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      I should have listened, Mom. I should have done as you told me. You come straight home, you hear me? And don’t talk to anyone. How many times did you tell me that? And how many times did I promise you I would always do as you said. But I didn’t stick to my promise. I didn’t do what you told me to, and now… I’m so sorry, Mom. I’m so, so sorry.

      Oh, and I wish so hard he would go away. I close my eyes and pray with all my heart to get out of here. To be back home with you. To be safe. I just want to go back in time. Just one day, that’s all. Let me go back one day. Back to the moment I was walking up the hill.

      Because then I’ll just keep on walking, Mom. I’ll just keep on pushing my bike up the hill. And when he comes up to me, I’ll be polite, just as you always told me to be. I’ll say “thank you” when he offers to help me. I’ll say, “That’s okay, I can make it home from here.”

      Yes, that’s what I’ll do. That’s what I’ll say.

      I won’t feel tired. I won’t feel hot. I won’t feel annoyed that the tire is punctured. Instead, I’ll think about Dad and how he told me he would show me how to repair it. I’ll keep my promise to him and wait so we can fix it together.

      Honestly, Mom. I’ll keep on walking up the hill until I get to the top, and then I’ll freewheel down. And at the bottom, I’ll walk the last few yards until I am home. I’ll just walk in the door, like any other day. It will be like any other day. I won’t stop to talk to him. I won’t follow him inside. I’ll just keep on walking. I’ll come home.

      And you’ll ask me what happened, and I’ll show you the tire, and you’ll smile and make me a glass of lemonade and tell me to rest up, and then we’ll wait for Dad to come home.

      And after dinner, he’ll ruffle my hair and we’ll go out into the yard and he’ll show me what to do. “A boy should know how to fix a punctured tire,” he’ll say. And I’ll nod and hunker down and watch what he does and learn.

      Make it happen this way, Mom. Please make it happen. Take me back in time. I’m praying so hard for it. Just one day. That’s all. Please, please…

      Because it’s so dark down here. It’s so, so dark. And I know he’s going to hurt me. I saw it in his eyes. He wants to hurt me. Just like those other boys. He wants to do to me what he did to them.

      Please, Mom, please… Take me back. Just one day. Let me come home.
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      The call came out of the blue. The voice on the other end of the line was professional, but gentle too, and sympathetic.

      “Hi, I’m Suzie McColl,” the caller said. “I’m a palliative care nurse at the Cascadia Hospice. I’m calling on behalf of your father, Robert Allen.”

      I had no idea how she got a hold of my number and didn’t know how to react. I just muttered something like, “Oh, okay,” too shocked to say much more because hearing Rob’s name alongside the words “palliative care” hit me far harder than I expected.

      Suzie told me she was calling to ask if I wanted to come and say goodbye to him.

      “He’s spoken about his family so often,” she explained, “and I think he would like to have someone with him when the time comes.”

      When the time comes. I couldn’t quite absorb that. I could tell from the tone of her voice that the thought of Rob dying with no family beside him upset her. It was clear she wanted to help him and that she cared about what happened to him.

      I listened to her and couldn’t help thinking she’d made a mistake. She had to be talking about someone else. Because my father wasn’t the sort of man people cared about. At least, not enough to go to the effort of calling around and trying to gather his family together one last time. That wasn’t the man I knew in any case. That wasn’t my father.

      If she knew our history, I thought, she’d understand there was no chance of any of us going up there.

      But Suzie seemed determined. She had the key to his house, she explained. I could stay there while I visited him in the hospice. She could get the place ready for me, make up the guest bedroom, it wouldn’t be a problem.

      “My grandma is his neighbor,” she told me. “And I’ve known Rob my whole life. It would really mean so much to him. To all of us really.”

      She spoke about him as if he were family, and I didn’t want to tell her it had been fifteen years since I’d last spoken to him. But something about her voice, the kindness in it and the fact she didn’t ask too many questions, convinced me that maybe someone should be there for him. Maybe the past was not worth dwelling on.

      When I told her I would come up, I heard her sigh with relief and realized she must have called me last. Gina and Mom had already turned her down. This call had been her last shot.

      And I found myself wondering, How’d you get to know someone as nice as this then, Dad?

      “Listen, I just need a couple of days, to sort some stuff out, before I can make it up there,” I explained. And Suzie thanked me and told me she was looking forward to meeting me. Everything so polite, and nice. As if he was a good man, an ordinary man, and not a father and husband who had long been estranged from his family.

      It was only when I put the phone down that it hit me. The crazy coincidence of it. Rob, of all people, coming through for me when I needed it most. How ironic.
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      Will didn’t react when I told him I’d found a new place to live and I wondered if he’d practiced containing his relief beforehand, making sure to stay expressionless, not realizing it was this very reticence that gave him away. A silent hallelujah. But a rejoicing for all that.

      “I’ll be out of here in a day or two, if that’s okay?”

      It was. “You need any help?” he asked. “I can help you move with your stuff , if you want.”

      So casual, as if I was just a friend who had stayed over for the weekend and not someone who’d shared a home with him for more than five years. This was how far we had deteriorated.

      “Thanks, it’s okay,” I told him. “I’m heading pretty far, so what I can’t fit in the car I’ll need to leave behind. Is that okay?”

      “Yeah, sure. Where you headed then?”

      And I counted the distance in my mind, all the miles from San Francisco to Newcastle and wondered if it was far enough.

      “North,” I told him. And left it at that.

      Newcastle. I had needed to look for it online after I’d spoken to Suzie; I’d forgotten the precise location. Rob rarely spoke about where he came from. It was as if his hometown, his childhood, had never existed; the past, something he preferred to forget.

      I’d taken a virtual wander around the town and the surrounding wilderness, overawed by the beauty of the mountains and the sheer vastness of the forest, and the way it all gave way at its edges to the dark expansiveness of the ocean. It seemed strangely tranquil yet intimidating at the same time. Newcastle, some sort of in-between place, where nothing of any note ever happened. Anyone looking for excitement or adventure would need to head to Seattle or the wilderness.

