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      I didn’t have long. He was waiting at the beach – and he’d be counting every minute. I splashed cold water on my face, let the rivulets run down my neck and onto my shirt. I stared into the mirror. Tried to remember how to arrange my lips so I didn’t look so scared, softened the muscles around my eyes, rubbed at the smeared mascara. It didn’t matter how many ways I told him I hadn’t been flirting with that man, I might as well have been shouting into the ocean.

      The concrete floor of the bathroom was covered with sand and bits of paper that stuck to my flip-flops. Beside me a little girl struggled with her tap. I reached over and turned it on for her, then moved to the side, avoiding the curious look from her mother as she exited a stall.

      They walked out hand in hand, the little girl chatting about Santa – would he find them at the resort? Christmas was a month away. I thought of Sophie with a sharp ache in my chest. Each day she added something new to her list. I had one thing on my wish list, just one.

      This vacation was supposed to be an early Christmas gift from Andrew, but that was an excuse. He knew he’d gone too far last time. I came up with reasons we couldn’t go to Mexico, but he’d overridden every one and booked a room at the resort where we stayed on our honeymoon. Our suite was even bigger this time, the view panoramic. As though white sand and sparkling turquoise water could make up for everything.

      I had been careful to wear the pink one-piece when we went down to the beach that morning, layered with my tunic cover-up, the one with the high neckline and hem almost to my knees. Then I put on my straw hat and large sunglasses. As we left the room, he smiled his approval, drew me close for a kiss. I tensed, but I couldn’t smell any alcohol on his breath or taste it on his lips. I wanted to pull away, but he had to end the kiss first.

      We set up on the beach under one of the grass umbrellas for the next couple of hours as Sophie played in the sand. Andrew’s hand held mine across our chairs, his thumb stroking lazy circles. A woman walked past and I caught her giving Andrew an admiring look. He was handsome in his white shorts, his stomach muscles clearly defined, his skin bronzed after only a few days in the sun, but none of this had any effect on me anymore. I was careful not to look around, but I imagined how we must seem to others. Just another happy couple with their child.

      I pretended to doze, but I was watching Sophie behind my glasses. She was building an elaborate sand castle with turrets and a moat, and using a stick to draw designs in the side, where she carefully placed shells. She’d be seven in January, was already leaving the little girl behind, her limbs thinning out, her pale blond hair darkening to rich honey like her father’s.

      She picked up her pail and walked back to us. “I’m hungry, Mommy.”

      We flagged down the waiter, who’d been bringing Andrew Coronas all morning. “Una cerveza, por favor,” Andrew would say, while I sipped on a lime margarita, and tried to ignore the growing knot in my stomach. We put in our order, chicken salad for me, burger and fries for them. Our waiter was handsome, with black hair and eyes, white teeth that flashed in quick smiles, and a cheeky expression. I avoided looking at him, but then I made the mistake. When I passed him my empty glass, his fingers lingered a moment against mine. It was an accident. He’d been distracted by some noise behind us, but I knew it wouldn’t matter. Our hands had touched.

      The waiter set down a fresh margarita in front of me and walked away. Andrew was wearing sunglasses, but I could still see his angry expression, the pinched look around his mouth, and my thoughts careened and slid around, trying to find purchase. I had to distract him.

      I motioned to the beach, the palm trees. “The scenery is gorgeous.”

      “Yes, you looked like you were appreciating it.”

      “It’s so relaxing.” I molded my face into a pleasant smile. As if I didn’t know what he was getting at. As if we hadn’t been down this road so many times before.

      Sophie, perched on the end of my beach chair with her towel wrapped around her waist, was watching our faces, her green eyes worried. She twirled a strand of wet hair around her finger. Ever since she was a baby, she’d twirl her hair when she was tired or anxious.

      “Why don’t you go collect more shells, sweetie?” I said. “They look beautiful on the turrets. I’ll wave when lunch gets here.” She got up, grabbed her blow-up dolphin, and walked back to the beach but looked over her shoulder at me a couple of times. I kept smiling.

      “You must think I’m stupid,” Andrew said when she was out of earshot.

      “Of course not.”

      He focused back on his book, turning each page with a jerk. My breath was fast and tight in my throat. I took a sip of my drink, but the lime was no longer refreshing, the acid curling in my stomach. I rubbed at my breastbone, but it didn’t ease the pressure.

      Our meals arrived and the waiter asked if he could get us anything else, but Andrew wasn’t speaking to him and I was forced to answer for both of us while Andrew stared at me. I could feel his rage from across the chairs, hear the rant he was rehearsing.

      Sophie was now making her way back. I leaned closer to Andrew. “Please don’t do this. Please don’t turn this into something. He touched my hand by accident.”

      “I saw the way you looked at him, Lindsey.”

      “No, you didn’t.” This was when I should’ve been reassuring him, telling him he was my one and only, but the margarita had made me brave. It made me stupid.

      “You’re imagining things,” I said.

      It was as though his entire face broke apart and then rearranged itself into someone else. The real Andrew. The man no one saw except me.

      Sophie ran up to us, sat beside me on the beach chair. Her skin was cold and wet against mine. She reached for a french fry. “Did you see all my shells, Mommy?”

      “Yes, baby.” I glanced at her castle. “They’re perfect.”

      Andrew dumped ketchup onto his plate, smeared a french fry around. “Eat your lunch, darling.”

      “I just need to go and wash my hands.” I could feel Andrew watching me all the way to the restrooms. I kept my head down and didn’t look at anyone.

       

      I threw my paper towel into the garbage, slid my sunglasses on. I had to get back to the beach. Sophie would want to swim again and I didn’t want Andrew to let her when she’d just eaten. I thought of the Coronas he’d had. How many? I didn’t even know. I used to keep count.

