and he turns to find Rosie standing over him. “Not like this Dan. We’ve both made mistakes, but if we do what she would have done, we’ll never be any better.” Her voice is so soft that it comforts the raging voices in his head, the same way watching the storms used to calm his dad. He knows she’s right, he’s just so angry about everything. He’s held onto his guilt and pain and rage for so long now and he has to let it out. Rosie can see it in his eyes, so she says, “Breathe Dan. In and out. You can do this.”

He listens to her. He can do this. He always wanted to be a better man but had been too afraid of the consequences. It’s time now.

He lowers the knife, and Rosie takes it from him. “Keep holding her down. There’s got to be more of those zip-ties.” Dan obeys as Rosie looks around the room. “Jackpot.”

Rosie comes back with not only the zip-ties, but a small black case with more syringes full of ketamine.

Julie is still screaming, yelling profanities at them and bucking wildly beneath Dan. He holds her down and flips her onto her stomach. Rosie then slips one of the black ties over her wrists, adding a few more just to be safe. Julie flails and cries as Rosie passes Dan a syringe. He sticks it in her neck and dispenses the whole thing. After a few moments, Julie’s movements settle, then stop completely.

Dan and Rosie are both breathing heavily. They’re both covered in rain and blood and sweat. They look into each other’s eyes, an understanding passing between them. Neither of them will ever be the same again after this.
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Dan rises and goes to the phone that is no longer out of reach. He has no idea what’s going on with Frank, no idea how long he’ll wait to harm Jonathan. It could be hours or minutes—there’s no way to tell. He has to warn Melissa.

Dan punches in the number to Frank and Julie’s landline and presses the receiver into his un-damaged ear.

Come on, come on. Pick up the phone.

The phone doesn’t even ring once before a hollow voice says, “We’re sorry, we were unable to connect your call. Please try again.”

“Damn it!” Dan shouts and slams the phone back on the base. Rosie watches him with wide eyes as he picks the phone up and dials again. All he gets is the same monotone woman telling him to please try again. Frank must have disconnected the phone lines in the house after Julie called. “What the hell am I going to do?” Dan says, pacing the room that is still being ravaged by the wind and rain.

Rosie walks to the front door and uses all her effort to push it shut. It latches into place and the room is doused in near silence. It’s a palpable and jarring difference to the rush of wind, and although it’s easier to talk without being deafened by the storm, the quiet only heightens Dan’s anxiety.

“Dan, talk to me. What’s going on?”

“My wife is alone right now with Julie’s husband, her dad. Julie called him right before you found me. I don’t know how long we have⁠—”

“How long we have until what?”

Dan is having a hard time communicating just how urgent their situation is. He rakes his hand through his hair, pulling at it. “They weren’t just planning on taking me out. Rosie, he’s going to kill my son, and we are at least seventeen fucking hours away and I don’t know what the hell to do.”

All of a sudden, the pressure is too much, and Dan crumples to the floor, shaking and weeping on his knees. He gulps in huge breaths of air, but there’s not enough oxygen in the world to calm him down.

Rosie sits beside him and places a gentle hand on his shoulder. Her hand trembles, and Dan knows how hard this is for her. She’s been through a lot too and he can’t even begin to imagine how much effort it took for her to come here. He knows she can’t stand the sight of blood, and he knows it must be taking every ounce of her self-control to stay in this room with him.

“We have to think, Dan. We can’t lose it now. We can call the police, get them to go to the house and check on your son.”

“And what if they’re not there anymore? Frank could have taken him somewhere. If Melissa isn’t answering the phone, I can’t be sure they’re still in the house. By the time the police find them, it could be too late.”

“Then we’ll go.” Dan turns and looks into Rosie’s eyes. “I don’t know your wife, but if she can hold him off and if Frank hasn’t started his plan right away, we might be able to help search for them.”

“And if it’s too late? The chances of us getting there in time and finding them…”

“I know. I know it’s a long shot, but we have to try. Can you live with yourself if you don’t?”

The answer is clear: no. He wouldn’t be able to live with himself if Jonathan gets murdered and all he did was sit and cry in an empty motel room. No matter how impossible, he has to do this. He’s already lived with enough guilt over things he should’ve done differently and he won’t let this be just another thing on the list.

He utters the words, “Okay. Let’s do this. I just pray that Melissa can hold out until we get there.”
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Melissa rests in her childhood bed, staring at the ceiling. Jonathan is downstairs playing with her dad. She’s passed her time like this almost every day since her world fell apart. She misses Dan, but she’s also angry at him. How could he have done what he did? The man she once loved—that she has a child with—is a murderer.

When she first found out he had taken Jonathan right from the front yard, she’d been furious. She’d been ready to hit him the moment she saw him, but she hadn’t been scared for Jonathan. She knew that despite Dan’s flaws, he would never intentionally harm their son. Yes, he moved them to a horrible place where Jonathan almost died on a set of stairs, but he never meant for that to happen. Part of her knew it was never his fault, that he had only done the best he could.

She knew he didn’t have a lot of money to begin with, and when he’d lost his job at the newspaper there was no way they could have afforded to stay in that apartment. She’d tried to make the best of it. She really had.

Jonathan’s laughter bubbles up the stairs. Despite her current state, his laughter never ceases to bring a smile to her face. She grins in the dim light of her bedroom. She has her old lamp turned on, its shade covered with white frills. She’s never been quite so girly to enjoy things like that. It was her mother who picked it out for her. She said it was the right thing for a girl her age. He mother never let her choose anything for her own room without her approval first.

Melissa sighs and a wave of sadness clouds her thoughts. It’s impossible not to replay everything that has happened again and again in her mind. She still hopes she’ll wake up one day to find that this is all a horrible dream.

She thinks again of the day Dan took Jonathan away from the yard.

When Jonathan went missing, Frank had insisted on calling the police right away. At that time, Melissa still trusted Dan and didn’t think it was necessary, but he called anyways. When he did, the police questioned them relentlessly about if they knew where Dan was and what he was doing there at all. It seemed a little dramatic at the time, but then they dropped the bomb. The officer on the phone explained that Dan was wanted in another province for murder. Melissa hadn’t believed it at first—she thought they’d gotten him mixed up with someone else. But they hadn’t.

It never quite added up in her mind, even now. She knows Dan—he isn’t capable of hurting someone like that. Once the police tracked him down and arrested him, Melissa was convinced they would question him, and everything would be sorted out once they realized he was innocent.

What she hadn’t been expecting was that he’d be formally charged and taken back to PEI, that instead of trying to prove his innocence, he escaped custody, only strengthening the probability of his guilt. The news broke only days later of his connection to the murder victim, that Matthew Bartner had been found guilty of attempting to murder Dan when they were only children. The story was that Dan had repaid the favour. She didn’t want to believe it, but Dan never opened up about his past to her. Now she now knows why. It all fit yet didn’t at the same time.

Frank tried to console Melissa who had been nearly unable to process what was going on. This whole time she had held onto the belief that maybe somehow, she and Dan would work out a way to save their marriage, or at the very least, preserve a friendship to raise Jonathan together.

That hope is ripped apart and she isn’t sure she can put the pieces back together.

She tries to hide everything from Jonathan, but he knows something is wrong. He knows it wasn’t normal for mommy to lay in bed all day or to refuse to eat or spend any time with him. She just can’t bring herself to fake it. She wants to, but her despair is too much. The depression is like a deep hole she’s fallen into where, no matter how hard she scrambles to reach the edge and pull herself up, she can only fall back down again.

She needs help; she needs her mother.

Every time she ever needed someone in her life, her mother was the first person there. She had always been controlling, always thought she knew what was best for her, but she was also Melissa’s rock, her stable ground. No matter what happened, she could count on her mother to help get her life back on track.

Except now.

They told Melissa about the looming divorce when they picked up her and Jonathan from the hospital. It was a complete shock; they had always been so inseparable. It had never occurred to Melissa that her parents were the type of people who could have marital issues. They were just so…perfect. But they are human just like Dan and Melissa.

It had killed her when her mother said she wasn’t going back home with them. Melissa knew she had some acquaintances on the island—she insisted on staying with them the few times they visited Dan and Melissa. She refused to stay in their old apartment. She knew her mother could be a bit snobby when something didn’t meet her standards, but it had always bothered Melissa that Julie couldn’t put that aside when Dan was around. She knew he hated when they did things like that. Their relationship had always been rocky, and Dan tried his best to win her parents over, but they never reciprocated.

None of that matters anymore. Dan is never coming back into Melissa’s life. All she wants now is for her mother to come home and fix things with her dad so they can all move on, together as a family.

She had talked to her mother on the phone a few times and she assured Melissa that as soon as she’s ready, she’ll come back and make an honest effort. Melissa isn’t exactly sure what she’s waiting for or what happened between her and her dad to make her mom stay away for so long, but she didn’t want to push her too much, so Melissa didn’t ask.

Frank has been unnervingly calm throughout everything, which surprises Melissa. He’s normally so volatile and it seems strange that while his wife is living somewhere else, he doesn’t even seem phased by it. All he’s done is assure Melissa that she can stay here as long as she wants, that he will take care of Jonathan and that she can simply rest.

She’s his little girl after all. Those were the exact words he’d used, and Melissa really does feel like his little girl again. In this room with the pink, floral wallpaper, the fluffy rug, and her favourite dolls and books still displayed on her shelves, it’s like she’s a child again and her dad is taking care of her the way he did when she was little. It creeps her out sometimes and she’s tried to assert herself, to tell her dad that she doesn’t need so much help, but he keeps insisting and she’s been too broken to put up much of a fight.

The phone rings.

Melissa sits up in her bed. She glances outside and sees how dark it is. It’s a strange time for anyone to be calling. She gets up and leaves her room, padding across the upstairs hallway to the top of the stairs. She looks down, and through the stair railing she sees her dad with his back turned, talking to someone. He hangs up and spins. He looks…worried? That’s not quite right, but Melissa can’t place the emotion on his face.

“Is everything okay, Dad?”

Frank looks up to where Melissa is above him, surprised that she’s there. “What are you doing up?”

“Who called?”

Frank waves a hand dismissively. “Some scammer. Nothing important. You can go back to your room.”

Melissa isn’t tired anymore. She can’t place it, but something has the hairs on the back of her neck standing on end.

She walks down to the main floor. Her parent’s house has always been decorated to fit the latest home trends and is immaculately clean. Even in Julie’s absence, Frank has called in cleaners to make sure the house stays up to her standards. The first floor features exquisite hardwood flooring, and tasteful rugs have been placed about to add a cozy feeling to the living room. There’s a coffee table in the centre of the room, but Melissa has never seen anyone dare to place a mug on it. Instead, on the table is an artistic statue of a flying bird. Other art pieces hang at perfect viewing heights around the room. They are switched out often—her mom can never keep a piece up more than a few months before it bores her, and she wants something new. The only thing in the room that hasn’t changed is the couch. It’s still the same one Dan slept on the first night he came here.

