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1. 

Coming Home


Daphne Laurel
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The last time Daphne had walked through the door of Laurel Lake Lodge was the time she’d vowed never to return, following the big, blowout argument when she’d told her dad that he might as well already be dead if he couldn’t let the past stay in the past.

Now, she felt like she’d just hopped aboard a time machine and gone back to that pivotal moment. Nothing seemed to have changed about the place. If anything, Laurel Lake Lodge had only gotten worse. The front porch was sagging and looked as if one or two of the boards were in the process of rotting through. The paint was peeling along the walls, and a few windows were missing shutters. There were lighter-colored rectangles where the shutters used to be.

All in all, the Lodge was a dump. Or, at least, more of a dump than when she’d left. She was not just shocked that basic upkeep hadn’t been maintained, but that it seemed her dad had let the place fall apart in so many other ways. Why anyone would book a stay here was beyond her.

The woman behind the front desk glanced up as the bell over the door dinged. “Welcome to Laurel Lodge—” She paused, her jaw dropping open. “Holy, hell, is it . . .? It is! Daphne Laurel, as I live and breathe. What are you doing back here?”

Daphne probably should have braced herself for a familiar face or two. However, she hadn’t expected to see Grace Taylor right away. Grace was the daughter of Laurel Lake Lodge’s longtime housekeeper, Louise. But what was she doing behind the front desk now? That was a new development.

“Oh, good to see you,” Daphne said noncommittally, dodging Grace’s question. “Is Dad in?”

“Is your dad—well, of course he’s in! Let me go get him. Wait here a second.”

Before Daphne could protest, which was her automatic reaction, Grace had disappeared down the back corridor. Daphne wasn’t sure why she would want to protest, though, other than the fact it felt weird being treated as a guest in the building where she’d grown up. Had she been gone so long that she no longer belonged here?

But she was here for a reason. She had a mission: a message needed to be delivered. There was only so long that she could ignore the deadline hanging over her head. She’d finally decided that she had to come back to Laurel Lake—it was important to do this in person.

Besides, her father might just have hung up on her if she’d called. She had no idea. It had been months since they’d spoken, and often the conversation seemed to turn to the same things—what he called her “so-called career” in hospitality services. “Bah, ‘hospitality’ is just a fancy name for running a hotel,” he’d griped more than once.

She didn’t remind him that she’d gone to school for it, and gotten a double major in business and marketing too. Then she spent years working for various hotels large and small, including boutique ones that were in much better shape than Laurel Lake Lodge.

Her practiced eye ran over the lobby. The carpets were clean, but worn. They could use replacing. They were threadbare in places. The banister railing going upstairs looked rickety. Someone gripping it too hard might take it down. Did her father not understand this was a safety hazard? To top it all off, there was peeling paint inside and outside. She noticed a few patches near the bottoms of the windows that looked suspiciously damp.

This lodge needed a makeover, and it needed it fast. More specifically, it needed new management.

“Daphne! This is a surprise.”

Her father’s voice was as gravelly as ever, and Daphne realized she’d lost track of time as she inspected the lobby. She’d been acting as if she were at work, not coming home.

She straightened up, nodding her thanks to Grace who stood behind Duke. Grace beamed at her, then picked up the vacuum cleaner next to the stairs and proceeded to climb up them with a determined air.

Ahh, so that was it—Grace had taken over her mom’s job as head of housekeeping at the Lodge. Daphne remembered hearing somewhere—probably from her dad—that Grace’s mom, Louise, had been diagnosed with MS and couldn’t keep up with the workload any more. 

In this small town, there weren’t a lot of new job openings, and Grace had worked on their housekeeping staff all through high school. It made sense she’d follow in her mother’s footsteps.

Poor Grace. She’d had such big plans at one point. Daphne made a mental note to stop in and visit with her and Louise if she had the time. She’d only planned a quick trip, but she might be able to spare a half hour or so.

“Hi, Dad,” Daphne said, going up to give her father a hug. The embrace was awkward—neither one of them had ever been the hugging type, but she had vowed to improve that. Her boyfriend, no, her fiancé, Alex always claimed that she was standoffish. She was trying to consciously change that day by day. It was hard, but she was making progress.

Her father pulled back from her, his eyebrows lowered. “What brings you back home?”

That was a tangled question. Not least because she hadn’t thought of this place as home for quite some time. “Well . . .”

Perhaps it was her reluctant expression that did it, or perhaps Duke had finally become slightly empathic because he gruffly interrupted her, “Let’s not stay out here in the lobby and chat. We don’t have any guests scheduled to check in for the afternoon—let’s talk in my rooms.”

Daphne followed him behind the reception desk and into her childhood home. 

It was a large suite that contained a living room, three bedrooms, and a small kitchen. When she peeked through the doorway of what used to be her old bedroom, she saw that it had been converted to an office. There was a huge desk in there, piled high with papers.

Other than the office, the rest of the place looked much as it had when she’d left, if perhaps a bit more timeworn. The couch in the living room had an indentation in the middle of it where, she knew, Duke sat every night to watch his game shows like Jeopardy and Wheel of Fortune. 