      They weren’t on the beach chairs. My salad was still on the side table, the lettuce wilting in the heat. My drink was empty. Andrew’s burger and fries were gone, Sophie’s half eaten. I looked around. They weren’t at her sand castle. Maybe they went back to our room? I walked closer to Sophie’s sand castle. Her towel was spread on the other side, her lime-green plastic sandals kicked off.

      Her dolphin float was missing.

      I took a few steps into the water, my hand covering my eyes. The waves rose and fell, an undulating mass of blue. Swimmers bobbed up and down. I squinted, tried to focus on their faces. Where was she? Where was Andrew? I spun around and scanned the people on the beach, the throngs of resort guests, clusters of kids running and chasing waves. I turned back and gazed out over the water again, looking for Sophie’s small head, her red bathing suit.

      Then I saw her blow-up dolphin moving up and down in the waves – with no one on it. I walked through the water as fast as I could, the current tugging against my legs, my feet sinking into the soft sand. When I was in deeper water I swam hard strokes to the toy and latched on. They had to be out there. Sophie never let that dolphin out of her sight.

      I couldn’t see her bright pink snorkel, but there were so many people in the water. I thought again of the food she had eaten, the beers Andrew had drunk. He was a strong swimmer, but Sophie was still learning, and tired easily. I plunged my head under the water.

      I saw legs coming closer – masculine legs. I rose to the surface sucking in the air in big gasps. An older man a few feet away took his snorkel out of his mouth.

      “You okay?” he yelled.

      “I can’t find my daughter!” More people were swimming over. What’s she wearing? Did you see her go under? Someone get the lifeguard!

      I was treading water, my torso supported by the dolphin. “I didn’t see her go in. She’s only six. She’s wearing a red bathing suit.” A speedboat roared past and fresh waves sent us all bobbing up and down, salt splashing in my face. The horizon appeared and disappeared.

      Someone from the resort on a Jet Ski radioed in her description. People were diving down, then rising to the surface with wet hair and foggy goggles.

      None of them found her. I kept sticking my head under the water, but all I saw now were pale thrashing legs that stirred up the sand and made the water murky. I popped back up, looked out over the breakwater. Could they have been swept out to sea?

      One of the resort boats was circling outside the roped-off swimming area. The staff in their white shirts and orange shorts, binoculars pressed to their eyes, searched the horizon. I waited for a yell, something, but the beach had gone curiously silent. People stood at the shore.

      I didn’t know how long I’d been in the water. My teeth were chattering and I was frantic, confused by all the people speaking to me. I explained that she was with my husband, that he could be missing too. The lifeguard wanted me to return to shore, tugged at my arm until I finally went with him. We swam to the beach and I lurched onto the sand, still clutching the dolphin float. My cover-up was clinging to my skin, wrapping around my thighs. My legs gave out and I collapsed onto my knees. The sun beat down on me, blinded my eyes as I stared out at the water.

      Beside me the lifeguard urged me to drink water from a plastic bottle, then talked into his radio, Spanish phrases I couldn’t understand. Jet Skis searched the water.

      I felt something, an awareness that made me turn my head and look down the beach. It was them, walking toward us. Sophie in her red bathing suit with the white polka dots that we’d picked out together. Andrew, his long muscular legs taking those familiar loping steps. They were clutching drinks. Sophie looked like she was wondering what all the fuss was about.

      I jumped to my feet, sprinted to them, almost losing my balance in the soft sand, but I was unstoppable. I lifted Sophie into my arms. I was crying into her neck.

      “Mom, what’s wrong?”

      “What’s going on, Lindsey?”

      The lifeguard came over. “Is this your daughter, senora?”

      “Yes, yes!” I lowered her down, pressed my hands to the sides of her face, and kissed her cheeks, her lips, her suntan-lotion-scented nose, her hair that had dried into salty ropes.

      Andrew was talking with the lifeguard. “I’m sorry my wife put you all through this. She has an overactive imagination.” He smiled and made little circles by his head.

      The lifeguard gave him a confused smile, dropped a hand onto my shoulder, and peered into my face. “Drink some more water, senora. The sun, it’s very hot, sí?”

      He left us alone. The crowd was dispersing, but I could feel their judgment, the whispers. I didn’t care. I had Sophie. She was solid and real and standing in front of me.

      “I was so scared,” I told her. “I saw your dolphin in the water.”

      “Daddy and I were playing and it floated away. He said we could get it later.”

      Andrew was staring out at the water. I tried to read his expression but he was wearing sunglasses. How angry was he that I’d made a fuss?

      “It just kept floating away,” he said. “Thought we might never see it again.” Then he grabbed Sophie’s hand. “Come on. Let’s get out of the sun.”

       

      We were sitting under the umbrella. I was still shaking, though the sun was aiming directly at us and I’d wrapped a towel around myself – I’d noticed Andrew glancing at my wet cover-up clinging to my breasts and thighs. Sophie was sitting near me, her hand in mine. She kept giving me little pats. “I’m okay, Mommy. I’m okay. I’m sorry you got scared.”

      Andrew was watching me. I could feel his gaze burning into the side of my face. I wanted to ignore him, but I knew he was trying to get me to look at him. I turned. There was a look in his eye, something mean. Something smug.

      “That was embarrassing,” he said.

      “Why didn’t you wait for me?”

      “You were taking too long.” He shrugged.

      “You did it on purpose. You were trying to scare me.”

      “Don’t be silly,” he said, rising to his feet. “You did that to yourself.” He held his hand out for Sophie. “Come on, sweetie. I’ll help you build another sand castle.”