      Though my little internet excursion had thrown up a surprise. It seemed that Newcastle’s biggest claim to fame was a series of child murders that had occurred in the ’60s and early ’70s, and for which the perpetrator had never been caught. Unsolved crimes that still had the power to intrigue the internet in 2018. It made me think that my dad did belong there after all. He contained those same dichotomies. That superficial tranquility harboring terrible secrets. In the same way the ocean, the mountains, the forest could be a source of horror as well as wonder, Rob was a man who could dish out affection as easily as blows.

      It seemed strange to think that I was about to leave the easy, golden sunshine of California for this seemingly unknowable place.

      North. Why couldn’t I just tell Will where I was headed? But it felt like a defeat, for some reason, to admit I was headed to my dad’s house. As if I was a child who still needed paternal protection. And besides, how could I suddenly explain Rob to him, when I had barely mentioned him in all the years we were together?

      “Hey, that man I never mention? My dad? He’s dying, and I’m going to see him one last time. Then I’m going to pick up the key to his house and take it from there.”

      No, it was easier to say nothing. Easier to walk away. Get in the car and drive. Just wave a goodbye. No explanations. Just how I liked it.

      

      The hours on the road gave me time to start making some sort of plan for what I was going to do when I got to Newcastle. I had enough money to last a couple of months or so, but after that? All I could do was get the key from Suzie and then try and figure things out, maybe I could even make the place my own. Mom and Gina wouldn’t mind. They’d be happy, I hoped. I could almost hear Gina say it, even. “You know, Carla, you could settle down here. Make a go of things.” As if I hadn’t spent the last five years trying. And failing. But this was a chance at something new and I had to take it.

      And as I headed north, I felt strangely uplifted and uncharacteristically optimistic. I had a “new beginning” sort of feeling, and I had to keep reminding myself that I was headed there because my father was dying.

      There was an end to deal with before any beginning.
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      Suzie turned out to be one of those people who are as friendly and sympathetic in reality as their voice on the telephone suggests. I liked her immediately. She’d given me her address and told me to come by and pick up the key to Rob’s place. When she opened the door, her smile was exactly as I had imagined it would be—genuine, and warm. I could see she was the kind of person people went to when they needed help, because they knew she could be relied upon. When I’d spoken to her on the phone, I had imagined her to be in her late forties and it was a surprise to discover that she was around my age, but wiser and more responsible.

      She drove over with me to Rob’s house and helped me with my bags, then left it at that.

      “I’ll let you settle in first after your long journey,” she said. “We can talk later.”

      And she smiled as she handed me the key and said, “You know, you look just like him,” as if she wasn’t expecting there to be any resemblance. It had been years since anyone had told me that and I was surprised to discover it no longer made me cringe. If anything, I was glad there were people here who looked at me and saw someone familiar. Perhaps it would make it easier for me to get to know everyone. I’d be “Rob’s daughter,” and not some stranger who’d rolled up from San Francisco.

      I thanked Suzie for her help and told her I hoped she’d come over for coffee soon.

      “Oh, don’t worry about that,” Suzie smiled. “This is the sort of town where neighbors look out for one another. I’ll come by tomorrow when you’ve had a chance to get settled in and we can go to the hospice together if you like?”

      I’d nodded and smiled and hoped that Suzie hadn’t caught the look of uncertainty that must have crept across my face. Because now that I was here, I wasn’t sure if I could go through with it. A piece of me was already thinking that it might be simpler to let him die alone or at least wait until he had slipped so deep into a drug-induced coma that I could avoid talking to him.

      “Don’t worry, he’s still pretty lucid,” she said. “The pain medication he’s on at the moment hasn’t affected him too badly yet.”

      “So he can still talk?” I asked her. And she touched my arm and nodded, not understanding that my question stemmed from panic. She just assumed the news he was awake and aware came as a relief.

      “That was why he wanted someone to be here now, while he could still talk,” she told me. And it was my turn to smile and nod. And again, I had to wonder. How did my dad end up with friends and neighbors like these? People who cared so much?

      The more I thought about it, the less sense it made.

      

      Settling in. Suzie made it sound easy, just a question of putting the key in the lock and turning the handle, but as soon as I walked inside, I began to fear that maybe I’d made a mistake and that it wasn’t the place for me after all. Because my dad was more present than I’d imagined he would be.

      It was stupid that I hadn’t anticipated it, it was his house after all, and a few weeks ago, he’d still been rattling around in these rooms and living his quiet and isolated life. No family around him, but with friends who seemed to care and who took an interest.

      Somehow, I’d convinced myself that living in his house would not affect me. That I’d just walk inside, and it would be like entering a stranger’s house, a place I had no connection to. Instead, I encountered something else entirely.

      It was a shock, when I opened the door and was confronted with a hallway lined with photographs. Me and Gina as kids, school portraits, family get-togethers. A studio portrait of my mom when she was young that I had never seen before. Every photo was framed and they were carefully arranged over both walls. It was like walking through an arcade of memories. And there was something strangely feminine about it too. A hallway lined with photographs, that was the sort of thing a woman would do to make a house a home, not a man who…

      And a disconcerting idea crept up on me. That a change had come over him while we were all living our separate lives. He’d become better, in some way. Nostalgic, a little sentimental even. No, I thought. That was impossible.

      I wondered if he would even recognize me if he walked through the door and saw me standing there. Would he know it was me? Would he call out my name—“Carla!”—surprised to see me, or would he stare at me as if I were a stranger?

      The last time I’d seen him was fifteen years ago. I’d been headed to a new life, a new job, a new city, hoping for something better and unsure if I would make it. Within a year I’d be back in San Francisco. Fresh starts, it turned out, require more than just a change in location.