The kitchen is also on this floor, and it’s done up in an open-concept style with copper accents. Jonathan lays on the floor between the kitchen and living room, colouring with his new pencil-crayons.

“Really, Melissa, if you’re not feeling up to it, I can watch Jonathan the rest of the night,” Frank says.

Now that Melissa isn’t looking at him through a railing, she can see that he certainly does have a nervous energy to him. He wrings his hands, not an ordinary behaviour for him.

“Actually, I’m feeling a little better. I can watch Jonathan the rest of the night and put him to bed later.”

Melissa thinks her dad will be happy about this. She’s spent so long in a depressive state that it should be a relief to him not to be on child care duty.

But he’s not happy at all. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“Don’t you think it’s still too soon? I mean, Jonathan can tell when you’re upset.”

Melissa bristles, “I can take care of my own son for the rest of the night, Dad. Maybe you need some rest yourself.”

He glares at her. “Fine. Goodnight then.” He stomps up to his own room.

What the hell was that all about? Melissa thinks. At least he listens.

She sits on the floor beside Jonathan. “What are you drawing sweetie?”

“Nothing,” Jonathan says as he continues to scribble.

“Let me see,” Melissa says and turns the paper he’s been working on toward herself. On it is a depiction of the lighthouse and a stick figure version of Dan and Melissa. Her heart aches. “This is looking really good.”

Jonathan pulls the paper back to himself and continues shading the sky blue. “Is Dad ever going to visit again?” he asks.

She doesn’t how to approach the topic with him. Melissa has kept silent about it since the police brought Jonathan back to her. She still doesn’t know what to tell him, so she gives him the best answer she can: “I really don’t know. I wish I did.”

Jonathan frowns but accepts what she says. The house is quiet except for the sound of Jonathan’s colouring and the giant wall clock ticking above them. It’s peaceful to be sitting here and the calmness of the house makes Melissa’s eyes droop. Maybe she is tired after all.

“I think it’s time for bed, don’t you?” she asks Jonathan.

“Already?”

“Yeah, I’m sorry, but you can work on that more in the morning.” Jonathan yawns and Melissa scoops up the paper and pencil-crayons, then takes them into the kitchen and stuffs them in a drawer.

“Do you want any water before bed?”

“Sure, Mom.”

She grabs a glass and fills it from the tap, then hands it to Jonathan. He gulps it down and she takes it back from him, placing it in the sink.

They both go upstairs, and Melissa makes sure Jonathan brushes his teeth properly before going to his bedroom and tucking him in. His room is incredibly small—it had been an office before Jonathan was born—but her parents have converted it, so he has a place to sleep when they visit. The room is right beside Melissa’s, and on the opposite end of the hall is the door to her parents’ room.

She kisses Jonathan on the forehead, flicks off the light, shuts the door, and steps back into the hallway. It’s now pitch black in the hall other than the slight light coming from underneath her own door. Melissa should go straight to her room, but that feeling creeps up the back of her neck once more. She glances at her parents’ bedroom door. It appears to be open just a crack. It’s hard to be certain in the darkness. She stares at it, hoping her eyes will adjust so she can tell for certain if she’s right about it being slightly ajar.

As she stares, the walls of the hallway bend inward. It’s only an illusion—a trick of the night—but it kickstarts Melissa’s heartbeat. Her eyes are adjusting. Yes, the door is open a little. Then she sees something glimmering in the space between the door and the wall. She squints at it. It flashes. There, then gone. Then back again. Is that…an eye?

“Dad? Are you awake?” Melissa says into the empty darkness. Somehow, speaking out loud does the opposite of calm her nerves, especially when no one answers. Even more so when the glimmer vanishes completely and doesn’t return.

Melissa’s breathing matches the rush of her pulse. She should just go to bed. Why on earth would her dad be watching her through a little crack in the door? It’s absurd. She’s imagining things. She faces her own door and goes into her room. The frilly little lamp is still turned on so she can see much better in here. She lays down on her bed, turns the lamp off, and tries to fall asleep.

Usually, sleep envelopes her quickly, but tonight she tosses and turns unable to settle.
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Rosie and Dan search through the motel room before leaving. As they search, they find Julie’s car keys and take them before calling the police, putting in an anonymous tip that someone may be in distress at Frank and Julie’s address. Rosie is about to open the door again, but Dan tells her to wait. He goes to where Julie’s limp form still lays on the carpet in front of the bed and removes the tape recorder from her pocket.

“Here. She showed it to me. It’s the tape recorder she used to blackmail you. We should destroy it,” Dan says.

He expects Rosie to be happy, but she looks horrified. “Destroy it? Dan, what I said when I got here was true. I really don’t care if I get arrested anymore. My husband was a bad man, but he didn’t deserve to die, and it was my fault. I need to come clean. I think it’s the only way I’ll be able to move on once this is over. And it’s also the biggest piece of evidence you need to prove your innocence. It’s much more important than anything else. I won’t take that away from you. You keep it, and when the time comes, use it.”

Dan stares at her, unable to believe what she’s saying. She’s willing to go to prison for him. Not only for him, but for the truth. He feels shame that he’s never been able to do the same. His whole life he’s dealt with his pain by burying the truth as deep as it can go. In many ways, he admires Rosie.

He nods and puts the tape recorder in his own pocket. “Okay, ready to go?”

“Ready,” Rosie says. She opens the door.

They’re both blasted with the force of the wind yet again and rain hits their skin so hard it hurts. They walk into the parking lot to find it empty, apart from two vehicles: Julie’s SUV and Rosie’s car.

“I don’t know if my car can make it. I had a hard time even getting here. We should take Julie’s SUV,” Rosie says.

Dan nods in agreement and unlocks the SUV. As they approach, he yells into the wind, “I’m not sure I can drive. Can you?” Although Dan’s head has cleared considerably, it’s still not clear enough to drive through this storm without running them into a ditch.

“Yeah, I can do it,” Rosie says.

They each go to their side of the SUV and pull the doors open before sliding into the leather interior. It takes a lot of effort to pull the doors shut again, but they manage. Although the vehicle rocks in the wind, they are safe from the force of the storm.

Rosie adjusts her seat and mirrors before turning the key in the ignition. She’s comically small in the seat and Dan hopes she’s up for this. Driving during a hurricane is much different than driving in regular weather. Not only can the winds make it difficult to keep control, but a lot of roads become partially or completely flooded. Debris can come flying at you at any moment. He knows this too well from the fallen tree that allowed him his shot at escaping, but they aren’t trying to escape right now.

They’re going toward something, and they need to get there fast.

Rosie backs up, then swivels the SUV around and leaves the parking lot.

“How did you know where I was?” Dan asks.

“When I tried to find you in the woods, I traced your path to the place I used to meet with Julie. I found the knife on the ground, and I pieced together what happened. Julie has been staying at the motel this entire time. I picked her up there once when we were still planning together. She could’ve taken you somewhere else, but I knew that was the most likely place.”

Dan taps his foot. “I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you before. I should have waited to let you explain. I was just…scared. And I’m really sorry about your hand.”

“It’s okay. You just found out you were in a house with a murderer. I can’t blame you for what you did.”

“But you didn’t really murder Matt. Julie did.”

Rosie chews the inside of her lip. “It doesn’t matter. I basically killed him. I was the keystone to Julie’s plan, and I let her walk all over me. If I had stood my ground, maybe things would’ve been different.”

“From what Julie told me, Matt might have tried to kill me at some point if you hadn’t done what you did, so I owe you a thanks in a way.”

Rosie lets out an exasperated breath. “You don’t owe me a thanks. I ruined your life, Dan.”

“I don’t blame you. You were in a tough position yourself. Julie took advantage of you. And I don’t just owe you a thanks for that, you saved my life again just now. And…”

“And what?”

Dan braces himself. “And it was me who ruined your life. Not the other way around. Did Matt tell you everything that happened between us? About everything that happened after?” Rosie nods. “Then you know Matt never would have grown into the type of man who would abuse his wife if I hadn’t done what I did. It was my fault.”

“Matt didn’t just tell me about what you did to him. He told me about the time before that too, about your dad and how he treated you. Dan—if you blame yourself for everything Matt did then isn’t it also fair to blame your dad for it? I mean, how far back do you want this to go? You told me I can’t blame myself for Julie’s actions because I was in a tough spot. Well, so were you. You were a child.”

Dan considers what she says as they continue to drive, the rain falling in torrents. Rosie is driving at a snail’s pace to avoid swerving; the roads are covered in inches of water.

Rosie places a hand on Dan’s tapping leg. He calms and looks at her, her hair still wet and sticking to the side of her face. But she’s the most beautiful Dan has ever seen her.

She takes her hand back, needing both hands on the wheel and says, “We can only be responsible for our own actions. You have to let go of the parts that aren’t your fault.”

“What about the parts that are my fault? What do I do with those?”

“You own them. You have to. If there’s no way to make them right, it’s all you can do.”

No one other than Matt has ever known his entire story until now. Not one living soul. It’s freeing to talk to someone about what happened without hiding. All Dan’s fear about someone being horrified at what he’d done weren’t real. He knows it now because there’s this wonderful, living, breathing human being who knows who he really is, right from the beginning, and still accepts him, even into her home. Rosie doesn’t believe he’s a complete waste of a human and he wishes she knew exactly how much she means to him.

They’re passing through town now and the debris flying through the air turns from branches to shingles, patio chairs, fencing, and anything else that hadn’t been secured down.

“Slow down here, this isn’t safe,” Dan says.

Rosie leans forward, focusing more on what’s flying past the windows. The slower pace makes Dan realize just how ridiculous this whole plan is. Even with perfect weather, it would be a miracle to make it in time. If there is any time at all. His stomach churns at the thought. He has to hold onto hope. Even if he doesn’t make it there, the police are on their way to Frank and Julie’s house right now. He has to believe they’ll do something.

Dan looks out at the town. They pass by Oliver’s and the docks, the place Matt died. The place Julie stalked him and bludgeoned Matt over the head before leaving him in that cold water where he’d be found the next day. Although Dan knows the docks are there, they are completely covered by the surging water of the storm. If they take too long getting through town, they’ll be caught up in the water themselves. They have to keep moving, but the flooding, wind, and debris are delaying too much.