      I watched them walk away. Sophie looked over her shoulder at me, her little face concerned. I smiled reassuringly. The lifeguard came over. “Is everything okay now, senora?”

      “Yes, yes, it’s fine.” I didn’t want him to linger. He turned away and I saw something in his face. Pity? Or did he think I was just a stupid blond woman who overreacted? I remembered how I had thrashed around in the water, how desperate I’d felt. How had I become this way? How had I turned into this woman who couldn’t go to the bathroom without being afraid?

      Andrew was filling a pail with sand. Sophie and he had the same determined expression. He felt me watching, gave a small wave and a friendly smile.

      You’re imagining things. That’s what I’d told him, and then he made me pay.

      But he hadn’t just wanted me to be scared. He wanted me to know he could take her from me. In the blink of an eye. One day I might be in the bathroom, or maybe I’d step outside for a moment, or go to the store, and they’d be gone. I would never see her again.

      I had to leave him when we got home. There was no more time to plan. No matter what it took, no matter how risky it was, I had to get Sophie away from him.

      I slowly lifted my hand, gave my palm a kiss, and blew it in his direction.
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      The house is quiet when I wake, the floorboards cold under my feet as I push myself out of bed. “Sophie?” She doesn’t answer. Sometimes she gets up early to work on a project, or goes for a walk. She likes to study the patterns in the snow and ice. It worries me when she goes off into the woods by herself, but she wears hiking boots and carries a whistle, and trying to keep her home when she’s feeling inspired is like trying to capture lightning in a bottle.

      Shivering, I wrap my flannel robe tight around my body and shuffle into the kitchen. Sophie’s put a pod in the coffeemaker for me, left a note stuck to the machine.

      
         

        Sorry, Mom. The snow was calling… XO

      

      My baby, the artist. I pin the note onto the bulletin board, on top of the others I’ve saved, then check that she’s locked the door and reset the alarm. She’s always forgetting, says we have nothing worth stealing anyway. I remind her that’s not the point.

      I let the shower run hot as I can stand it, steam filling the room, soap swirling around my feet and down the drain. My hair is long again and the wet tendrils lay flat against my breasts. My mind drifts as I think about my plan for the upcoming week, which clients might need more help before Christmas, whether I should place an ad for another cleaner. Maybe I can expand and take on some janitorial work next year when Sophie goes away to school. I enjoy this feeling of accomplishment. In the beginning it was just me, a beat-up car, and a box of cleaning supplies. Now I have four full-time employees and nothing holding me back.

      After I’m dressed, I unplug my phone from the charger and notice I’ve gotten a text from Marcus. You still want to skip this week? Let me know. Marcus teaches a self-defense class for my domestic violence support group and sometimes gives me private lessons.

      I text him back. Yeah, just busy, but I’ll see you at the meeting. I make a second cup of coffee – the first is for sanity, the second is pure pleasure – and prop my phone up against the bowl of fruit on our kitchen table. I sign in to Skype and wait for Jenny to answer my call.

      She comes into view, her blond hair still messy from sleep, her face pale without makeup, but she has an ethereal kind of beauty that makes her look angelic – and much younger than her forty-five years. I always tell her that if she wasn’t my best friend, I’d have to kill her.

      “God,” she says. “What a morning.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Teen girls.” She shakes her head. “Enough about that. What are you doing today?”

      “I have one cleaning job. Then maybe some Christmas shopping.”

      “I thought Saturdays were your day off.”

      “One of the new girls I hired just quit – she’s back with her boyfriend.” Most of the girls I hire are from my support group. Women starting over with the shreds of their lives stuffed into suitcases, garbage bags, or the backseat of their cars. Unfortunately, they aren’t always ready to move on. “She says he’s changed, but you know…”

      “Right.” We’re both quiet. She doesn’t need to tell me that she’s thinking about her ex-husband, just like she knows I’m thinking about Andrew. Jenny and I also met in group.

      “How’s Sophie?” she says. We talk about Christmas gift ideas, anything and everything that crosses our minds. For the last couple of years we’ve done all our shopping together – Jenny can actually turn Christmas chaos at the mall into a fun adventure. Since she moved to Vancouver a few months ago, I miss her terribly, but we try to talk often.

      “I’m not sure about Greg,” I say. “What do you get someone you’ve only been dating for a few months?”

      “How about a nice dinner? Or cologne? The Gap has sweaters on sale.”

      “I don’t think he’s the Gap type.” I smile, trying to imagine Greg, with his colorful tattoos and tight-shaved head, wearing a preppy sweater. I’ve only ever seen him in his UPS uniform, or shirts and dark jeans when he’s dressing up. He looks intimidating, but when you speak to him, you notice his warm brown eyes and happy-go-lucky laugh. Maybe cologne is a good idea. Then I realize I don’t even know what cologne he wears.

      “I’ll have to think about it,” I say. “I was wondering about inviting him over to help decorate the tree with Sophie and me, but that’s always been our tradition.”

      “You should probably ask her how she feels about it.”

      “Good idea.” I glance at the clock. “I better get going.”

       

      It’s started to rain, the snow on the side of the roads turning to mush that grabs at my tires. Winter in Dogwood Bay means you never know whether to expect rain or snow, or sometimes both. I’m a half hour late, but it won’t matter. Mrs. Carlson, a nice old lady who lives with her cat and bird, always leaves in the morning to visit her sister on cleaning days. I follow the garden path around the side of the house. The rain is melting snow off the shrubs and trees, chunks hitting the ground with a muffled thud. I squeal as one almost hits me.

      When I unlock the door, the house is freezing cold. I fiddle with the thermostat, bumping it up a couple of levels, then set my boots on the mat, slide on my slippers, and put my tray down on the kitchen counter. Something smells burnt, like toast. The dish rack holds one plate and teacup, and a knife. A small plastic Christmas tree sits in the corner of the living room, hung with a few brightly colored ornaments. There’s already a stack of presents underneath.