      He’d been strong still. Healthy and vigorous and looking much younger than fifty-three, by at least ten years. He had looked like a man who would never decline and I think he believed this was true. He had always been aware of his physical presence and had never hesitated to use his powerful physique to intimidate.

      We hadn’t said very much that day. When it came to the time to leave, he’d leaned towards me expecting an embrace and when I flinched—a reflexive response not intended to be cruel—he nodded and pursed his lips. There was no need to tell me that it hurt, I could see it did. His attempt at affection had surprised me. But we’d left it at that, both of us knowing we would never get past this moment. We would never lean towards one another, never embrace. Too much had happened.

      “You take care of yourself, Carla,” he’d said.

      “Yeah, you too.”

      “And call me when you get there, so I know you arrived safe.”

      Again, his concern so unexpected, so fatherly. I had turned away from him, because I didn’t know how to react to this uncharacteristic affection, and I questioned it immediately.

      “I will,” I had promised him. But I had never intended to keep my word. I had forgotten the promise almost as soon as it was made. My father, just a vague presence in my mind as soon as I’d walked away. I wanted to forget him.

      But those photos on the wall hinted at something. Maybe I had misunderstood him all along. And now, here I was, about to face him again. Or what was left of him. And I stared at the portrait of me as a kid that hung on the wall, and wondered what that child would have thought of her future self. That kid would never have gone to him. That kid would have run as far and as fast as possible in the opposite direction.
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      Suzie came by in the morning while I was rummaging around in the kitchen trying to see if there was anything in the house for breakfast, coffee maybe, or some cookies. But there was nothing in the fridge or the cupboards.

      When I opened the front door, she was standing on the porch carrying a bag filled with some essentials, bread, milk and coffee, and she laughed when she saw the relief on my face.

      “I only realized this morning that there’d be no food in the place,” she said. “Sorry for not thinking of it yesterday. I got you a few things just to get you started. We can go to the store later, on the way back from the hospice, and get some supplies.”

      I motioned for her to come inside and thanked her as we walked to the kitchen. For the first time since I arrived, I felt relaxed, because Suzie was making the decisions and I wondered how she had managed to become such an efficient and organized person. We were around the same age, but she seemed far more in control of her life than I had ever managed to be. But it was a relief to let someone else take charge. We were going to the hospice and that was that.

      In the kitchen, she set about making coffee and unpacking the groceries she had brought.

      “Here, let me sort out some breakfast while you get yourself washed and dressed,” she said.

      It was only then that I realized I was still wearing my pajamas and that my hair was tousled, and I smelled a little funky. I smiled at her a little sheepishly and headed upstairs to get ready.

      All night I’d been trying to think of some way to put off going to see my dad, even if it were only for a few days, but I’d been unable to come up with a reasonable excuse. After all, I’d come all this way, I’d responded to her phone call, so she had no reason to think I’d refuse to see him.

      In the end, I found myself hoping we’d get to the hospice and find him too sedated to talk. I could sit by his bedside and play the dutiful daughter and feel good about myself without having to talk to him or confront him. I could even tell him things, safe in the knowledge that he couldn’t hear me. It could be cathartic.

      Though even that unsettled me. Because maybe it would be better to take this last opportunity to sort things out between us and really talk to him.

      When I got back to the kitchen, Suzie was sitting at the table drinking her coffee. She immediately stood up and went over to the percolator, poured me a mug, then set it down.

      “Here you go,” she said. “I hope you like muffins with your coffee? It was all I could get at the store for now.”

      I had never been treated so kindly by a stranger before and I wasn’t sure how to react. “Thank you,” I said. “It’s so kind of you. You really didn’t need to do this.”

      And she looked at me as if what I had said made no sense, then said, “My pleasure. And anyway, it looks like you need it.”

      “Sorry?”

      “I mean, it looks like you had a rough night. Did you have trouble sleeping?”

      I shook my head and sipped my coffee and once again Suzie surprised me with her perceptiveness.

      “Listen,” she said. “If you’re worried about how he’ll be when we get there, then don’t be. Like I said, he’s still doing okay, all things considered. I mean, he can talk still and he can eat and drink unassisted and walk about a bit. Just as long as we don’t stay too long and tire him out, he’ll be fine. The worst that can happen is that he’s asleep.”

      I didn’t know how to tell her that this was what had kept me awake all night. Knowing he could still talk, that he was still conscious, was the very thing I dreaded. I had thought her unexpected call had come because he was close to death. The fact that he was apparently still very much alive frightened me, and I wondered if I would have come up here at all if I had known the true extent of his state of health. A part of me was still unsure why Suzie had called me. If he wasn’t close to death, then why the rush? Or had he told her to sound so urgent because he knew we wouldn’t come if we thought he still had weeks to live and not days?

      “I just don’t know what to say to him,” I told her. “It’s been so long since we saw one another and I’m not sure if I’ll be able to find the right words.”

      She stretched her arm across the table and took hold of my hand. I let her do it, surprised by the gesture of comfort and how easy it was to accept this sympathy from her.

      “If it helps, he spoke about you a lot, especially over the last few weeks. I think he’s been thinking things over, you know? And he wants to see his family again while there is still time. Even if you sit there and don’t say a word, that will be enough for him, I reckon.”

      I smiled at her and shook my head. “Maybe, who knows. Like I say, it’s been a long time and there’s a lot of baggage we never really dealt with, so…”

      “Trust me,” she said. “It’ll be fine. You’ll find the words. At times like this, most people do, and I know he really wants to see you. When I told him you were coming, he cried so hard.”

      I almost told her right then that I couldn’t do it. The idea of my father crying and looking forward to seeing me… There was something about it all that pushed me back into the past. I was frightened that he was manipulating me. Feigning interest just so he could get what he wanted. And I worried that the photos in the hallway indicated nothing. He was still the same man, and men like him never change, they always get what they want.

      But I was here now, and Suzie was not going to take no for an answer.

      “Right,” I said, as I swallowed down the last of my coffee and took the last bite of my muffin. “Shall we get going?”