Dan tries to stay calm, but it’s impossible. “Rosie, maybe we shouldn’t do this. Maybe we can stop somewhere⁠—”

Dan is cut off as the driver’s side window shatters. He doesn’t see Rosie’s reaction, and she doesn’t have time to do anything as a wooden beam hurls through the glass, impaling Rosie’s left side. The SUV swerves and Dan lurches as they run over the curb before bouncing to a halt. Dan grips the sides of his seat as they fly off the road. He doesn’t want to look beside him, doesn’t want to see what has happened, but he must.

Rosie stares at him, eyes wide. At first it looks like nothing is wrong, like she’s only afraid the same way he is. But this isn’t true. Rosie clutches her side where the wooden beam sticks through her ribs. The beam is still partially hanging out the window. He has no idea what the beam was a part of before it flew into the vehicle, but it doesn’t matter. The sharp, splintered end is stuck in a woman he’s grown to care deeply for, someone who is only out here right now because of him.

There he goes, blaming himself again. He knows what Rosie would say if she could hear his thoughts. He knows what she said to him already: “We can only be responsible for our own actions.” She’s right. He can’t waste time pitying himself for what he could’ve done differently. It doesn’t matter, and it’s too late to change anything. All he can do is act now.

“Don’t look down Rosie, okay? Keep your eyes up. I’m going to come around and help you.”

Rosie’s breathing is erratic and panicked, but she nods at Dan. He opens the passenger door, wind ripping at his hair and clothes. He not only has to push against the wind, but against the water that partially covers the bottom of the door now. The docks come into view as the wind pushes holes between the sheets of rain and the ocean surges higher. Dan knows that although the town puts up barricades for storms like this, it’s only a matter of time before the rushing water rises above them and into the streets.

He walks through that water, fighting for every step, but he makes it to the driver’s side. Things look much worse from here. Rosie is using her hand to hold her side—the same hand that’s still wrapped in a bandage from earlier. It’s soaked with blood and the crimson now seeps through the spaces of her fingers. The wooden beam shifts with each ragged breath Rosie takes in and Dan wonders what organs it’s scraping against as she does. If Dan is going to get her to a hospital, he has to move her out of the driver’s seat, and that means he’s going to have to remove the beam. He won’t even be able to open the door without causing her immense pain unless he takes it out first.

“Rosie,” he says as he leans through the broken window, “I need you to stay calm, okay? I’ve got to get that out of you, but it’s going to hurt.”

Rosie nods again. She still hasn’t said a word, and her face is completely drained of colour. She’s losing a lot of blood and it’s only getting worse. He’s going to need to bind the wound with something. He tells Rosie he needs a minute as he goes to Julie’s trunk. It strikes him that only hours ago he was in the back of this SUV, completely passed out. He finds a few loose papers and a brown luggage bag. Dan grabs the bag and unzips it. Inside are spare toiletries and clothes. He goes through the clothes and finds a long shawl, the kind only rich people—people like Julie—would wear. Dan can’t complain about her annoyingly posh taste right now. The shawl is perfect. It’ll be long enough to wrap tightly around Rosie’s waist.

He takes it, shuts the trunk, then returns to the driver’s side of the SUV. He has to be ready to do everything as quickly as possible once he removes the beam. He ties the shawl around his own arm for now, so it won’t fly off in the gusts of wind.

“Rosie? Are you still with me?” She’s slumped in the seat since he went to the trunk, and this time she doesn’t nod a response. Panic lances Dan’s heart. He can’t waste another second.

He grabs the beam and pulls it out in one swift movement. He tries to do it as fast as possible to avoid hurting Rosie more than necessary, but the pain is enough to coax a yelp out of her. In a way he’s relieved he got some response from her, even if it is from pain.

He yanks the door open, The wind catches it, and the door makes a low creak as the hinges are tested to their full capabilities. He hopes the door stays on, but he can’t worry about that now. He pulls Rosie towards him so she’s sitting upright. She cries out again, but he doesn’t stop. Hot blood gushes from her wound. He needs to stop it.

He removes the shawl from his arm and wraps it as tight as it can go around her body. Blood soaks through it almost immediately, and Dan prays he slows it enough to get her to safety.

“I’m going to move you now, just hold on.” He lifts Rosie up from the seat, and as gently as he can, he gets her over the centre console and into the passenger side. She sobs as he sets her down, but he has to keep going. The water that was once around his ankles is now up to his shins. He has to get them out of here—right now.

He gets into the driver’s side and uses all his strength to get the door shut. At first, he doesn’t think it will close (the wind is too strong), but with a grunt and one more burst of energy, he gets it to give way. The wind and rain ravage through the broken glass, but Dan hardly notices. The SUV has been running this entire time, so he focuses on getting them off the curb and back onto the road. With a few pumps to the gas pedal, he manages it and drives as fast as he can in the direction of the hospital.

Rosie yelps at every bump and sway of the SUV. Between her cries of pain, she manages to say, “Go…to the bridge. Get…your son.”

Dan shakes his head. “No, Rosie. We both know there was never enough time. Plus, we can barely stay on the road, let alone get across the bridge. It’s probably barricaded by now. I’m going to make sure you’re okay. You saved me, and now it’s my turn to save you.” Dan’s eyes well with tears. “You’re the piece I’m responsible for right now. I have to trust that Melissa will be responsible for her piece.”
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Melissa wakes to the sound of a door opening and closing. Her room is engulfed in darkness, the only light coming in from the window, or rather a streetlight that glows through it.

The sound of the door is likely her dad getting up to use the washroom. Melissa relaxes and tries to settle back to sleep, tucking her head into her soft pillow. She hears her dad walking in the hall, but there’s a second set of footsteps with him, a much quieter set.

Is he waking Jonathan up? Why would he do that?

Melissa sits up, more attentive. The footsteps tread down the stairs. It’s possible her dad is helping Jonathan get some water from the kitchen, but Melissa made sure he had a drink before she took him to bed. Then she hears the front door open and shut.

Why are they going outside?

Melissa gets out of bed and looks out the window where the driveway is illuminated by the same streetlight. Her dad is out there, and Jonathan is too. He’s still in his pyjamas and doesn’t even have shoes on. What could they be doing out there? Her dad opens his car door and ushers Jonathan into the backseat. He closes the door, then makes his way to the driver’s side and gets behind the wheel. The headlights turn on for only an instant before Melissa’s dad switches them off, then pulls out of the driveway. Melissa trembles as she watches.

Where is he taking Jonathan?

None of this makes sense. There’s no reason to take her son out in the middle of the night without telling her. When he gets back, she’s going to give her dad hell. Melissa knows she hasn’t been easy to deal with since she got here, she knows she’s been an absent parent, but this is unacceptable.

Melissa paces the room, keeping an eye on the window. She simply cannot understand where he would want to take Jonathan. Nothing comes to her mind at all. The more she runs it over in her head, the more it bothers her. She chews her lip. Something isn’t right.

Her parents have another vehicle in the garage she can take to follow them, but she has no idea where they went. She leaves her room and makes her way down the dark hallway, to the main floor. She needs to do something, but what?

She remembers how her dad reacted when he found out Dan took Jonathan. He wanted to call the police right away. Should she do that now? Melissa doesn’t want to call the police on her own father, especially since he’s been helping her care for Jonathan all this time. She trusts him. But she also trusted Dan and he turned out to be a murderer. Maybe she should trust her gut, the part of her that deep down knows something is incredibly wrong.

She looks at the clock hanging on the wall. She’ll give it five minutes, and if they aren’t back by then, she’ll call the police. If nothing is wrong, they’ll find her dad and her son easily, and it will all be a giant misunderstanding. If her gut isn’t wrong, however, then she’ll be glad she called quickly.

The five minutes tick by and the car doesn’t pull back into the driveway. Melissa goes to the phone, picks it up, and…there’s no ring tone. She sets the phone on the base and picks it up again. Still nothing.

Why would the phone be disconnected?

Fear consumes Melissa. She knows her dad answered a call tonight. The phones were working earlier. Could he have disconnected them after that call? If he did, there is certainly no good reason for it. She really needs the police now.

As Melissa’s brain skips over the information that she is alone, her son is gone, and her dad has disconnected their phone lines, red and blue lights cast shadows on the living room wall.

What on earth? This night is only getting stranger.

Melissa darts to the front window and sees a police car pulling in. How did they know to come here? She hadn’t been able to call. Why were they here?

She sees a female officer step out and Melissa opens the front door before she gets the chance to knock. “Is this the Wells’ residence?” the officer asks.

“Yes, it is. Why are you here? I was going to call but our phones aren’t working.”

“We got an anonymous tip that someone at this address may be in distress. Is everything okay?”

Melissa almost chokes on her relief. “No. Everything is not okay.”
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After inviting the officer inside, Melissa explains everything. They sit on the couch, and she tells her about her dad’s strange behaviour and how he left with her son without waking her.

The officer is as perplexed as Melissa is. “Ma’am, do you have any idea who could have placed the anonymous tip? From what you’re saying, there were no signs of anything wrong before your father left, so it’s unlikely a neighbour noticed something, and if there’s no one else in the house…”

“I’m just as confused as you are. And please, call me Melissa. I don’t know who left you that message. Like I said, the only thing out of the ordinary was the phone call my dad took before going to bed.”

“Right. You said he seemed distressed after he ended that call?”

“Not distressed, exactly. I don’t know what he was feeling, but it stood out to me.” Melissa doesn’t tell the officer about the incident in the hallway, if it even is an incident. Melissa still isn’t sure she really saw her dad watching her and she needs this woman to take her seriously. Even if he had been watching her, he could’ve been waiting for her to go to bed. But why? None of this makes sense.

“Do you have any idea where they might have gone? Did your father mention wanting to go anywhere with Jonathan recently that you might have forgotten about?”

“Absolutely not, and even if he had, why at this hour?.”

The officer writes something on a notepad. “Okay. With this incident involving a minor, we’re going to treat this as a missing person case right away.” Melissa sighs in relief, she wants the police to treat it that way even if she’s wrong, just in case. “I don’t want to call in an amber alert yet since you don’t think your father poses a threat, but if we can’t locate them within an hour or two, we may have to re-think that.”

“Okay, whatever you think we should do to find them.” The officer stands and tilts her head to the walkie-talkie on her vest. She pushes the side button and calls in for other officers to start searching the area. “Can I help?” Melissa asks.

“It would be a good idea for at least one person to stay here in case they come back on their own.”

It’s already been long enough that Melissa doesn’t think that will happen. “I just don’t think I’ll be able to stay calm if I have to wait here while my son is missing somewhere out there.”

The officer inhales, contemplating. “I won’t stop you if you want to look. I know I wouldn’t stay behind either if it was my kid. I’ll circle back here myself every once in a while to check.”

“Thank you.”