      I start on the kitchen, scrub the counters and sink until they gleam, then mop the floor. I hum Christmas carols as I work and think about when Sophie and I should put up our own tree. We always get a fresh one, then decorate while watching Elf and drinking hot chocolate.

      I move into the living room, wipe every surface with lemon-scented cleaner, fold a knitted blanket, fluff the pillows, vacuum the cat fur off the back of the couch and from under the cushions. I haven’t seen Gatsby, but he’s probably sleeping under the bed. Next I vacuum the carpet so the lines are all in the same direction, backing up as I go, careful not to leave a single footprint. I grab my tray and move down the hall, then pause halfway when I hear a noise behind me. I turn quickly, my body stiffening. A streak of white. Gatsby.

      I make a kissing noise and call his name, but he doesn’t come running like usual. He must be chasing a spider.

      When I’m finished in the master bedroom, I make my way to the spare room at the other end of the house. Mrs. Carlson rarely has guests, but the room always needs dusting because of her budgie, Atticus. It’s my least favorite room – the dander from his feathers makes me sneeze and Atticus screams the whole time I’m cleaning, but today he is remarkably silent.

      As I push open the door, a cold draft whistles toward me. The window is open. I hurry over and slide it down. So that’s why the house is so cold. When I turn around, rubbing my arms to get warm, I spot Atticus hunched into a ball at the bottom of his cage. He’s always perched on his wooden branch, screeching at me or ringing his bell. I frown, take a tentative step. “Atticus?” He doesn’t move. I take another step. His eyes are closed, his tiny chest unmoving. I look back at the window. How long had it been left open? Mrs. Carlson’s going to be devastated.

      Back in the kitchen, I rummage through my purse on the counter for my phone, knocking it over in the process. My lip gloss rolls out. I don’t stop to retrieve it. Mrs. Carlson’s sister answers and I have to repeat my name. Finally she puts her on the phone.

      “Mrs. Carlson, I’m so sorry, but Atticus…” I pause. How do I put this? “Atticus has passed away. I’m so sorry,” I repeat.

      “Oh, no!” she says, her voice quavering. “Whatever happened?”

      “I think he might have gotten too cold.”

      “The window! I was sure I closed it – I always let him have some fresh air in the mornings so he can sing to the birds outside.” I don’t know why she had the window pushed all the way up at this time of year, but I’m not going to make her feel worse by asking questions.

      “Poor Atticus,” she says. “I’ll have to take care of him when I get home.” Her voice is starting to break and I can tell she’s near tears. “Perhaps I should bury him outside under the lilac bushes. They’re so pretty in the summer. Do you think that’s a nice place?”

      “It’s a perfect place.” I can’t just leave her to take care of it on her own. “Would you like me to do it?”

      She pauses, and I hear her blowing her nose. “I couldn’t ask you to do that.”

      “I wouldn’t mind.”

      “Oh. That’s very kind. I’d like that.” She catches her breath, a hiccup of sound. “I’m going to miss him terribly. The house will be so quiet without his beautiful singing.”

      “He was a lovely bird.” She sounds so shaken. I’m glad she’s with her sister. I’ll bring her flowers this week, stop by and have tea with her.

      “Thank you, dear.” She blows her nose again. “Can you say a prayer for him?”

      “Of course.”

      I grab a small box and newspaper from the recycling and create a makeshift coffin for Atticus’s body, which I place in the garage. I finish the rest of the cleaning, vacuuming Atticus’s cage and pulling a sheet over it. Then I get Atticus’s body from the garage. When I crouch down to pick up the box, I catch the scent of something masculine in the air, something woodsy. I stand quickly and look around. The garage is neat and tidy, only her dead husband’s old Buick filling the space. She must have an air freshener.

      I’m still thinking about Mrs. Carlson as I walk into the kitchen. Her animals have meant the world to her since she lost her husband three years ago. I set the shoe box down, look for my keys on the counter, then pause. They’re gone. My purse is upright. I’d knocked it over earlier, and my keys and lip gloss had tumbled out. I left them lying there. I stare at the beige fake leather bag I’d found on sale at Walmart that looks like a Chanel, according to my daughter anyway. I peek inside. My keys and gloss have been carefully placed on top of my wallet.

      I stumble back. I don’t stop for my boots or my coat. I just run out of the house, noticing in a quick flash that the door is unlocked. He went out that way. He could be waiting.

      I sprint for my car, lock the doors, and press the numbers on my cell. I rummage through my glove box for my pepper spray, remove the safety, and hook my thumb on the trigger. While I’m waiting for the police, I stare at the house and the path, watch for any movement.

      It’s been three months since my brother called to tell me Andrew had been released from prison and that someone saw him on Vancouver Island. I can still remember the sound of Chris’s voice when he phoned, the hesitation and tightness. I knew before he even said anything. This was the call I’d been waiting for. Andrew was a free man and he was going to find me.

      But days passed. Then weeks, months. Nothing happened, and I thought we were safe.

      My gaze travels from the door to each window, up to the second floor, then down again. The whole time I was inside, cleaning, singing, and vacuuming, he was in there too. He might have been standing so close he could have touched me. Why didn’t he make his move? Then I realize why he didn’t. It wouldn’t have been enough for him. He needs me to suffer.

      He’s going to make me pay for every year he spent behind bars.
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      “Watch out!” Andrew shouted, and I ducked as a snowball hit my boots. “That’s it!” He tackled my brother to the ground. I laughed as they wrestled in the snow, trying to shove handfuls down each other’s necks. My dad jumped out of the back of the moving truck and started lobbing snowballs at them. It was good to see him with a smile on his face.