      On the drive over, Suzie chatted to me, but I couldn’t focus on anything she said because the question that had kept me awake all night was taunting me over and over again: What the hell am I supposed to say to him?

      I wasn’t ready to face him and I should have been honest and explained to Suzie that I needed time, even if there was so little of it left. Because it was more than simply being scared of seeing him again after all these years. I was also aware that the question I had for him was too immense for a frail dying man to answer.

      “Why did we mean so little to you?”

      That wasn’t a question for a deathbed. It was a question that should have been asked years ago while we were still capable of grappling with it. Because it contained a thousand other questions, and also my greatest fear: that he would answer it. Just look me in the eye and say: “Carla, that’s just who I am.”

      

      The room was surprisingly beautiful. A large window overlooked a garden and light filled the room with a warm golden glow. It looked pretty much like an ordinary room. Framed watercolors hung on the walls, a small yellow sofa with matching cushions sat in a corner of the room, a burnt orange rug decorated the floor, and a coffee table lay strewn with books and magazines. Nice little touches that made the space feel warm and welcoming. It was a place for people to come together.

      It was only as I approached the bed that I saw the equipment. A line leading into the vein on his left hand, connected to a machine which presumably controlled the dosage of whatever medication he was receiving. It was strange to see the thick veins protruding from the thin skin on his hands. Old-man hands. Hands that had once caused so much pain.

      I walked over to the bed and looked at him as he lay there, a pale imitation of the man I remembered; his skin, paper thin and almost translucent and dotted with liver-colored age spots. His eyes were closed, and his lips cracked and dry because he had to breathe through his mouth. And thin. He was so, so thin. The shock of seeing him this way made me draw breath and Suzie took hold of my hand and squeezed it, then pulled a chair over to his bedside and gently settled me down in it. This was her domain, and her nursing instincts took over and began to calm me. And once again, as I gave myself over to her control, it was enough to help me compose myself.

      He wasn’t aware of me, and I wasn’t sure if it was due to sleep or a result of the drugs, but it was a relief to know I could spend the first few moments with him simply watching and not having to talk to him.

      “Can he hear me?” I asked Suzie.

      “Maybe,” she replied. “We haven’t sedated him. But he sleeps a lot more now, so there was always a chance that he wouldn’t be awake when we arrived. I’m so sorry.”

      “No, it’s okay. I prefer it, to be honest. It gives me a chance to get used to seeing him like this. I mean, the last time I saw him, he was so…” and my voice faltered, on the verge of tears.

      Suzie touched my shoulder and smiled, “Shall I leave you alone with him? I can go fetch you a coffee or something if you like?”

      I nodded and waited for her to leave the room and close the door behind her before I took hold of his hand, relieved when my touch did not rouse him.

      For a while I just sat there and listened to the slow and easy rhythm of his breath. It was calming and the quiet of the room lulled me into a sort of trance and made me wonder what Mom and Gina would make of this tranquil scene. I could see Gina shaking her head and turning away in frustration. She would think he didn’t deserve to die this way, quietly and with a hand holding his. She thought he wasn’t worth it, that our love and our care were better given to those who deserved it.

      A few days ago I would have agreed with her. The thought of sitting with my father and comforting him on his death bed would have seemed absurd, impossible even. After what he had done to us, he deserved nothing. The way he had tried so hard to break us for no apparent reason. Why forgive any of that? Why offer him sympathy and comfort, even when he was dying?

      No one would have blamed us for leaving him to die alone if they knew how much pain he had caused us. But sitting at his bedside, holding his hand, and seeing how fragile he was, how much of him had already disappeared, it was impossible not to feel some sort of compassion. I wouldn’t have called it love, exactly, but it came close. I didn’t want him to die alone, I realized. And it felt right to hold his hand and help him through these final days.

      Though it didn’t stop those old unanswered questions from resurfacing: “Why could you not love us? Why did you not try to love us?”

      And, again, I could almost hear Gina admonishing me.

      You know who he is, Carla. And you know he can never change. Don’t put yourself through this. He’s not worth it.

      Maybe that was the best way to look at it. But his stillness provided me with a momentary burst of courage, and I whispered in his ear.

      “Those photos on the wall. You thought about us all this time. Didn’t you?”

      “Did you love us after all?”

      “Are you sorry? Would you have said so if we’d asked you? If I’d called you up, years ago, would you have told me: ‘I’m sorry, Carla. Forgive me.’”

      It was easy to ask him these things now that he was just an old man, asleep and dying in a hospice bed. No threat there. Perhaps just the hint of the man he had been, along the jaw. That strength which had terrified us all those years ago. But he was soft now, vulnerable, and incapable of violence.

      As I sat there watching him, a strange feeling came over me. A hope that was both unexpected and disorienting. He had asked us to come up here and be with him in his final days, and I’d agreed without fully thinking it through. The need to get away from Will had clouded my judgment. But now I realized that maybe I was looking for something from him after all. This was his last chance to acknowledge the pain he had caused, and I wondered, if he did that, then maybe I could even forgive him too. I’d trade him comfort on his deathbed for an apology. A peaceful death in return for some honesty. It was a fair deal.

      And if it didn’t work out that way? Well, then I could always abandon him. Leave him to die in this pleasant room, alone and attended to by strangers.

      “Johnny?”

      His voice was faint, slurred from the medication and raspy with illness, but the sound of his voice so close to me made me jump. And again, he said it. “Johnny?”

      “No, Dad, it’s me. It’s Carla,” I told him.

      And I saw his eyes flicker and start to open. And for the first time in fifteen years, I looked him in the eye. His watery gaze unfocussed, his delirium clearly in control of him. That name again, filling the heavy atmosphere in the room. “Johnny?”

      “No, Dad,” I repeated. “It’s me.”