The officer leaves through the front door while Melissa takes her mom’s car keys from a little hook on the wall, heading to the garage. She flicks on the light and there it is—her mother’s pristine white car. It’s been so long since she’s driven it. She was a teenager when she learned to drive for the first time. She really wishes her mom was home for this; she would probably know where her dad was going or at least have better ideas than she did. She always knows what to do, but she isn’t here. Melissa will have to figure this out for herself.

She slides behind the wheel and presses a button to open the garage door. Through the rearview mirror, she watches the officer back out of the driveway. She follows suit, turning the same way as her dad.

The streets are empty and silent. No one is out at this time (even the late-night dog walkers are asleep). She drives aimless and slow, patrolling the streets with no destination. She watches for any sign of her dad’s car. While she drives, she thinks of anything that can help her track them down, any conversation her dad might’ve had with her that could indicate where he wanted to bring Jonathan, but there’s nothing. No reason she comes up with explains his behaviour.

She rolls down the window and lets the night breeze hit her face. It’s cold, but not unbearable. The temperature helps calm her nerves. There’s always been something about the rush of air from a car window that helps her think.

There has to be something.

Her mind drifts to the anonymous tip the police received. She’s thankful for it, but it also doesn’t add up. Who would have done that? How could they have known what was going on in the house and reported it before Melissa could? To call it in that prompt they would have had to know what was happening before it happened. Like the officer said, it probably wasn’t a neighbour. But that left only her, Jonathan, and her dad. She could eliminate all three of them. Who else knew what was going on in their house tonight? It had to have something to do with the phone call her dad took. Whoever was on the other end knew what was going to happen, but the only one who ever called the house that late was her mom, who usually wanted to speak only to her. If it had been her mom, why did she want to talk to her dad? She’d spent so long avoiding him. Then again. She told Melissa she would try to fix things. Maybe she wants to come home. It would explain why her dad had such an unreadable emotion, a multitude of feelings ravaging within him that he’s chosen to suppress. It’s possible the phone call rattled him. But none of that explains him leaving with Jonathan or disconnecting the phones.

Could her mother have something to do with this? If she was the one called, what did she tell her dad that would make him leave with Jonathan? She thinks back further, to when she begged her parents to rush to the island and come get her. They got on the first plane they could, rented a car, and picked her and Jonathan up without question. It was at the airport that her mother pulled her aside and explained her ticket was one-way, that she would be keeping the rental car and staying on the island. She said she needed time to think about her marriage, that she was sorry she couldn’t come back with them and that she had always known Dan was the wrong choice for her. At the time Melissa had been so angry at Dan that she agreed. She told her mom that she wished she could start all over.

“Do you really mean that, sweetie?” she’d asked.

Melissa told her that yes, she meant it. That she wished she could restart everything. At the time, she meant it.

She remembers her mother’s eyes boring into her as she said, “That can still happen. I’ll do anything it takes to help you.”

Melissa knows her mom meant it, but then they parted ways, and she hasn’t done anything to help her since. It’s so unlike her mother to leave her at a time like this. Shortly after, she told her mom on the phone that she was thinking of coming back, that this had been a mistake, and she wanted to make things up with Dan. Her mom had been furious at the idea, had told Melissa to stay away, and it wasn’t long after that Dan was arrested.

The timing had been too perfect. But her mother wouldn’t dare…would she?
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The storm still rages as Dan grabs Rosie, taking her in his arms and running her to the hospital. The parking lot fills with water, but there’s much less here than in the heart of the town, probably due to the hospital’s higher elevation.

An ambulance pulls in, its flashing lights gleaming in the night. It’s the busiest Dan has ever seen the hospital. There are so many people, all injured, all in need of help. But Rosie really needs help. He has to make them understand. During the last five minutes of the drive, she wasn’t responsive. She might not have much time.

He gets her inside and takes in the state of the waiting room. It’s completely packed, but no one else in here is bleeding from a massive wound in their side. As soon as a nurse notices Dan standing in the middle of the room and the blood dripping from Rosie, staining the tile crimson, they rush to him.

“Please, she can’t wait! Take her,” Dan says.

“It’s okay sir, we’re going to help,” the nurse replies. More nurses rush to help, and they take Rosie from him, transferring her to a stretcher. They wheel her off, but a male nurse stays to ask him questions. Dan is shaking, and he isn’t in the best state either. His ear is still coated in blood and his arms are caked in Rosie’s blood. He’s still terrified for his son who he has no way to get to. “Sir? Can you her me?”

“Huh?”

Dan isn’t sure what’s going on. The room starts spinning and he feels hot and cold at the same time.

“I think he’s in shock.” There are two nurses in front of him now, and one shines a light in his left eye, then his right. “Get him into a room.”
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Dan doesn’t have any memory of being led to into a private room, but he now sits on the edge of a bed, wrapped in a blanket.

Two nurses are in the room with him. One is a young man with dirty blonde hair and the other is a woman with her hair pulled back in a tight bun. The woman checks his vitals, placing a blood pressure cuff on his arm. Dan feels the pressure of it inflate then deflate.

“Can you tell us your name?” she asks.

Dan could lie. He could tell them a fake name or tell them that he doesn’t remember. The hospital is equipped with generators; they’ve had power this whole time, meaning they likely know who he is and what he’s done. But Dan is so tired. Too tired to hide any longer. It’s time to tell someone. He has all the information he needs to prove his innocence. He can tell them where Julie is and where they can find the murder weapon, that they just need to search the forest. And of course, the tape recorder is still in his pocket.

He thinks of Rosie, so brave and willing to sacrifice herself so that he can be free. He imagines her waking up to an officer putting handcuffs on her.

If she wakes up at all.

Even though Rosie did the right thing in the end, the police won’t see it that way. All they’ll see is a woman who conspired to have her husband killed and succeeded. She’ll go to prison like Dan would have if he’d never escaped and found her.

After everything they’ve been through, it doesn’t seem fair, but it changes nothing. It’s time to let go now and let the pieces fall where they may.

“My name is Daniel Rowdon.”
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Trees whip past the open window of the car as Melissa barrels down the road. She ignores every stop sign, every red light. Nothing matters other than getting to the lake as fast as possible. There aren’t many cars on the road, but the few Melissa encounters honk at her to slow down. She ignores them. Who cares if they call the police. After all, they’re helping her search for her child right now—they won’t care about her speeding.

It had come to Melissa while patrolling the streets. A memory from before her life had spiralled out of control.

Jonathan was much younger then, and she and Dan were still living in their old apartment before they moved to the lighthouse. Melissa had been stressed and Dan suggested she take the weekend to visit her family. It was summer and her parents were staying at their lake house.

Melissa agreed and Dan had stayed behind to take care of Jonathan. A weekend alone without childcare sounded like heaven to Melissa.

The lake house wasn’t far from her parents’ Toronto home. It was near Port Granby and bordered Lake Ontario. The house was only accessible by taking a strange back road that was so camouflaged by trees that most people would drive right past it, never knowing it connected to a driveway.

That weekend, Melissa’s mom picked her up from the airport and took her in the same white car to the house. Her parents had purchased it years ago, wanting somewhere to escape the city. Melissa had enjoyed it herself as a teenager, taking her friends there on occasion to sneak beers and laughs around the fire. Melissa and her mom had talked the whole way up, catching up on their lives. Her mom kept telling her how glad she was that Melissa could get away and come home for a bit. It sounded kind at the time, but Melissa knew her mom was trying to get her to admit that PEI wasn’t her real home.

Once they pulled onto the hidden driveway, they drove down a gravel path. You couldn’t see the lake house until rounding a corner where the trees opened onto the property. The house was small and looked over the glistening water. There was a fishing boat tied to a dock that Melissa and her friends used to dare each other to jump off of.. It was peaceful and hidden, exactly as her parents wanted.

She and her mom got out of the car and strode down to the little house where her dad was barbecuing steaks and veggie skewers. For the first time since having her child, Melissa felt herself relax completely. Jonathan was safe with Dan and her parents were here. There were no distractions, and no one could bother her.

That whole trip had been amazing, just the thing she needed. She had felt like a child again being taken care of by her family. It was the same feeling Melissa recently had since moving back home. Her father taking care of everything—the same way he had once before.

There’s one piece of that memory in particular though that has Melissa racing through the streets to get back to that house—a conversation she’d had with her mother the second night.

They had been sitting out under the stars, looking out at the water and talking about their lives. “You know, this weekend feels great. It feels like it did when you still lived at home, before you got knocked up. I could almost pretend it didn’t happen.”

“Mom, come on,” Melissa said.

“I mean it. Doesn’t it feel like that to you too?”

“Sort of. It is nice to get away for a while.”

“So, things are stressful out there? With Dan and Jonathan?” her mom asked.

“Of course, but we’re doing our best.”

“I know, sweetie. Of course, it’s stressful because you did it too young. And you started a life with someone who can’t support you properly. Things would’ve been easier if you waited.”

Melissa often thought that exact thing. It shamed her to admit it, but she knew her life had become more difficult than it needed to be. “Yeah. I think about that sometimes. But I love them.”

“Well, if you ever change your mind, this is a great place to hide a body.” They had both burst into laughter and Melissa’s mother reached out her hand to rub her daughter’s shoulder with affection.

At the time, it seemed like a joke. But what if it wasn’t?

She thinks about the timing of Dan’s arrest—it’s suspicious. Melissa continues driving but she doesn’t see the road anymore, she sees pieces of the puzzle coming together. The image they’re creating cannot be true. There’s simply no way. Her parents wouldn’t take things this far. Would they?

Until tonight, Melissa wouldn’t have believed it, but now, with her father gone and Jonathan somewhere out there, she can’t deny the possibility that her mother meant every single word she said to her—literally.

Melissa hasn’t told the police where she’s going. If she’s wrong—and there’s still a very good chance that she is—she doesn’t want all the police in the area to come to the lake house, potentially missing the opportunity of finding her father and Jonathan somewhere else.

If what she suspects is happening, she won’t have time to wait for the police. She’ll have to act fast.
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Melissa slows down as she approaches the driveway to the lake house. It’s hidden, and even from memory, she doesn’t want to miss it and turn around, wasting precious minutes. She sees where the turn is and slows even more before heading down the narrow entrance. Gravel crunches under the tires as she passes by the trees that line the drive. There are no lights out here, only the moon illuminating her way. The driveway bends, and as she follows the curve, the little lake house comes into view. It hasn’t changed at all; everything is exactly as she remembers from that last time she was here. Except one thing: her father’s car out front.

Melissa curses under her breath. She’s both relieved to find them and terrified of the reason for their late-night adventure. It’s more sinister than she believed her parents were capable of.

There’s still a chance I’m wrong, she reminds herself. There’s still a chance she’ll find her father out here sharing ghost stories with Jonathan. Her heart tells her that isn’t the case though.