      I wished my mom could have been there. Maybe we could bring her over later. I worked my way through the snow, carrying the heavy box, and walked carefully up the icy steps. The hallway still smelled of fresh paint, a welcoming sage-green. Andrew had the painters come back twice because of drip marks, but now it was perfect. We’d stacked boxes everywhere. Most of them came from Andrew’s house, others were wedding gifts.

      I slid the box onto the counter. I should have gone outside for the next one, but I couldn’t help wandering into the dining room to stroke my fingers across the silky surface of the pine table we’d picked out last week. I imagined my family over for dinner Sunday nights, plates heaped full, everyone talking and laughing. Mom could rest on the couch while I cleaned up. She seemed so tired lately and I was sure her MS was getting worse, but she wouldn’t talk about it. I’d send them home with leftovers so she wouldn’t have to cook for days. Andrew and my father would talk about houses they were building, rolling plans out on the table. Chris would hang on to their every word, counting the days until he graduated so he could work for Andrew too.

      I walked to the front bay window, where ice bloomed in the corners of the glass like beautifully frosted spiderwebs. The house was freezing – the utilities had been hooked up that morning – and we’d been taking sips from the flask Andrew had brought with him. “That doesn’t taste like hot chocolate,” I teased.

      He laughed. “It’s my special recipe.”

      I spun in a circle. Where should we put the Christmas tree? Maybe right in front of the window. We’d get one that reached to the ceiling, and cover it with so many lights and ornaments the branches would bend. We’d had a heavy snowfall, early for Lions Lake, and it was looking like we’d have a white Christmas. I couldn’t remember the last time that had happened.

      When I walked back outside, Andrew was unloading a wardrobe box, his leg braced, his face determined and flushed from exertion. He’d removed his coat and was wearing a white knit shirt, sleeves pushed up. His work trucks were all immaculate white, same with his crew’s shirts and caps. His construction company’s dark green and black logo stood out in crisp contrast.

      My dad and Chris were in the back of the rented moving truck. Andrew had wanted to hire a company and didn’t think it was fair to ask my family. “Your dad works hard all week.” I explained it was the kind of family we were. We helped each other.

      I came up beside Andrew. “So who won the snowball fight?”

      “Me, of course.” He smiled. “You okay?”

      “I’m absolutely completely beyond happy.”

      He threw his head back and laughed. I felt that little hiccup in my chest, the same one I’d had the summer day he came into the hardware store where I worked, asking to speak to our manager. I hadn’t seen him around before, and I knew everyone who worked construction in our small town. After he left I made a beeline to the back and found out his name was Andrew Nash, he was from Victoria, and he was developing a parcel of raw land at the end of the lake.

      The next time he came in, I helped him find everything he needed, chatting about Lions Lake, all the fun things we did in the summer, how hot it had been lately, thinking the whole time that I really needed to shut up and let him say something, but I couldn’t stop my runaway mouth. I even pulled out a map and showed him the best swimming spots around the lake. As if he couldn’t find them himself. While he waited for me to ring up his order, he kept pushing back his dark blond hair with one hand. It was streaked lighter in spots and fell to his shoulders.

      “You need a haircut,” I said, then blushed. What a thing to say.

      “I do,” he said with a laugh. “I’ve just been too busy.” The light was shining through the side window and hitting his eyes – green, the color of glacier water.

      “Is your dad Ian Finnegan?” he said.

      I passed him his receipt. “You know him?”

      “I heard he might be looking for work.”

      “My dad’s a great carpenter, has lots of experience.” I held my breath. I didn’t want to say too much, but I couldn’t help thinking of my dad, sitting at home and making call after call. He’d had a good job but was fired because he had to take so much time off to help Mom.

      “Tell him to drop by the site.”

      After that I’d see Andrew on the days I brought lunches for my dad. He rarely stopped to eat with the crew, but almost always paused to say hello to me and ask how I was doing. “He never quits,” my dad told us at dinner, his admiration clear in his face. “He’s there before we are with coffee and donuts for the guys, and he’s the last one to go home.”

      One day I brought him a roast beef sandwich and he looked so surprised, just stared at it in his hand while I waited in humiliation. Then his face broke into a huge smile and he said roast beef was his favorite. We sat and talked, and he invited me to see some land he was thinking of buying. We hiked that entire property together, climbed under and over logs, slid down hills, laughing as we both almost fell on our butts, sharing a bottle of water and cursing ourselves for not bringing more. From that day on, we saw each other as much as possible.

      We hadn’t actually lived together yet, but I wasn’t worried. We understood each other’s every thought and mood – he knew when I was getting hungry and tired, or when something had upset me. And I knew him, just like I knew marrying him was the best decision I’d ever made.

      Now Andrew stopped as he walked past, kissed me on the cheek. “Welcome home, Mrs. Nash.”

       

      I was unpacking a box in Andrew’s new office, carefully placing files in his desk drawer, when I heard his footsteps behind me. I turned and smiled, but faltered when I saw the look on his face. He almost seemed upset, but then his expression smoothed out.

      “You don’t have to do that,” he said.

      “I don’t mind.” I wondered if it was the sight of his desk that bothered him. It was one of the few things he had from his father. We’d found it when we were cleaning out his storage unit. He wasn’t sure about bringing it to the house, said it was too old and scratched and that it wasn’t really his style, but I told him the oak was gorgeous and we could refinish it as a winter project.

      He came over, took the files out of my hands, and set them down. “I have my own system. If you put something in the wrong place, I’ll have a hard time finding it.”

      “Right, sure. Of course.”