      He squeezed my hand and I heard him exhale, as if he was trying to speak, but this was all he could manage. It made me nauseous to hear it, because he sounded like someone letting out their final breath, and as he focused and tried to remember who I was, I felt overcome with dread. All I wanted to do was get out of the room before he had a chance to speak to me. It was cowardly, perhaps even foolish, but instinct took over and I fled, my name on his lips, his weakened voice, finally finding the strength, “Carla, Carla.” But I couldn’t turn back.

      When I appeared in the corridor, Suzie was surprised to see me.

      “Are you okay?” she said. “I was just coming to bring you this,” and she held out a cup of coffee for me. I shook my head and made up some excuse about it being too much for me and told her I had to leave.

      “The shock… I didn’t expect him to be so thin, to look so sick,” I told her. “He didn’t know who I was. He was calling out for someone else and…”

      “Hey,” Suzie said, and she touched my arm and tried to comfort me. “It’s okay, it’s okay.”

      She offered to drive me home, but I declined, afraid that she would ask me why I needed to run away. But how do you explain to someone, that the sound of your name on the lips of a man who had hurt and humiliated you—even years later, when that man, once so powerful and strong, was now so frail and incapacitated—was enough to send a shiver of fear down your spine? How could I tell her that when I heard him say my name, my fear had mixed with loathing and a sudden urge to lash out? Because a piece of me looked at him lying there, helpless and vulnerable, and thought, I could end this for him. I could end this, right now.
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      Back home, I sat in the living room at the big bay window and stared at the front yard, numbed by what had happened and frustrated with myself for being so cowardly. I should have stayed in the room. I should have whispered his name in return. I should have picked up his hand and let him know I was not a hallucination. Provided him with the comfort he needed. Damn, I thought. What am I doing here?

      When I called my mom, she picked up on the first ring. “Carla?”

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Are you okay? You sound a little shaky.”

      “I’m in Newcastle,” I told her, and the line went quiet.

      “Mom? Did you hear me? I said I’m in Newcastle, it’s Dad’s—.”

      “I heard you, Carla. And I know where Newcastle is.” I heard her take out a cigarette and light it, then take a drag and exhale before continuing. “So, that woman called you too then?”

      “Suzie? Yeah, she did.”

      “And you actually went up there? To see him? Without telling me?”

      “Yeah.”

      A pause again while she smoked and absorbed the news. “I see,” she said. “Well, if that’s what you think you need to do then I can’t stop you. I just wish you’d told me.”

      “It just felt like the right thing to do,” I told her. “Someone should be here with him, don’t you think? And besides, you and Gina didn’t want to do it, so I figured…”

      “I hadn’t made up my mind as it happens,” she said, her voice sharp with irritation. “You don’t cut someone completely out of your life just because you’re divorced.”

      You don’t? I thought.

      It sure felt that way. Since the divorce, she had barely mentioned his name, even under her breath. Rob was out of our lives, as far as she was concerned. But this wasn’t the moment to bring all that up.

      “Yeah, I know,” was all I said.

      “So, have you seen him? Is he okay?”

      “He was asleep when I saw him this morning. They’ve got him on a lot of drugs for the pain and it tires him out apparently.”

      “Oh, is he in a lot of pain?”

      “Mom, he’s in a hospice. He has round-the-clock nursing care, of course he’s in pain. To be honest I’m not sure he was even aware I was there.”

      “I thought you said he was just sleeping? So what’s the point in sitting with him if he’s comatose?”

      “I think I just came by at the wrong time. Suzie said there are moments when he’s awake, and that I’ll get a chance to talk to him. I didn’t get the impression these were his final hours or anything.”

      “Really? Then why did she make it sound as if he was breathing his last when she called me?”

      “Oh, Mom, I don’t know. Maybe she knew we wouldn’t come otherwise, if we thought he had weeks to live instead of days.”

      “Yeah, well, she’d be right about that. Anyway, you okay? You sound a bit down.”

      “I guess I am. It was just weird, you know?” I explained. “To see him so frail. I need to get used to the idea that he’s dying.”

      There was a pause as she absorbed the news, and I waited and hoped she would leave it there. Because the truth was, now that I was over the shock, I realized that I had felt an unexpected sympathy for him. It was sad to see how ravaged by illness he was. A piece of me thought he didn’t deserve to suffer this way. But I didn’t think that would be something she wanted to hear.

      “Yeah, well, death is like that,” she said between drags on her cigarette. “So, any idea when you’ll be heading back?”

      “I don’t know. I mean, I have no idea how long this is going to take, it could be a few days, or maybe even a few weeks. They seemed to be a bit vague about it.”

      “Carla, you can’t stay up there for weeks. You can’t put your life on hold for him. You’ve gone up there and you’ve seen him. Surely that’s enough? I mean, what does Will think about all this? Is he okay with you running off with no idea when you’ll be back?”

      “What does Will think of me being by my father’s bedside when he’s dying? Mom…”

      “That’s not what I meant, Carla. There’s no need to talk to me in that tone of voice.”

      “Sorry. I know, I just… I’m here, okay? I’m here and that’s all there is to say about it. And when he passes, well, there will be things to sort out then too, funeral arrangements, that sort of thing, so…”

      I heard her sigh, not quite with exasperation; it was more a sort of weariness, as if she was tired of having to explain the ways in which Rob was not worth the effort.

      “You know you don’t have to do that, Carla. I’m sure, given the circumstances, they could find someone else to sort things out. It sounds like he has friends up there.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m here now, and, like I say, it just feels like the right thing to do.”

      She paused and it was almost as though I could hear her thinking of a suitable reply. Something neutral that would conceal her emotions and stop the tension from rising.

      “Okay, if you’re sure. But don’t feel any obligation, that’s all I’m saying.”

      I waited for a couple of seconds and didn’t say anything. Just let the line fall quiet so that Mom would eventually figure it out. I wasn’t planning on doing any of this on my own. I wanted her here with me. Gina too, even if it was only for a few days. They shouldn’t leave me to say goodbye alone. It took her a moment to understand. “You really want us to come up there, don’t you?”