She pulls her mother’s car beside her father’s and parks, immediately getting out to investigate. The night is even more quiet out here, and all Melissa can hear are crickets and the sound of water lapping at the dock. The water is so still it’s almost like glass, reflecting the moon and trees. Melissa walks to the dock over fallen leaves and pine needles.

Her hearts pounds in her chest. The boat is gone. The one that is always tied to this dock.

Melissa looks across the glassy water, her heart no longer pounding with fear but with rage. She scans the water and sees a ripple in the distance, right in the middle of the lake. They aren’t hidden, but no passerby would be looking for boat traffic at this hour.

Melissa has always loved her family. She’s been the perfect daughter, never complaining when they overstepped or made rude comments about her life choices. She knows they only had her best interests at heart, and she always felt like she needed them. But they miscalculated something very important.

They still see her as their little girl. Their innocent daughter who still needs them to choreograph her life. But she is no longer just a daughter. She is a mother. And as long as her child is in danger, she will destroy everything in her path to save him, including her own family.
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Melissa is inside the lake house now, getting ready for what she needs to do. The small fishing boat her father is using has a small motor on it, although she doubts he used it to go out there. He wouldn’t have wanted anyone else with a nearby lake house to hear a boat motor and see him leave. He would have rowed his way out. But this causes an issue. If he sees Melissa coming before she’s close enough to intervene, he can turn that motor on, and they’ll be gone. The only thing Melissa has is an old canoe. It won’t be able to catch up to him if he chooses to run, so she’ll have to be silent until the last possible moment.

She rummages through drawers in the dark, not turning on any lights. She doesn’t want her father looking back at the lake house to find that someone is here. Melissa shoves a utility knife in her pocket, then grabs a pair of binoculars, slinging them around her neck. There’s only one thing left to do. She finds the phone to call the police. Now that she knows she’s right, she’ll need them for backup.

She dials the number and explains to the operator who she is. She gets transferred to the same officer she met at her parents’ house. The line crackles—she’s being patched through to the officer’s car radio.

The female officer doesn’t waste time with hello, she cuts right to it. “Find anything?”

“Yes, they’re at my family’s lake house. The address is 625 Elderlane Drive. Get here as fast as you can but keep the lights and sirens off.”

“Is something wrong? You said earlier that your father didn’t pose a threat.”

“I was wrong.”

“Okay, I’ll be there soon. Stay exactly where you are. I’ll get the operator back to stay on the line with you⁠—”

“No. I can’t do that. If I don’t act now⁠—”

“Don’t try and be a hero, let us handle that. You’ve done enough, just stay on the line.”

Melissa hangs up. She doesn’t have time to wait for them, not while her son is out on that boat. Melissa goes back outside, leaving the cozy interior of the lake house behind her. The canoe is stored upside down on two wooden pallets at the side of the house. She picks up the front end and drags it off the pallets onto the leaf-strewn ground. It’s incredibly heavy. She’s never had to move it alone before, but she grits her teeth and keeps moving. By the time she reaches the water’s edge, her upper lip is beaded with sweat. As she flips the canoe and slides it into the lake, she thinks again about how strange this all is. She still can’t quite believe it’s happening, and although she must stay focused on getting to Jonathan, she can’t help but think how all of this may be tied to Dan. If her parents were capable of kidnapping and whatever else they have planned for Jonathan, it certainly isn’t beyond them to harm Dan too. Melissa’s mother is still in PEI, exactly where Dan is. He could be in danger as well. Melissa hopes he’s okay because she knows after this is over, they’re going to have to talk, to tell each other the truth for once. It’s about time they did. They were so young when they met, but this whole experience away from each other has undoubtedly changed them both, and if they get out of this alive, they’ll need one another.

Melissa drags the paddle into the canoe and gets in after it. She then uses the binoculars on her neck to look out toward where her father and Jonathan, if Jonathan is still with him at all.

At first, all Melissa sees is a blur of colours. She adjusts the lenses and finds her target. Jonathan sits across from her father—he’s still alive. She lets out a soft breath. There’s still hope.

She adjusts the lenses again, wanting to see the state of Jonathan, but it’s so dark it’s hard to be certain. She presses the binoculars into her eyes hard enough to leave marks, finally making out that Jonathan has something strapped to him, his body bulkier than it should be.

She turns the binoculars to her father to see what direction he’s facing, then lowers them. She has to move, but she has to be careful. One wrong splash within earshot or one turned glance from her dad, and she could lose them. She rows and keeps checking the binoculars to stay out of her father’s line of sight. Once she gets close enough, she can try to stop him, but she has to go the distance first. She pushes herself farther out onto the water, the canoe rocking back and forth, then dips the paddle into the calm surface and sets off toward them.
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She’s so close she can see the back of her father’s head without the help of binoculars. Melissa’s heart races. It took her longer than she wanted. If she screws up now, it’s over. She has to be silent. The police are probably here by now, and they must have listened to her request to keep quiet because she hasn’t heard anything or seen any lights. She hopes they stay back until she can get Jonathan to safety.

She carefully dips the paddle in the water and pulls it back, gentle enough that the water doesn’t splash. She glides forward, the front end of the canoe cutting through the water without a sound. Good, now she just has to lift the paddle out and repeat. There’s no avoiding the slight patter of water droplets dripping from the paddle as she lifts and repositions it. She’s surprised her father hasn’t heard her approach yet, but his age no doubt works in her favour. Still, one wrong move and he’ll see her too soon.

She can see Jonathan too. He’s facing her, but his eyes are cast down, an expression that darkens his little face. She can also see what causes Jonathan to look so bulky. He’s wearing a thick vest covered with weights. There’s even a small anchor clipped to him. Her stomach sloshes with the faint lull of the canoe, and nausea rises in her throat. She swallows it though, and all she can think about is ripping her father out of that boat and dragging him to the bottom of the lake.

But something doesn’t make sense. If Jonathan is already out here and has the weighted vest on, why hasn’t her father thrown him off yet? That’s obviously his plan.

He’s talking to Jonathan—she can hear muffled words. It’s a good sign. It not only means she has some time, but it also means he might be reasoned with if he’s delaying his actions. Melissa hopes against all odds she’s right.

She dips the paddle again and rows herself forward. She drifts closer, only ten feet away. She can see more details of Jonathan’s face now and she engrains the image of his fear in her memory. She’ll need to remember this when she prosecutes her own family. She will not let them off easy for what they’ve done.

As she’s looking at Jonathan’s face—letting the moment burn in her mind—Melissa lifts the paddle without thinking, lifts it too fast and forcefully. The water makes a sloshing sound that makes Jonathan’s eyes snap up to meet her own. His body sags in relief immediately, but at the same time her father also turns to face her, his expression not one of relief at all.

“You shouldn’t be here,” is all he says to her, projecting his voice across the remaining feet of water.

Melissa still drifts closer. She’s so close now she can almost reach them. Her father rises, the boat rocking with his weight. He reaches toward the motor, ready to start the boat engine.

“Stop!” Melissa shouts. To her surprise, her father listens. “Dad, you don’t have to do this.”

His eyes well with tears. “Oh, but I do. I have no choice.”

“Why not? Of course you have a choice,” Melissa says. Jonathan’s eyes dart between them both. Melissa is still drifting closer.

“Your mother loves you so much. She’s trying to give you the life we always wanted for you. I didn’t want you to see this, to be involved. We wanted to protect you. But even you have to see this as your shot to start over again and make the right choices.”

“The right choices for who? For you and mom, or for me? You’re going to destroy my family.”

“But we are your family. We’ve always been your family. Until that awful man came and ruined everything. This isn’t your real family, Melissa. This is all a huge mistake. I knew it from the first day you came home and told us you were pregnant. I don’t blame you. I blame myself for not pushing hard enough for you to get rid of⁠—”

“My son?” she completes for him. Melissa’s father looks at his hands, one still resting on that motor. “I have made mistakes, but Jonathan is not one of them. And I don’t need you to fix my mistakes for me. Let me live with my choices. And how will any of this bring us closer? You’ll be arrested, Dad. It’s clear what you’ve done.”

“Even if we’re caught, it will be worth it for you to have a shot at a fresh start. What am I supposed to do? Watch my only daughter throw her life away to keep running back to that island? There’s nothing there for you. Your mother and I are willing to sacrifice everything to give you another chance. We love you.”

“That’s not love. And of course there’s nothing back on the island for me anymore, not since you and mom destroyed Dan.” Until now, this has only been a theory of Melissa’s, but the look on her father’s face tells her it’s true. They did do something horrible to her husband. “This can still change, Dad. I can tell you don’t really want to do this. Jonathan is your grandson, and whether you think he should be or not, you can’t just throw away all your memories with him. Look at him.” Melissa gestures to the still, wide-eyed Jonathan. Her dad looks at him and his lower lip trembles. Melissa has to keep this going, has to keep him seeing Jonathan as his grandson or she’ll lose this battle of wills.

“Let Jonathan go. Let’s end this.” She looks at her father, trying to distill every bit of her despair into her eyes. He has to understand this won’t make her life better in the twisted way he imagines.

He stares back at her. They drift side by side now, and she sees something in him shift. He nods, not saying anything in words. “If I climb on board, will you drive us all back?” Melissa asks.

Her father says, “Will the police be there? Did you call them?”

“Yes. But we can still sort this out. You haven’t done anything wrong. You stopped.” This is a lie. He has done many things wrong already. Even if he lets Jonathan go, he still dragged her son out here in the middle of the night, strapping a weighted vest to his small body with the hopes of drowning him. She cannot let her father know she still plans to charge him and her mother with everything she can. She needs him to think they’re on the same side until they have land under their feet.

“I don’t want to get arrested.” her dad admits.

She continues stuffing him with lies. “You won’t, Dad. I won’t let them if you just help us get back.”

He shakes his head. “I don’t know if I can do that. I don’t want to go back and face that, all the questions they’ll ask. I can’t do it.”

Something about what her dad says doesn’t make sense. Didn’t he just tell her he was willing to get caught by the police if it meant Melissa would start over? Why is he so worried about the police now? Melissa hopes that reality is catching up with him. Maybe his situation is starting to scare him.

“You can’t stay out here forever either. Come on, we can do this together.” Melissa grows more desperate. She’s so close to having Jonathan back. He’s right there.

“I just need a little more time. Why don’t you take him?”

It’s not how Melissa wants to make this exchange, but she’ll take anything she can get right now. “Okay, I can do that.”

Melissa’s father holds out a hand to Jonathan and tells him he can get up now. The boat wobbles with the weight of her son in the vest and they’re so close that the ripples sway the canoe as well. Melissa reaches out her own hand and grabs the cold metal rim of her father’s boat, steadying herself and pulling them closer still.