      “Dinner smells good.” I could tell he was trying to ease the sting of his rebuff, but I still felt bad. I should’ve asked. I was just so used to helping around at my parents’ house. Nothing had been off-limits since Mom was diagnosed with MS. I even did their banking.

      “I’m making Yorkshire pudding.”

      “Hmm. Perfect,” he said against my neck.

      “Your nose is cold!”

      “I was shoveling the driveway.” My dad and Chris had gone home hours ago and we’d been unpacking ever since. “Looks like it’s going to snow again tonight.”

      “I hope they clear the roads. Josh asked me to come into work tomorrow.”

      He lifted his head. “I thought you were taking the day off so you could finish up here.”

      I sighed. “Someone called in sick again.” It seemed this time of year someone was always calling in sick after too much Christmas cheer.

      “I was going to talk to you about this over dinner, but I’m going to offer your dad the foreman job. It will mean he has to travel a fair bit.”

      “Oh, that won’t work with my mom.” I felt disappointed for my dad. They could really use the money and I knew he was excited about some of the projects they were bidding on.

      “If you quit the hardware store and work with me, you’ll be around to help her. I need someone to stage the houses and the display suites, picking out fixtures, things like that.”

      “I don’t know… Josh was saying they might promote me to work in the office.” I didn’t want people thinking I was a spoiled rich housewife who had everything because of her husband. When Andrew’s mom died, he inherited the trust from his grandfather’s stock market fortune, but he only got small payments – he wasn’t wealthy like my friends seemed to think. Besides, I liked working at the hardware store, seeing my regular customers, helping people find things.

      “Honey, Josh is talking out his ass. He’s never going to promote you.”

      “I’ve been working there for years.” I’d started when I was still in high school and went full-time last year after I graduated. I’d thought about going to college or taking some classes, but I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do. I admired how focused Andrew was at only twenty-seven.

      “Yeah, you’re the cute girl who works behind the counter. I knew about you before I even stepped foot in there. I’m sorry, Lindsey, but I heard they were going to promote Mike.”

      “Josh sounded really sincere.” I felt hot and angry, but mostly hurt.

      “I’m not trying to make you feel bad. I’m just saying how other people look at you. They only see a pretty blonde.” He tugged on the end of my ponytail. “They don’t appreciate you the way I do, they don’t see how intelligent you are, how creative.”

      Maybe he was right. Maybe the hardware store was a dead end, but how many hours a day could I spend choosing paint colors? “Maybe I could help with the bookkeeping?”

      “It’s probably better if I take care of the finances. But you have a great eye. I love what you’ve done with this house already.”

      “I haven’t done much.” He’d picked out all the colors, said they had to be neutral earth tones so the house would be easier to sell in a year, but I tried to add some personality with our bedding and curtains and plants. We hung our wedding portrait over the fireplace.

      “You’ve made this feel like a home. You know how much that means to me.” His hands were sliding under my shirt, up my shoulder blades, and to the nape of my neck as he gently pushed me against the desk. In one quick motion, he lifted me up, sat me down on the top of the desk, and nudged my knees apart. I almost lost my balance, but he held me steady with his large hands on my hips and gave me a mischievous look. “Think about it, okay?”

      Then he was pulling me closer and spreading hot kisses from my collarbone to my mouth, and I was grabbing at his shoulders and I wasn’t thinking about anything.

       

      The idea for the perfect Christmas gift came to me the night we moved in. We were relaxing on the couch when I realized we had lots of photos of my family on the mantel, and only one of his mother. He didn’t have any pictures of his father because he lost a box of photos when he moved years ago, but I knew how I might find some. His father had been in the Navy. Surely there was an association for former members. I just needed to do a little research.

      Andrew never talked about his family much and I’d never pressed, but his face shifted if he mentioned his mother. Sometimes his expression was sad, other times his lips would lift in a fond smile as he shared a happy memory. She died when he was twenty, and then he was on his own – his father had already been gone for years. He’d left on a Navy trip when Andrew was twelve and never came back. “He couldn’t adjust to family life after being out at sea for months,” Andrew said. “It was too much for him.” He didn’t sound sad or angry, just matter-of-fact. And when his dad died a few years ago, Andrew paid for the funeral.

      I went online and found a list of ships that were in operation on the West Coast during the years Andrew’s father served in the Navy. Then it was a matter of searching through the archives for names and photos of crew members. Within two days I found a photo of Edward Nash, standing on the bow of a ship with some other men. I blew up the grainy black-and-white photo on my computer screen and studied Edward. He looked stiff in his uniform, and very young, but his features were so familiar it was startling. I wondered if they shared more than their looks. It was too bad they never had a chance to reconnect. I would’ve liked to meet him. I leaned closer, imagined telling him about Andrew.

      Your son is wonderful. Everyone loves him. He does all kinds of things for the community, builds park benches, belongs to a charity baseball team, and he even helped my dad build my mom a wheelchair ramp so she can get around better. You’d be so proud. 

      I sent an e-mail to the photo lab and asked if they could clean the pictures up, then browsed online for the perfect frame. Andrew was going to be so surprised.

       

      It was Christmas Eve, and Andrew and I had decided to open one present each. In the morning we’d go to my parents’ and have a pancake breakfast. It was the first year I wouldn’t wake up with my family and I felt a little sad, but also thrilled to celebrate with my new husband.

      Later we were going to finish wrapping the presents we bought for my parents and brother. I’d been excited to go around the mall with Andrew and heap our cart full of gifts. When I worried we were spending too much money, Andrew said he wanted to spoil them because they’d been so welcoming. “I just want them to be happy.”

      “Maybe this one?” Andrew had chosen the frame I’d carefully wrapped in glimmering pale blue paper, the silver ribbon shaped into spirals like cascading icicles.