      “Could you? I don’t think I can face it on my own.”

      “I don’t expect you to, Carla, I just want to be sure you understand that you’re under no obligation, none of us are,” and I could hear she was struggling to contain the tension in her voice.

      “Yeah, I know,” I replied. “But you might even feel better if you come up here and say a last goodbye. I know I felt better once I’d seen him—”

      “Okay,” she interrupted. “I get it, okay? I get it.”

      “So, you’ll come up?”

      “Listen, if you think you need me to be there, then give me a call when you think it’s getting close and I’ll come up, okay?”

      “Mom, I’m calling you now.”

      She was expecting me to offer her an opt-out. To tell her that I didn’t need her there. That I’d find a way to sort it all out on my own. But I was in no mood for compromise. And besides, almost as soon as I had heard her voice on the other end of the line, it had hit me that I was going to need help at some point. We couldn’t expect Suzie to do everything for us.

      After a few seconds, I heard her sigh again, this time with resignation.

      “I’ll get Gina to come with me, okay? Then we can all say goodbye together.” I picked up the snark in her voice, but decided to ignore it.

      “You really think Gina will come? For Dad?”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure she does.”

      “Listen, if she doesn’t want to, then don’t force it. Honestly, Mom, it’s no big deal.”

      “No. We’re not going to do this without her. Anyway, get some sleep, it’s getting late. I’ll let you know when I can get a flight up there.”

      “Okay… and, Mom?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I… no, it’s okay, forget it. We can talk when you get here.”

      The phone clicked and the line went dead, and I wondered how I was going to explain it to her.

      “Hey, I split up with Will, so I’m thinking about staying on here. In Dad’s house. What do you think?”

      I could already imagine the look in her eyes. The confusion and uncertainty. The absolute impossibility of it. Because once Rob was gone, they would want to be rid of every trace of him. They would want nothing to remain or linger.

      But I had no choice. I had nowhere else to go. God, I thought. How the hell was I going to explain that to her?
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      Those photos in the hall, every time I looked at them, I wondered how Mom and Gina would react if they saw them. I was sure they wouldn’t like seeing a display like this, because it made Rob seem like some normal family man, and they had long ago decided where to place Rob in their hearts. They had made a little corner of the world especially for him and labeled it: “forgotten.”

      It wasn’t that I hadn’t done the same; I had, just not to the same extent. I wasn’t as good at pushing people away, and pieces of my father would creep up on me sometimes. Memories. Questions. A stray emotion. I don’t know how Mom and Gina managed to erase him so completely. Maybe they were just stronger than me, had more resolve.

      But I’d gotten used to seeing them and had even started to wonder if the reason he had hung them there was simply because he missed us.

      Gina would have a difficult time believing that, of course. It would take more than a few photographs hanging on a wall to convince her that Rob cared about us.

      But my mom, I wondered about her. How she would react to seeing our smiling faces in the photographs? And not just posed smiles, fake for-the-camera grins, but real smiles. There had been moments when I had wanted to turn them to face the wall, because the sight of us playing happy families was too painful to acknowledge. But the truth was, there had been moments of happiness, however brief, and we couldn’t deny it.

      Forgiveness was something else, though, and I wasn’t sure any of us were ready for that yet. But his house, and the way my dad was present in all the things around me, made me feel the possibility of it. For the first time in my life, I had a sense that maybe things which had once seemed impossible, were not so difficult after all. You just needed to know where to look. You just needed to open yourself up to it.

      I took a beer from the fridge and headed out to the garden to sit and relax and think. The sun was starting to go down and the atmosphere was peaceful and calming, a nice antidote to my thoughts and mixed emotions.

      Somewhere in the background the sounds of life and people thrummed. A car tooted its horn on the street, an airplane flew overhead, a radio blared in a house nearby. Distant sounds that didn’t overwhelm the sounds of the garden. The proximity of wild nature here was something I would have to get used to.

      I heard birds, the kind that sing melodiously as soon as the day begins to fall into dusk. The leaves in the aspen tree shivered in the breeze and sounded like tinsel, all Christmassy. Kids somewhere on the street were shouting and laughing, glad it was warm enough still to play out late. Sounds that let you slip into the moment and then take you away from it. Away and back to a warm, beautiful day pretty much like this one. Only years ago. I didn’t want to remember it, but it persisted and so I gave myself over to it. A happy family? No, we were never that.

      

      Back then, the days could shatter unexpectedly. Peace, calm, anything good, all of it could be disturbed in an instant, and for no apparent reason.

      That day—though it could have been any day, take your pick—I was sitting with Gina in the garden, playing in the grass, chattering, giggling, Gina showing me how to make daisy chains. Not the sort of day that was worth remembering, because it was so ordinary, nothing special happening. Just another day. Until it wasn’t.

      When I looked back to it, when I asked myself what it was that made him rush towards us like that, what it was that made him shout, his face red and ferocious, there was nothing there. No specific thing. No triggering incident. Just him. Just Dad being Dad. Volatile. Angry. Never to be relied upon. Always disturbing the peace.

      Perhaps we were being too noisy? Our laughter too shrill? Our songs too repetitive. Who knows? You never asked him for reasons. You just took the punishment and waited for it all to blow over.

      When he came at us, we were stringing flowers together and laughing and then a shadow fell over us, and the flowers were plucked from our hands and there he was, looming and raging and making no sense, and telling us to, “Shut up! Just shut up!”

      Dragging Gina. Pulling her up from the grass, slapping her head and yelling at her to “Get inside now! And stay there.”

      Then glowering at me, too small still, even for him, to be pulling at my arms. But his voice was enough to cow me and leave me whimpering.

      “You too, Carla,” he said. “Inside, now!”

      But I couldn’t move. The boom of his voice was too loud, too strong, too frightening.

      “Did you hear me? I told you to get inside. Now!”

      But I stayed in the grass and felt a familiar warmth spread between my legs. The shame of it. The fear that this would lead to a spanking.