“Take the vest off him first,” Melissa says. She doesn’t want him to fall—or be pushed—during the exchange.

Her father glares at her. It happens so fast she almost misses it, but malice overpowers his eyes. She still cannot trust him. Right down to the last second, she has to stay vigilant.

Her father obeys and reaches behind Jonathan. He buckled the vest onto him backwards so Jonathan wouldn’t be able to undo it himself in the water. Melissa’s heart lurches at the thought.

How is this the man who raised her? Does she know him at all?

The vest falls from Jonathan’s shoulders and hits the floor of the boat, sending another ripple that sways them all. Underneath Jonathan isn’t wearing his pyjamas anymore; her father changed him into different clothes. They look warmer and Melissa feels something strange in her gut. Why try to make Jonathan more comfortable before throwing him off the side of a boat?

She doesn’t have time to finish her thought as her father helps Jonathan toward the side of the boat. All he has to do is step over the edge and he’ll be in the canoe with her. Then they can go home.

She stretches her hand even more and Jonathan’s smaller hand reaches out too. It’s difficult to grab for him while holding the boat and canoe steady at the same time. A gap forms between the two, a foot of water straight down.

“Come on honey, you can do it.” Jonathan lifts one of his legs and Melissa can see how unsteady he is on the edge of the rocking boat. He lifts his leg over the rim and tries to reach the canoe.

He’s so close.

Melissa reaches her hand a little more and her fingers graze Jonathan’s. Her father still stands behind him, and just as Jonathan is about to get his leg into the canoe, Melissa sees it.

The outfit he’s wearing—the one her father changed him into—has pockets that bulge. Pockets that are sewn shut.

Her father shoves his hands into Jonathan’s back, and he plunges into the water.
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Dan tells them everything. He doesn’t hold back, and hardly registers the police sitting with him as he explains all that has happened since his escape. They interject with the odd question, but he rambles on telling his story from the beginning, the way he understands it. They stare at him with disbelief, none of them sure how to proceed. They expected to come to the hospital and finally arrest the escaped fugitive who’s been evading them and were not prepared for his long-winded tale explaining his innocence, or the fact that he has evidence to back up his claims.

He tells them how Julie stalked him, tells them about the note he has in her handwriting to prove it. He tells them how he discovered the object that was used to bludgeon Matt’s head that night on the docks. He tells them where he was when he lost those objects and explains that if they search the woods, they’ll find both those things in plastic bags.

He tells them where he left Julie tied up and unconscious for them to find in the motel room. If he’d placed a bow on her when he’d left, it would be like handing the police their real criminal as a literal present, everything wrapped up neatly for them to unfold.

They ask him about Rosie and why she was with him, what her involvement had been, but he refuses to speak about it. He wants her to tell them her side of the story herself. He wants her to survive her injury and be around to do that. Telling them about her on his terms would feel like a bad omen, a jinx. He wants everyone, including the police, to be hoping and praying for her recovery.

He hasn’t mentioned the tape recorder yet. He knows it’s crucial to prove what has happened to him. If the police decide to search him, they’ll find it regardless. It feels like burning coal in his pocket, hot with the promise of what it can give but also with what it can take. If he hands it to the police, he’ll be free, but Rosie won’t be.

He finishes his tale, and the small room becomes ensconced in silence. The police ask him to repeat what he said about Julie being tied up and once they confirm where she is, they call over their radio for more officers to dispatch to her location and join them there. Two of them rush from the room to find the motel, leaving Dan with only one more officer.

Dan’s foot taps the tile floor, his knee bobbing up and down. He has to know about Melissa. He told these officers about the danger he suspected his family to be in and about the phone call he placed. Now that he’s revealed his identity, there’s no point worrying about the call remaining anonymous. He has to know if they’re okay.

“Can you call on the radio to find out if the police in Ontario found my wife and son? It’s not only Julie who’s a threat—her husband Frank is too—and he’s alone with them. I told you what Julie told me. I told you what they were planning. I know I’m not cleared as a suspect yet and you don’t have to listen to me, but I need to know if they’re okay. Please.”

The officer—a man with warm brown eyes—responds to Dan. “Our personal radios are only local, but I can make some phone calls and find out what’s going on. If everything you’ve told us is true, they might be in a lot of trouble right now.”

“I know,” Dan says, “I need to know what’s happening.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” the officer says, leaving the room. Before he shuts the door, he turns back to Dan. “Technically I shouldn’t leave you alone unrestrained until we confirm what you’ve told us tonight, but I believe you. If I don’t follow protocol on this one, can I trust you to stay exactly where you are?”

“Yes, you can. I won’t run again.”

He nods and shuts the door fully. Dan has no intention of leaving. He’s done everything he can, laid everything on the table, and there’s nothing to run from anymore.

The hospital room he’s in is different from the one he remembers being in as a kid. The one where he told his lie about Matt, but he’s still under the same roof where it happened. As Dan waits for the officer to return with news about Melissa, he can’t keep the memories from begging for attention. He wants to talk to his younger self, to reach back through time and show his child self what would become of him after that lie. But Dan can’t do that, he can’t reach into the past. All he can do is move forward now and be better for the people he has in his life.

If they make it.

It seems cruel that out of everyone, he sits here unharmed while Rosie, Melissa, and Jonathan are all in so much danger. None of them deserve it. He wants to do something, but what? There’s no more that can be done. He can only wait.

Footsteps shuffle in the hall outside and a moment later the officer from before opens the door and comes inside, shutting the door behind him. His face is terribly pale.

“What’s wrong? What did you find out?” Dan stands up, but he wobbles, unsteady on his feet.

The officer breathes in and out, bracing himself before delivering the news to Dan. “You might want to sit back down.” Dan prepares to listen to him. “It’s bad, Dan. It’s really bad.”
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She is so close. Jonathan touches her fingers, then slips through them like the water he now sinks into below.

“You’ll see one day that this is for the best.” Her father looks at her, his eyes empty and cold. Nothing remains of the hesitance she saw in them earlier.

Before them she can see the glowing lights of a police boat approaching. They must witness what’s happening, deciding not to wait any longer to intervene. But they’re still too far, and every second wasted is another second Jonathan sinks deeper. With every moment that passes, the chances of his survival lessen. Melissa’s fingers curl around the pocketknife she brought, her knuckles turning white with the force of her grip. She wants to plunge the blade into her father’s chest. The desire is almost unbearable, but she cannot. She grits her teeth, glares once more at her father as she sheds off the jacket she’s wearing and rips the binoculars from her neck. His sneering face is the last thing she sees before she dives from the canoe and plunges into the icy water.

Melissa opens her eyes in the lake as she swims down farther and farther, but it’s so dark she can’t make out anything beyond a few bubbles passing right in front of her face. That’s all she needs to see though to know Jonathan is directly below her. She follows the trail of his escaped breath, swimming as fast as she can. She feels the pressure building in her ears but ignores it. She has to keep going, has to move fast. She has no idea how deep this part of the lake is and her own lungs strain as she continues her dive.

Melissa has always been a strong swimmer, but she has never attempted anything like this. She prays she’ll have enough oxygen and strength to get them back to the surface.

She moves her arms again to push herself down farther into the water, until her fist hits something.

It’s Jonathan. She’s reached him.

She wants to cry out with relief, but she has to keep her composure, contain the air left in her lungs. They’re not through this yet. Jonathan still falls, too fast. She feels for his shirt and grips it as hard as she can. She still holds the knife in one hand, but she’s able to pull their bodies together and change her direction, starting to swim upwards.

As soon as she tries to move, she realizes how futile it is. Even without the weights in his pockets, dragging another person up through the depths of a lake is difficult. With the weights, she has no chance. And more alarmingly, Jonathan isn’t moving. He didn’t have time to take a full breath of air like she did.

It can’t be too late to save him. She won’t allow herself to believe it.

Melissa switches her focus to using her knife to cut the pockets containing the weights. She feels for them and jabs the knife into the fabric, ripping it. Every second she focuses on cutting his pockets, they continue sinking. Her lungs are now screaming, and her knife keeps snagging the wet fabric. She manages to get one pocket open and something that feels like odd-shaped rocks spill out. She moves onto the next pocket, then the next. There are four in total, all stuffed to the brim. On the last one, Melissa is jarred to a halt as her feet hit the bottom of the lake. She can feel the soft, murky sand give beneath her feet.

This is it, literal rock bottom.

She struggles with the last pocket, the knife catching again and again before finally giving way and spilling more rocks.

Jonathan feels lighter and she hugs him to her chest, then bends her knees and pushes up from the lakebed. She doesn’t rise up nearly as much as she’d hoped with that initial push, and her lungs protest so loud she can’t help but let a few bubbles escape her. It was a long way down, and it will be an even longer way up. She kicks and flutters her legs as hard as she can, but her progress is too slow. She can feel how limp Jonathan’s body is. If he were conscious, he could help her swim, but he isn’t, and Melissa can’t waste time on wishful thinking. She keeps kicking again and again. She tries opening her eyes once more and thinks she can make out a glimmer of moonlight above them. She keeps her eyes pinned to that light.

It’s so painfully slow to swim to the surface, like one of those dreams where you find yourself running through sand, only this isn’t a dream. It’s reality and a nightmare at the same time. She lets out another bit of precious oxygen, bubbles flying to the surface. If only she could move that fast. A realization flickers across her mind: there is a real chance she won’t make it. The police are out on boats now, but they might be pursuing her dad. Even if they’re looking for her, she’s sure the canoe has drifted from where she initially jumped. They would find her, but by then it would be too late. She and Jonathan would only be bodies in the water, their souls gone to wherever they go. She keeps kicking, but her legs aren’t moving as forcefully as they once were. Another small breath escapes her.

She hopes Dan is okay, wherever he is. She wishes she could tell him that she’s sorry. She shouldn’t have left. She should have talked to him before running away. She hopes the police have her father and that they punish him for the rest of his life for what he’s done. She wishes she could be around to see that.

She hugs Jonathan tighter and gives one final kick before letting herself drift away.
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The final kick is enough. Melissa’s head breaks through the surface of the water and she gasps, sucking air into her lungs. Her head still pounds from the recent lack of oxygen and pressure changes. She had been so ready to let go, so ready to give up, but somehow, she made it.

Melissa still clutches Jonathan. His head is also out of the water, but he hasn’t taken a breath. His eyes are closed and his head lolls to the side. She shakes him, begging him silently to open his eyes, to breathe.

Not too far from her, police boats circle the area, looking for her. She can’t see the canoe anywhere and wonders how far it’s drifted from her. She wonders if the police have already caught her father. She needs them to see her. She reaches one of her hands above her dripping wet head and waves it in frantic motions. She tries to call out, but her lungs are still so sore, and her voice doesn’t carry far enough. She clears her throat and tries again. This time it works. One of the police boat’s search lights skips across the water and lands right on her, blinding her momentarily. She keeps waving her hand as the police boat approaches.