      “Sure.” My stomach fluttered with excitement and I wished I hadn’t drunk so much eggnog. His large hands carefully eased the paper off. He was taking his time, giving me a wink, teasing out the moment. I was almost ready to snatch it out of his hands and unwrap it for him.

      He removed the last piece of paper, then stared down at it. “What’s this?” His voice sounded hollow. I was confused. Was he overcome with emotion?

      “It’s a photo of your dad.” I’d chosen one where his father looked the least stern, his gaze focused on something in the distance.

      “I know what it is. How did you get it?” He was glaring at me, and now I saw it. That same expression as his father’s. I didn’t know his face could go like that. I fumbled for my words.

      “You told me his name before, so I found a Navy Web site.” I reached out a hand, rested it on his forearm. The muscles flexed and bunched under my fingers. I slowly pulled my hand away. “We have all these photos of my family, and I thought —”

      “That you would make me feel like shit? My father walked out on my family. I don’t need to see his face to remember that. I can’t believe you did this.”

      My embarrassment was turning to hurt and my eyes stung. “I was trying to do something nice. I didn’t know you’re angry at him – I barely know anything about your childhood.”

      “Is that why you looked online? So you could dig up dirt on me?”

      “Of course not. I don’t understand why you’re so upset.”

      “You want to know about my father? He was an asshole, okay? He treated me like crap, and he treated my mother like crap. He came back two days after she died, said he wanted to get to know me, but he just wanted money from the trust fund. I kicked him out.” He dropped the frame onto the floor, shattering the glass. “That’s what you’ve done to our Christmas.”

      He walked away, and a moment later his office door closed with a thud.

       

      I sat on the couch, staring at the tree through blurred eyes. How could I have been so stupid? Of course he didn’t want a reminder of his father. Just because I loved mine so much didn’t mean everyone felt the same way. But I couldn’t stop replaying Andrew’s words – the way he looked at me. We’d never fought before. There was only one time on our honeymoon when he snapped at me, then took off for a long walk by himself, and left me waiting in the room. Later he said that he didn’t like how the tour operator was speaking to me, which was totally my fault. I was definitely being too friendly and didn’t think about how someone could misread that.

      Maybe Andrew was just tired, still recovering from our trip and the move. I glanced down the hall, wondered if I should apologize, then decided to give him some space.

      I picked up the broken glass, swept up the tiny fragments, hid the frame in a closet, then turned on the TV. The distraction helped, but when Andrew still hadn’t come out for over an hour, I softly knocked on his door. He didn’t answer. I rested my hand on the wood.

      “Andrew, I’m really sorry.”

      Silence.

      It was almost midnight. My eyelids were drooping and I needed to go to bed soon, but I was in the living room, wrapping the last few presents for my family. Finally I heard Andrew’s office door open, then his weight settling on the couch behind me. I held my breath.

      “I’m sorry, Lindsey,” he said. “I behaved like an ass.”

      I spun around. “No. I’m sorry. I should have known.”

      “How could you? You’re right. I didn’t tell you about him. I’ve never talked about it with anyone, none of my friends, not even Melissa, and we lived together for three years.” I tried not to wince at the name of his ex-girlfriend, who cheated on him and then stole half his stuff.

      “I’m not her,” I said. “I love you.”

      “I know.” He let his breath out in a sigh. “I don’t deserve you.”

      “Don’t say that. Of course you do. I just wish you’d share more about your life with me.” I moved to sit beside him on the couch. “I just want to know you.”

      “There’s not much to tell.” He swallowed. “Let’s just say my father made it pretty clear I wasn’t wanted. He shoved me down the stairs a couple of times, knocked me around a bit, and was handy with the belt. I spent most of my childhood being afraid of him whenever he was home from the ships. He was always yelling at my mom – and I saw bruises on her arms. I was glad when he finally left, but then a few years later my mom found the first lump. I tried to take care of her the best I could until she died, but I was still a kid, you know?”

      I wanted to cry, thinking about everything he had been through. He’d grown up so fast. “You have my family now.” I leaned over and wrapped my arms around him, squeezing hard.

      “You all mean so much to me,” he said. “It’s like I was floating along for years and now I’ve finally found somewhere to land. I never want to lose you.” He rested his warm cheek against mine, his arms holding me tight. My body relaxed, and I felt a surge of relief. This was the Andrew I knew and loved. “I’m really sorry I broke your gift,” he said. “I hate to think that you spent all that time trying to make it special for me, and then I go and wreck everything. I don’t know why I get like that sometimes. It’s like I just see red and then I can’t think straight. I don’t want to be like that with you.” He sounded so confused, so unsure of himself, so ashamed.

      I pulled away, looked him in the face. “It’s not that big of a deal, okay? We have lots of Christmases ahead of us. Next year I’ll knit you a tacky scarf or something.”

      He cupped the side of my face. “You’re too good. How did I get so lucky?”

      “You might not think you’re so lucky when you deal with my family chaos tomorrow.”

      “Let’s go to bed. I want to hold you and show you how much I love you.” He was looking at me in the way that usually made me crave his touch, but something held me back.

      I picked up a red bow. “Not yet! We have to finish wrapping these gifts!”

      I watched him carefully place the bow in the center of a large package. I was still unsettled but pushing off the lingering negative feelings. This was what made a real marriage – arguments, misunderstandings, then talking things out and becoming even closer.