      And he came towards me, leaned over and was about to grab me, and I waited for it, the sting of the slap, only Mom was there. Coming between us. Alerted to the disruption by Gina.

      “Rob! Leave her alone!”

      I didn’t see his face, all I saw was my mom’s back. The pattern of her dress. Lilac with tiny flowers on it. Yellow they were, and delicate. Her summer dress. Black hair, glossy and flowing down her back. Loose for the summer. Barefoot and carefree. Save for things like this. Save for him and his voice and the size of him, the width of his shadow, the blackness of it. The presence.

      Then the sound. Horribly familiar, and down Mom went, tumbling beside me on to the grass. And then down he came again for a second blow, then a third as she crossed her arms over her face, grabbed her head and tried to deflect the violence. Curled fetal and vulnerable as a newborn.

      Though he never hit her face. I remembered that. The bruises were always hidden. Those delicate flowers on her dress hid deeper, darker shades of purple and blue. Yellows and greens, not of flowers but of battered skin.

      And when he was done, he left us there in the grass, Mom sobbing as she caressed me and tried to soothe away a pain she knew she could do nothing to lessen. When I looked up, Gina was standing at the window watching us, hands pressed against the glass, her eyes black as onyx, as she watched Rob walk back to the house.

      “Perhaps now I can get some peace,” he raged.

      But Gina’s face suggested something else. She would never let him have it. She would make sure peace was the one thing he never achieved.
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      I’d spent years trying not to think about those things. Years hoping that my father’s absence from our lives would somehow erase the memories and with it the pain he had caused. But that was a foolish thing to wish for, and as I sat in the garden thinking about the man who now lay dying in that hospice, I also understood that I’d be wise to never forget who he was. He was frail and diminished now, but that couldn’t undo the pain he had caused.

      And I wondered if that was really what this was all about. The real reason I was here. It wasn’t just convenience, or even about trying to do the right thing and be with a dying man during his final days.

      No, I wanted something from him. I wanted to hear him say “sorry.” I wanted him to wake from that opiate stupor and talk to me with a clear head and an honest heart. For years, I thought our relationship was too damaged and beyond repair. But those photographs hinted at the possibility there was another side to him and I needed to try and edge a little closer, because if he did care about us, then I wanted to feel it. This was my chance, my last chance, and if I didn’t take it, I knew I would always regret it.
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      I decided I needed a few days before I saw Rob again. I had come up here assuming he was close to death but now that I knew he was capable of talking to me I needed some time to figure out what I wanted to say to him. I’d always thought that if I ever saw him again, I would still be too angry to want to talk to him. But when I saw him in the hospice, I had been overcome with emotions I wasn’t prepared for. I felt sorry for him. I cared more than I realized. Despite everything, he was still my dad, and that meant something. I just didn’t know what.

      Suzie called me a few times asking if I was planning to visit again. I let her calls go to voicemail, then eventually sent a text message apologizing and letting her know that I’d call her when I was ready to see him. She replied with a short “Okay,” enough to let me know she was disappointed with me. But she let me be, and I was grateful to her for that.

      In the meantime I started to familiarize myself with the house and make plans for what I could do to make it a bit more comfortable.

      His house was everything you’d expect for a man living alone. Sparse, I supposed you would call it. The essentials for living, but minimal when it came to comfort or any sense of home.

      Those photos in the hallway stood out as one of the few personal touches. For the rest, no visible effort had been made to add some cheer or homeliness–no cushions or bedspreads, no doormats or pot plants, no art on the walls. In the kitchen, there was insufficient cutlery and hardly any cooking utensils.

      That’s what I went looking for. Some decent knives. I’d finally got my act together after almost a week of takeout and junk and had bought some fresh stuff to cook. But every drawer I pulled open revealed either piles of miscellaneous rubbish or knives so old and blunt they could barely cut through butter.

      Something about his kitchen left me feeling down. It was the loneliness of it. Why have utensils if you’re only cooking for one? I could see him sitting at the tiny table in the kitchen. Canned soup maybe, in a chipped bowl. Or a sandwich. Nothing fancy. Nothing homecooked. And the image of him in this house, alone, and eating only because he had to—there was no joy in it, no pleasure—left me feeling sad and emptied out.

      Every time I looked at the table, I saw the way the Formica veneer had started to peel away at the edges, I saw the stains on the surface where he’d left a hot cup of coffee, the cigarette burns, and it was as if this was all his life had ever been. This solitary existence where it didn’t matter if everything fell into disrepair because no one was looking. Nobody cared. It was as if the ghost of him had already started to manifest itself in the things he would leave behind.

      Goddamn it, Dad! I thought. Why’d you have to live like this? Why did everything need to be so pitiful?

      Then I looked round the kitchen and understood.

      That’s it, isn’t it? All this, it’s a punishment. You don’t think you deserved anything better, do you?

      And I wondered what Gina would say, if she saw me standing there in the kitchen, unable to move because of my rambling thoughts. Paralyzed by pity for a father we had all learned not to love.

      “That’s your problem, Carla, you always stare at things too long. You always think too much.”

      It was true, of course. I did think too much. That was the difference between us. A difference that seemed to ensure Gina stayed on an even keel while I drifted and never seemed to settle on anything, anyone, anyplace.

      Maybe that’s what I was really seeing there, in his house, the way it was possible to drift into things, to arrive someplace and stay there, not by choice, but by accident, because you’re tired and you just need to stop.

      But staying put is not the same as settling.

      There you go again, Carla, thinking too much.

      There was one last cupboard I hadn’t tried. In the corner of the kitchen, it stretched from floor to ceiling, large like some old-fashioned sort of pantry. One of those cool spaces houses used to have before refrigerators existed.

      More junk was what I expected, and sure enough when I opened the door, a mess confronted me.

      Bric-a-brac piled up. What looked like gardening tools, pruning shears, a trowel, things that didn’t belong in a kitchen. Piles of newspapers, yellowed and stacked higgledy-piggledy. A tray of knives and, for some reason, scissors, all bundled together.