As soon as it reaches her, two men haul both her and Jonathan on board. One of them must be a paramedic. He goes straight to Jonathan and uses two fingers to check his pulse.

“Please tell me he’s okay,” Melissa says, trembling. She’s cold, but that isn’t why her body is shivering.

The paramedic doesn’t answer her, remaining focused on Jonathan, laying him down on the floor of the boat and beginning chest compressions. Someone behind Melissa wraps her in a heavy blanket. But she doesn’t take her eyes off her son.

The paramedic repeats the compressions and presses his mouth to Jonathan’s, breathing air into him. Melissa’s panic rises as he starts the compressions yet again.

What if I was too late? she thinks. She grips the woollen edge of the blanket.

Then, Jonathan coughs. Once, then twice, then he rolls over and spits up a mouthful of lake water. Melissa almost can’t believe what she’s seeing.

He’s okay, her son is alive.

The paramedic smiles, as do the others on the boat, all relieved that there isn’t a child lost tonight.

Jonathan sits up and someone wraps a similar blanket around him. Melissa stands and rushes over to him, holding her son and rocking him back and forth. He sobs into her shoulder. It’s over, the horrible night is finally done, yet Melissa can’t shake the feeling that for her, the aftermath of her parents’ choices have only just begun. She still has no idea how much they were involved with what happened to Dan. She hasn’t seen or spoken to him in so long that her life with him in the little lighthouse feels like a faraway dream. All that is real to her now is Jonathan in her arms, alive and safe. She’ll have to wait for the rest to unfold.
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The officer tells Dan what he found out on the phone. He called the authorities in Ontario and had been informed that Jonathan had indeed gone missing, and that Melissa had reported it was her father who took him so late at night.

They told them Melissa had gone off alone to her family’s lake house where they dispatched to after receiving a call from Melissa that she found them. They got there as fast as they could, had tried to remain quiet like she requested. When they saw they were not on land, but out on the lake, they put in a call to send police boats out on the water. They had no other information to give.

Dan knows Melissa would do everything she can to save Jonathan, but will it be enough? The police said they’d phone again with any more news, but until then there is nothing Dan can do but hope.

The officer sits with Dan and his radio crackles, making him step out of the room again. When he comes back, he tells Dan the group of officers who went to the motel had located Julie. They found her exactly as Dan described. She’s still unconscious, but they have her in custody now, and they plan to question her as soon as she comes to.

“I’d say you’re a few hours and some paperwork away from no longer being charged,” the officer says. “You’ll have to testify when all of this goes to court, but that could be a while yet. What this Julie woman and her husband did…the way they framed you... I’ve never seen anything like it, and I’ve been a cop for a long time.”

Dan should be happy, but he can’t be when he still doesn’t know the fate of everyone he cares about. He says nothing to the officer, just looks down and stays lost in his own thoughts and worries. All he wants is to see his son, know his wife is okay, and have Rosie wake up, alive. After everything, he can’t imagine going on without them. He’s glad he managed to prove his innocence. He’s glad to have found the real person who murdered Matt, even if it doesn’t erase what he did. He hopes if Matt is somehow able to see all of this from wherever dead people go, that he forgives him. He has certainly paid the price by now for his mistakes, but no one else has to.

Dan wonders if there’s any hope for him and Melissa once she learns of his innocence. He will always love her, but they got married so young. After this ordeal, they will both be changed people. Will they fit back together? Or is their relationship a lost cause? How would this affect Jonathan?

Dan reminds himself that it’s possible none of this will matter. Jonathan and Melissa may never be in his life again. He’ll worry about the future only once the present settles into place.

Time passes and Dan remains silent. The police officer gives up on trying to talk to him, instead allowing him to ruminate in the quiet.

After a while, a nurse pops her head in. “There’s a phone call for you,” she says, glancing at the officer. Dan’s heart lurches. This call could be the news they’ve been waiting for.

The officer leaves the room again. In a few minutes he’ll return and there will be only two possibilities: his family is unharmed or his whole world has come crashing down.

He can’t sit still. He stands and paces the room. His palms are sweating. Time passes both too fast and too slow. How long has the officer been on the phone for? Too long.

Mid-stride, the door opens just a crack, the officer appearing once more. “Come with me, Dan. There’s someone on the line who wants to talk to you.”

Dan feels as though he’s walking through a dream as he follows the officer out of the little room they’ve been in. He traces his steps down the halls to where the landline is. “Since you haven’t been officially cleared yet, I shouldn’t leave you alone out here, but you have my word I’ll respect your privacy.” The officer crosses his arms and walks a few paces away, not wanting to easily hear Dan’s conversation.

“Thank you,” Dan says, then picks up the phone with shaking hands. He presses it to his bad ear—the one Julie stomped into oblivion—and winces. He moves it to his other (good) ear.

“Dan? Are you there?” It’s Melissa. He hasn’t heard his wife’s voice in so long and he imagines that maybe he is dreaming. Dan can hear faint sirens in the background.

“Melissa?”

“Oh God, Dan I’m so sorry.”

Dan’s hands shake harder and his teeth chatter as the tension in his body fights to leave him. “Sorry for what? I’m just glad you’re okay. You are okay, right? And Jonathan?”

“Fine. We’re both going to be fine. Dan, I know it was my mom and dad. I know my mom is still there. Did she find you? Did she do anything to you?”

If she only knew everything that had transpired…and now that everything is on the table, Dan finds that he actually wants to tell her. He wants to tell her everything, not just about Julie, but about his past and what happened all those years ago. He knows she’ll find out everything anyway—that he doesn’t have to say anything, but he needs to say the words out loud, make them real. So, he does. He lays everything bare. It comes out in a jumbled, non-cohesive mess, but he tells her everything. And after he’s done, she tells him everything. About her parents, how there had been signs, about that time when she visited them at their lake house and about what happened tonight with Jonathan.

The officer down the hall coughs loud enough to break Dan’s focus. They’ve been talking for a long time and Dan knows he still has to sort some things out with the police before he can see Melissa and Jonathan again. He has to go.

“I love you, Melissa.” He does love her, just not the same way he did before. She tells him she loves him too and he can hear in her voice that the word has changed meaning for her as well. They hang up at the same time and Dan pulls in a long, slow breath before making eye contact with the officer.

The officer presses the side button on his radio and says something into it. A moment later someone replies. Dan can’t tell what they say, but the officer comes over and tells him.

“I talked to my team about what to do with you tonight. I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to come to the jail and sleep there. It’s just until we sort things out and get more information on Julie. One more night, then we’ll start your paperwork and get you cleared.”

Dan nods and says, “Can I do one more thing before we leave?”
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She’s laying on a hospital bed, and if it weren’t for all the equipment she’s hooked up to Dan could imagine she’s only sleeping. But he knows beyond her peaceful face, she’s fighting a battle he can’t help her with.

Dan didn’t tell Melissa about Rosie. It’s too soon, but he’ll tell her eventually. He just can’t do it before he knows whether she’ll be okay or not. He doesn’t want to leave her here, but he has to. He isn’t even supposed to be here, but the officer let him have two minutes. He told him to make them count.

Dan approaches the side of the bed and gently brushes Rosie’s dark hair to the side. He wants to say something to her even though she can’t hear him. He wants to say something powerful that will register deep in her subconsciousness and cause her to fight harder and wake up. But Dan knows that only happens in movies. In real life, there are no words strong enough, no matter how much you want them to be, so he says nothing. Instead, he looks at her and memorizes every line of her face. He wants to do more, but he can think of nothing, and the officer leans into the room, telling him they have to go.

Dan walks away, but even after he leaves the hospital, rides in the back of the police car all the way to the station, and falls asleep on his cot for the last time he sees only her face in his mind.
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TWO DAYS LATER


It takes longer to sort through everything than Dan thought. The officer from the night at the hospital promised he’d only spend one night in the prison, but Dan is still there two days later. It turns out he may have some more trouble, as he still escaped police custody. Even though he is found innocent of murder, he will be charged with that crime.

A lawyer has been assigned to Dan’s case and has assured him that today he will be free to leave. The charge for evading the police will be worked out in court; he won’t have to continue sleeping in jail until then. His lawyer thinks he may have a shot at getting the charges of evasion dropped when the jury hears everything he went through. There are no guarantees, though.

Dan has to repeat his story several times and sign a lot of documents that will appear again when the court case goes through. He never wants to see Julie and Frank again, but he knows he’ll have to when the time comes. But he can’t worry about that today.

Dan’s lawyer is talking with an administrator in the prison. He’s an attractive man in his late forties with immaculate hair. He saunters over to Dan and says in a jovial voice, “It’s done. You can leave.” He looks incredibly proud of himself.

In his hands is a folder containing copies of the statements Dan gave to police. “Hey, do you think I can have a copy of those too?”

“Of course,” his lawyer replies, passing him the folder. “I can easily make more. Take these ones.”

“Thanks.”

“So, what are you going to do now that you’re a free man? Go out for a drink? Celebrate?”

Dan has no intentions of celebrating. He has something entirely different in mind. “No, but if you don’t mind, I could use a ride.”

“Sure, no problem. Where to?”

Dan gives his lawyer an address and he frowns. “Got family there?”

“No. I’d rather not explain, if that’s all right.”

“It’s your business. I get it.”

Together, they leave the prison after checking out with security. Dan gets into his lawyer’s car—a new-smelling white Bentley—and they leave the parking lot behind.
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They pass a sign reading “Brimbank Psychiatric Care,” and Dan’s lawyer steers his car around a bend, stopping in front of the main entrance.

“I’ll be in contact. Just because you can leave now doesn’t meant mean they’re done with you. There’s going to be more paperwork, and the court appearance.”

Dan smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “We’ll be in touch.” He opens the car door, gets out, then shuts it. He waits for his lawyer to drive away before going inside the care centre.

The interior is welcoming, in a sterile way. The walls are an inoffensive beige and the floors are a clean, white tile. There’s a desk in the entrance where a nurse dressed in pale blue scrubs sits.

Dan approaches her. “Excuse me, I’m looking for a Mrs. Bartner?” Dan immediately regrets his word choice. Are you still considered a Mrs. if your husband has died? He isn’t sure, but the nurse doesn’t seem to be bothered.

“Mrs. Bartner? Of course, she’s in room 207. She’ll be happy for some company. She doesn’t get many visitors. I just need to take down your information and sign you in before you go see her.”

“No problem,” Dan says and gives the woman his name and address.

She frowns at his name. She is clearly expecting the surname Bartner, not Rowdon. The fact that Dan is likely not related to her makes her ask, “Are you a family friend?”