      It was okay that we didn’t wrap the presents together. We finished them together.
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      The officer’s name is Corporal D. Parker. She looks to be in her late thirties, with auburn hair pulled back into a bun, pale blue eyes, and a friendly smile that I know is meant to make me relax, but I can’t stop shivering and stumbling over my words. I’m holding her card tight in my palm and keep glancing at it as though the RCMP logo and official letters will somehow make me feel safe. I can’t remember what the D stands for, the introductions a blur. I was so relieved when I saw her car pull in behind me. She went inside first and made sure no one was lurking, but I already knew Andrew would be long gone. He’s too smart to linger.

      We’re standing in the kitchen now and I’m trying to explain why I’m so sure it was my ex-husband. “He put my keys on top of my purse – he used to get mad at me for losing them.”

      “Anything missing from your wallet?”

      “I don’t know. He put my lip gloss back in my purse too.” I stare at it, and know I’ll never use that gloss again as long as I live. “He must have come in through the window.”

      “Okay, show me where.”

      I take her to the spare room, point at the window, and she looks outside. I think about how much it’s rained in the last hour, how the snow has melted all around the house.

      “Do you know if she has any valuables in the house?”

      “Maybe a few pieces of jewelry – but Andrew wouldn’t have taken anything. He just wanted me to know he was in the house. I think he was hiding in the front closet and snuck out when I was cleaning the bedrooms. Gatsby spooked at the end of the hall.”

      “Gatsby?”

      “The cat.”

      “I should probably talk to him too.” I blink at her, and she smiles and gives a shrug. “Cop humor.” She glances at the window frame, leans over like she’s looking for something on the sill. “I’ll dust for prints, and I’ll need the number for the home owner.”

       

      I wait on the couch while she works upstairs. I can hear the low murmur of her voice on the phone, her footsteps. It was obvious she didn’t want to talk to Mrs. Carlson when I was in the room – she asked me to stay downstairs because she might have more questions.

      The officer (I remember now her first name is Dana) comes downstairs with her fingerprint kit. She’s already taken mine so she can compare them and has dusted my purse and the closet door, but she wasn’t able to get anything. She sits on the other side of the couch.

      “I got a few off the windowsill. I’ll do some comparisons at the station later.” I already know, if she didn’t find anything in the rest of the house, she won’t find anything on the window.

      “Did you talk to Mrs. Carlson? She must be so worried.” And scared. I hate thinking that Andrew caused her beautiful bird to die. What will she think of me now?

      “She’s on her way back and will let me know if anything’s missing.” She glances at her watch. “I’ll meet her here in a couple of hours.”

      “Can I leave now?”

      “Just a few more questions, if you don’t mind.” Her voice is still casual, but her eyes are intent. “You said your ex-husband was released from prison recently. What was he in for?”

      “Impaired driving causing death.” The officer is still watching me, her eyes narrowed like she’s waiting for me to get to the point, but I’m having a hard time speaking, all the memories flooding back. “He hit another driver and she died. They found a gun in his truck. He told the cops he wanted to kill me.” He’d been given ten years, the maximum sentence. Many offenders only serve two-thirds, but finally his temper worked in my favor. He refused to join any programs, never showed remorse, and got in so many fights he kept getting denied parole. After seven years, he would have been eligible for statutory release, but then he stabbed a man in prison, nearly killing him. He claimed self-defense, so he wasn’t charged, but he ended up having to serve his whole sentence.

      “Have you heard from him since he was released?”

      “No, but you don’t understand. He plays mind games. He would do this to scare me.” My body is breaking out in a sweat and I feel cold all over. I want a thick blanket, a hot bath.

      “I’ll check into his whereabouts.”

      “I’m not making this up.” I hear the defensive tone in my voice and know I sound hostile, but her expression doesn’t change. “He was here. I know he was.”

      “I understand you’re afraid of him,” she says. “But, unfortunately, without evidence of an actual crime or proof he was in the house, I can’t do anything.” Her face is sincere, and I get the feeling she actually does believe me, but it’s not bringing me much comfort at the moment.

      “Then what can I do? How can I protect myself?”

      “You could apply for a section 810 peace bond, but the Crown will want more evidence that he’s a threat to your safety. If your ex-husband is the one who moved your keys, it’s creepy, but not necessarily threatening.”

      “Is that a restraining order?”

      “Similar, yes. If you want a protection order, that’s usually granted in family court at the time of your divorce. The peace bond is more of a preventive order. He has to agree to the terms in court and he could fight it. Then it will fall on you to prove why it’s necessary.”

      “So I have to wait until he does something really bad.”

      “If you do feel he’s becoming a definite threat, give me a call and I’ll help you through the process.” She writes something on the back of another business card, passes it to me. “And if you remember anything else about today, please call me. My cell number is on the back.”

      As she walks me to the door I realize that Atticus’s box is sitting on the counter. “I was supposed to bury her bird.”

      “It’s raining pretty hard out there now.”

      “I said I would do it.” I pick up the box and hold it tight against my chest.

      “How about you leave him with me?”

      Right. So she can toss him out the window of her car as she drives down the highway? “Thanks, but I know that Mrs. Carlson would feel more comfortable knowing I took care of this for her.” I grab my purse and walk toward the door before she can stop me.

      She watches from the back porch as I march to the garden shed and drag the shovel toward the lilac bushes. I stab at the ground, use my foot to jam the shovel into the hard earth. The cold rain is blowing into my face and my hair is getting soaked, icy rivulets dripping down my neck, but I can’t stop. My breath heaves out of me. Come on, come on. I get a chunk of dirt up and toss it to the side. Footsteps come up beside me.

      “Are you sure you don’t —”

      A clod lands near her feet and she neatly sidesteps, doesn’t say anything else while I dig the hole and place the box inside, scraping dirt back over with my hands.

      I stand straight and take some breaths. I don’t look at the officer. I close my eyes, bow my head, and say a prayer for Atticus. Then I say a prayer for Sophie and me.
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