      I took one of the knives and tested the blade against the ball of my hand. Sharp enough to make an indent, sharp enough to make me pull it away, just in case. The only sharp knife in the house, hidden away like that in an overfull cupboard. Something he had no use for, but kept sharp anyway, just in case.

      I was about to close the door, get back to the task in hand, when something caught my eye.

      A wooden box tucked away in the far corner, the size of a shoebox, perhaps a little bigger. I’d have left it there, maybe noted it was something to look at later, but the sheen on it made me look twice, because it had a polished quality to it. It looked expensive. I imagined touching the wood and feeling something smooth, like marble.

      I reached into the back of the cupboard and pulled it out. It was heavy. Not just the wood, but the contents. In the daylight, when I set it down on the table, it glowed, amber colored, with a deep-gold grain and chestnut whorls. Walnut, perhaps.

      Whatever’s inside must be precious, I thought. An exquisite box like this left you imagining jewels or watches or polished gold coins. Something magical, a treasure. And my heart beat a little faster when I looked at it, because it provoked a sort of childish anticipation.

      When I touched the surface, it was even smoother than I had imagined, and the way it had been polished and buffed reminded me of a little pearl bead I’d had as a kid. I’d roll it between my thumb and forefinger when I was worried, its smoothness soothing me. I could feel the same thing there in my fingertips, that trancelike, soothed state as I stroked the surface of the box.

      I didn’t know then it would be the last small moment of calm for a very long time. Perhaps, if I had, I would have savored it a little longer.

      Perhaps, if I’d known the trouble the contents of that box would unleash, I’d have left it unopened, placed it back in the cupboard, back in the shadows. Left it there, hidden away, dark as a secret.
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      I opened the box, expecting treasure. But there was no treasure. Just a tattered collection of papers that seemed unworthy of such an exquisite container.

      Old newspaper clippings and notebooks in a beautiful box. It was strange. Strange enough to entice me. I sat down and began to take out the papers and read through them, not expecting to find anything interesting. Instead, I found a carefully curated documentation about those three boys I had read about on the internet. Adam Peterson, Danny McIntosh, and Jonathan Hutton. Seeing their names handwritten in those notebooks transformed their story somehow. It seemed more intimate, so personal.

      It was dark by the time I finished leafing through the first of the notebooks. I didn’t know how long I had sat there in the kitchen trying to make sense of it. When I’d started reading, I didn’t even try to understand any of it. I just turned the pages, looking up now and then to catch my breath and stare out the window.

      It had been sunny out when I started reading, but now I noticed the glow of streetlights through the window. A whole afternoon, gone, just like that. Filled, it seemed, with only one question.

      “Why would he collect something like this? It was all so grim and macabre.”

      The notebook, the first of them I opened, was a collection of newspaper articles, cut out and glued to the page. There were handwritten notes in the margins. Rob’s handwriting. A spidery scrawl that had fascinated me as a kid and taken me years to decipher.

      The pages had stiffened over the years as the glue had hardened, and with every turn of the page, it made a sound like the scrunch of leaves underfoot on a cold autumn morning.

      The articles were all about a boy, Jonathan Hutton, who had gone missing when he was eleven. I vaguely remembered his name from the old articles I’d found on the internet. The papers reported that he had been heading home after school when he disappeared. The last anyone saw of him, he was unchaining his bike in the shed, and nodding goodbye to his friend Peter.

      “Hey, see you later.” The last words anyone heard him speak.

      And all of it happened here. In this quiet, nondescript little town.

      When I’d first read about those boys it had seemed so improbable. A small, comfortable sort of town like Newcastle couldn’t have such a terrible history. It seemed so safe and so peaceful. But, now that I’d been here for almost a week, I’d developed a sense that something wasn’t quite right about this place. I felt it sometimes in the smile of the cashier at the supermarket checkout, something insincere. I felt it too in the stares as I walked down the street, an unspoken acknowledgment that I was a stranger. It was there in the eerie sort of isolation I encountered some afternoons when I went for a walk, the streets emptied of people and so quiet you could hear the squeak of rubber as your soles shuffled along the sidewalk.

      I could imagine Newcastle as a town that could have produced such a story. As a place where those boys and the grisly manner of their deaths were entirely possible .

      There was something about the way the wilderness encroached upon the unnatural perfection of those suburban neighborhoods that I felt made it possible. The well-ordered normality and the seeming regularity of people’s lives was actually a form of protection—a protective barrier they put up against that wilderness, against uncertainty or some tendency within them they preferred to ignore.

      And I had started to wonder if the quiet façade was something more—it was also a way to contain secrets and hide uncomfortable truths. To create the impression that there was nothing to see here, nothing to question or doubt. Everything was fine and as it should be.

      And those old newspaper clippings were proof that my unease was well founded. This was a town where terrible things could happen. They had happened. That wilderness, it had found a way in.

      
        
        Newcastle Boy Missing.

      

      

      It was strangely subdued as a headline, the editors seemingly incredulous, because things like this didn’t happen in a town like Newcastle. Not in those days, back in 1972. It felt as if they wanted to let the world know that this wasn’t the type of place that allowed its children to go missing. There was an implication there that he would be found. That nothing more than this would happen. He was missing but he would turn up some place eventually. And I wondered about that, how it was they could appear so quiet and calm. Because they knew this wasn’t the first child to go missing. They knew this had happened before. They knew that Newcastle was the sort of place where children were lost forever.

      I looked at the date in the headline, Wednesday, July 12, 1972, the day little Johnny Hutton disappeared, and I wondered why my dad had clipped out the headline and glued it neatly into a scrapbook. Rob would have been twenty then and had already moved away. There was no reason for him to have any connection with an eleven-year-old boy. Yet the apparent care he had taken to place it there made me feel there had to be one, because why clip newspaper articles about a kid you didn’t know?
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