“Something like that,” Dan replies. The nurse doesn’t bother to question him further, just points him down a hallway.

After passing through a security door, Dan finds himself in a common room. Scattered around are tables topped with artificial plants, board games, and abandoned puzzles. Across the room are large picture windows that look out on the tree-dotted landscape behind the building. A few residents mill about, walking or sitting. One begins yelling and a nurse rushes over, shushing him and giving him some medication. He scans the room, but he has no idea what the woman he’s searching for looks like now.

He walks the way the other nurse told him to and finds room 207. He knocks twice before opening the door. He expects Mrs. Bartner to be laying in bed in a semi-comatose state, like the other residents here seem to be, but she’s not. She’s sitting in a chair by a small window. She swivels to face him, and he can see her eyes are as sharp as ever. She really shouldn’t be here at all, she’s still quite young. She should be out in the world, living her life. But this is what happens when your son’s best years are spent in a mental institution, then your husband takes his own life, and finally, your son is murdered before he can turn his life around. Anyone would need psychiatric care if they were in her shoes.

She looks him up and down, assessing him. It sends chills over his skin. He feels exposed with the way she’s watching him, but he sees no recognition in her expression. She doesn’t know who he is yet.

“Who are you?” she asks. Her voice sounds so different from the sing-song tone she had that first time they met, when she’d called her husband and son up for dinner. When she’d offered for him to stay as well. Her voice is devoid of that kindness, as well as aged.

“May I come in?” Dan asks. Mrs. Bartner doesn’t say anything, so Dan tentatively comes into the room anyway. A folding chair leans against a wall and he takes it, unfolding it to sit a good distance from Mrs. Bartner. He wanted to come here—needed to come here—but he can’t help trying to avoid her gaze. “I brought you something,” he says. At this, Mrs. Bartner raises an eyebrow. Dan places the folder that his lawyer gave him on the corner of her bed.

That folder contains a signed transcript of Dan’s police statement where he told the investigators everything that happened. But he hadn’t started his story when Melissa left him. He started it where it really began, with the lie he told about Matt.

It’s on record now—far too late to matter for Matt or for his dad, but maybe it would matter to Mrs. Bartner. She never gave up trying to prove her son’s innocence, and now the world will know the truth. She was right. Just like before, the magnitude of this case is sure to make headlines. People will finally know that Matt was never really an attempted child murderer.

Dan considers staying, explaining who he is. But he’s already caused enough disruption to this woman’s life. If he were to stay, she’d only kick him out. He’ll leave her to read the document and hopes it brings her peace.

He stands to fold the chair again, feeling silly to have sat down only to leave right away, but before he can fold it, Mrs. Bartner says, “Wait. I know who you are. You’re Daniel.”

“I’m sorry. I only wanted to give you that.” He points to the folder. “I’ll go now.”

“No, sit down.”

Dan is too startled to argue. He does as she asks and sits again, then she stands and pulls her own chair closer to him, inspecting his face. He feels her eyes crawl over him. “You look different. You grew up.”

“Yeah, I guess I did,” Dan confirms.

Mrs. Bartner relaxes her gaze a little. “What’s so important in that folder that you came here? You never bothered to come around before.”

Dan taps his foot, his knee bouncing. “I think you need to read it yourself, when you’re ready. But I need you to know how sorry I am. For everything. I know it will never be enough, but it’s all I can give you.”

Mrs. Bartner scoffs, “Sorry? From you? Why don’t you tell your father to come down here and apologize.”

“He’s dead.”

Mrs. Bartner nods to herself. “That’s for the best. Your father was not a good man, Daniel.”

“I know he wasn’t”

“Are you a good man?” Dan has no idea how to answer that, and her eyes bore into him. He shifts in his seat, but before he’s forced to say something stupid in response, Mrs. Bartner speaks again. “You can’t be worse than he was. You know, we really tried to help you back then. I hope it made a difference.”

“Of course it made a difference. I was just too arrogant to let you help.”

“You weren’t too arrogant. You were simply too young. Way too young to handle a situation like you were thrown into.”

Dan gapes. “So…you don’t⁠—”

“Blame you? No. I don’t blame you for what happened to my family. Who I blame is your father. He was old enough to know exactly what he was doing. I also blame myself for not staying out of it.” She sighs. “But I couldn’t do nothing while I knew you were suffering. You were Matt’s friend, but you were also a child in need. I would have tried to step in for any child in your shoes. I knew when I got involved with dangerous people like your father that there would be a risk.”

Dan can’t believe what he’s hearing. After all this time, Mrs. Bartner doesn’t hate him. She has every right to, yet she doesn’t. Dan’s eyes well. “I never knew my mom,” he says, “but I think about her a lot. I still do. I don’t know what she was like, but I’ve always hoped she was like you.”

Mrs. Bartner’s eyes light up and she smiles at Dan. She grips his hand in hers and gives it a squeeze before letting go. “Your mother and I were a lot alike.”

“Wait…you knew her?”

“I did. We were good friends when she was alive. Don’t look so surprised, it’s a small island. A lot of the wives with small children befriended each other. It’s another reason I pushed so much for Matt to befriend you. I knew your mother would have wanted you to have a companion after she died. I knew she would have wanted me to try to help you once I realized how her death changed your father.” Dan can’t think of any words, he can only stare at Mrs. Bartner. “Hold on a minute,” she says, rising to her bedside table and pulling something out of her drawer. She sits back down and passes the item to Dan. It’s a photograph. A picture of his mother with Mrs. Bartner, standing outside of a park.

“You can’t see it, but just off to the left you and Matt are playing. You wouldn’t remember—you were too young—but you played together often back then. When your mother died, I didn’t keep in contact with your father. Matt went to a different school, and as you know we eventually transferred him and you two connected again. You both thought that was the first time you’d met, and I never said anything. I wanted your friendship to grow naturally.”

Dan can’t help it; he begins sobbing as he looks at the photo. His mother’s face is clear and unmarked by water stains, unlike his past photo of her. She looks happy. “You can keep that,” Mrs. Bartner says. “I know how much it means to you.”

Dan stands and hugs Mrs. Bartner tightly. He can’t convey in words what this means to him, but he knows she understands. After a minute, he composes himself, then says, “And what about you? Are you okay in here? You’ve done so much for me. I need to know if there’s anything I can do for you.”

Mrs. Bartner waves a hand. “No. I know I may seem okay now, but that’s only because of the medication I’m on. I do better in here, where I have company, help, and treatment. I’ve had a lot of dark days, and I know that striking out on my own would be much more difficult than enjoying the rest of my life here. I don’t have the heart to try anymore. Really, this is where I want to be. But you could visit me again. I think I’d like that.”

“That I can do for you. I’m really glad I came.”

“I’m glad you came too, Daniel.”

Dan and Mrs. Bartner say their goodbyes and Dan leaves the building feeling as though an indescribable weight has been lifted from his chest. In his hand he holds the image of his mom.
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There is one more person Dan has to see today. Since he doesn’t have his truck and his lawyer is gone, he has to ask one of the nurses at the psychiatric care centre to call him a cab. He waits outside until the yellow vehicle pulls up. He gets in and tells the driver the address.

After a short time, they arrive at a familiar house. Dan thanks the driver and gets out. He now stands in front of his destination, the beautiful forest-lined home with the wrap-around deck—Rosie’s house.

Dan knocks on the door and waits. He knows she’s home. While he was still in prison, his lawyer gave him updates. Rosie had woken up and was healing well. She stayed in the hospital only a few days before choosing to finish her recovery at home. Her doctor had recommended against it, but she insisted. All she wanted to do was go home.

The door opens and Rosie surveys Dan, rushing to him and folding him into a hug. She winces, then pulls back.

“Don’t strain yourself too much, I just wanted to see how you were doing.”

“Me? I’m doing just fine now. What about you?” Rosie looks at Dan’s ear, which is still mottled and bruised.

“I’ve never been better,” he says and means it. Rosie ushers him inside. It feels strange to be here as himself, not as Dave. He imagines it’s probably weird for Rosie too. She hadn’t been honest with him about who she was either.

It’s as if they’re meeting for the first time again.

Rosie takes Dan to the couch where he’d slept an eternity ago. He looks out the enormous window and feels no lurking fear beyond it as he had before. Once they both sit, Dan knows the questions are coming.

“So…what happened to the tape recorder? I told you to submit it as evidence, but when I woke up at the hospital and talked to the police, no one mentioned anything.”

Dan shrugs. “I got rid of it.”

“Got rid of it how?”

“I was left alone a few times in the hospital. It was in my pocket. I thought about submitting it, but I couldn’t do it. I broke it and threw it in the trash. Even if they find it, they won’t be able to play anything on it.”

Rosie gapes at him. “But what if they needed that evidence? What if they hadn’t let you go?”

“Turns out everything else was enough.”

“But it might not have been.”

“There’s no sense worrying about it now. I’m free, and so are you.”

Rosie looks down at her lap, then back up at Dan and whispers, “Thank you. I’d be in jail right now if you hadn’t done that.”

“It’s your truth to tell. Do what you want with it.”

She smiles. “And what about your family? What happened to them?”

Dan tells her everything. He has talked to Melissa on the phone multiple times now and they’ve gone over the details of their time apart extensively.

He tells Rosie that she’s coming to visit soon with Jonathan, that they’ll be here in a few days. “I’d like you to meet them,” he says.

“What? Why? Won’t your wife be…upset about that?”

“No. She knows what happened with us. She knows the role you played in saving me, and her and Jonathan. I didn’t tell her at first—I wasn’t sure if you were going to make it or not—but once I knew you were okay, I filled her in. She understands. Melissa and I…we were never a good match. We’ve talked about that too. We can still be great parents together, but she was right to leave me before. That part of our relationship won’t come back.”

“And you’re okay with that, too?”

“I am.”

Rosie looks out the window, contemplating everything that Dan has said. “And what about us?”

“What do you mean?”

“What exactly are we? If I’m going to meet your family, your son, I want to know.”

Dan places a hand on her knee and says, “We don’t have to be anything right now. Let’s just take it one step at a time, okay? Maybe the first step can be something simple, like having dinner together?”

Rosie lights up. “Yes. Can you stay tonight? Remember, you told me I was a great cook before, but you should see what I can do with the power back on. And there’s more repairs around here I still need help with, and I really can’t do them all while I’m still healing.”

Dan laughs. “I said one step at a time, not three.”

Rosie shares his laughter, and before they know it, they’re both howling. They know the reason they’re really laughing so hard is simply because they can, because that dark cloud over their lives has finally cleared and they can bask in the light of a new day. Because when you’ve faced the darkest parts of your life and come out the other side of the storm, all that’s left to do is dance in the aftermath.
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