When she was a kid, they’d had a competition about who could get the right answer first, and he would grunt with approval when she did. That was one of the few times he’d ever shown much interest in her brain.

All of this was after her mom had left, of course. It was sometimes hard to remember what her dad had been like before, and she sometimes wondered if she had imagined a father who once laughed as much as he frowned, who patiently taught her to ride her bike and took her out at night to tell her about the constellations in the sky. She still sometimes stopped walking to look up at night, to search out Cassiopeia and Orion and Ursa Minor. It made her feel . . . safe. Like there were things would never change, even as some things never returned to what had been.

With barely a pause in her step while the memories swamped her, she shook her head as they walked past the TV and into the kitchen. The room was painted yellow—a cheerful color she’d suggested after her mother left and her dad had sunk into a deep funk. She’d tried to brighten the place up, picking flowers to put in a vase on the kitchen table and pinning small, childish drawings to the fridge of Dad, her brother Darren, and her, all smiling and holding hands.

She remembered the first time she’d come home from school after her mom had disappeared, to find her drawings had gone from the fridge. With a sinking feeling in her stomach, she’d peeked into the trash—and there they were, on top of the coffee grounds. She’d swallowed, her heart in her throat, and tried to hold back tears. Stubbornly, she decided that it was because she hadn’t tried hard enough. Perhaps her drawings weren’t good enough for her dad.

So, she tried again. She spent all afternoon drawing new pictures. She coloured neatly within the lines. She made their smiles even wider, their hands intertwined in a zigzag on the page.

The next afternoon, the fridge door was bare again, the trash bin full.

Maybe it wasn’t her drawings, she tried to rationalize. He must have seen her efforts as a waste of time. He’d been busy with the Lodge before, but without her mom there, he seemed twice as busy. Twice as stressed, especially with the trouble her brother, Darren Jr., was getting into. And each night, Dad retreated further into himself. He sat on the couch starting at the TV, ignoring her and her brother.

Darren hadn’t minded their father’s lack of attention—he was always off with his head in the clouds. But she had cared, perhaps too deeply. With their mother gone, there was no one left in their lives who was family.

She’d thought that maybe if she made herself helpful, that would bring back her old dad. After all, he was always picking on Darren for not helping out enough around the Lodge. Maybe it would bring back the dad who wanted to show her how things worked, the one who taught her how to cook a pancake and unblock a drain.

And so, she stopped drawing and tried to do whatever else to help her dad out. She worked hard, folding towels for housekeeping, washing dishes, and eventually as a teen, cleaning rooms, serving in the dining room, and registering guests.

Eventually, her dad had come out of his shell a bit more. By then, she was on the cusp of leaving home for good, and the distance between them seemed too big to cross. It was easier to focus on her future, not her past.

It hurt her heart a little to see how much Duke was stuck in the past, preserving the way his parents had run the Lodge. Looking around his suite, it seemed like he hadn’t changed anything since she left over two and a half decades ago. The only mark of the passage of time were inconsequential things, such as a box of cookies on the counter that weren’t a kind they bought when she was at home. 

Her mother had always insisted on home-baked cookies rather than store bought ones. “Better for you,” Maxine would say. “None of that bad stuff you can’t pronounce in my cookies.”

Her dad went to the stove and busied himself with the kettle and teapot. With nothing better to do, Daphne sat at the table. 

In silence, her father moved about the kitchen, getting down two plain mugs from the cupboard, as well as a sugar bowl and milk jug.

“Earl Grey okay?” he asked her.

She was surprised he even asked. He’d usually just made whatever he felt like, and she could either drink it or not. “Sure,” she replied.

After he served the tea and they sat down across from each other, she had a hard time meeting her father’s direct gaze. Instead, she glanced down into her mug and fiddled with the handle. This wouldn’t be easy, but she’d made a resolution that she would do this. For herself. She deserved her moment of happiness, and this might be what it would take to get it.

However, her dad wasn’t helping make this any easier for her. He sat there, drinking his tea and staring off into space. He looked a bit pale, she noticed. Was it just the short winter days with their lack of sun? It was halfway through December, and the weather had been off and on snowfalls. When it wasn’t snowing, like today, it was overcast.

She’d have to just come right out with it. “Dad,” she began. His gaze, which had been focused at some distant point out the window, flicked over to her. She had his attention. “There’s something you should know.” 

He didn’t bother asking, just waited, and she cleared her throat. 

“Actually, two things,” she amended after the silence dragged on for a heartbeat.

“First off, I want to tell you that I’ve been dating someone really wonderful.”

Duke’s eyes narrowed, and Daphne knew even before he opened his mouth that he would try to unload some of his “Love is BS” rant on her. It was the same speech he’d given her every time she dated someone new.

She spoke quickly, before he could start. “And he’s very supportive of me. In fact, he’s so supportive that he encouraged me to come here to talk to you.”

And he had—she wasn’t stretching the truth with that statement. Alex was unlike anyone she’d ever dated before in her forty-four years. She’d given up hope that she would ever find “the one” before she met him. All the men she’d been in relationships with over the years had let her down in one way or the other.

Like Jerry in her twenties, who’d been ten years her senior, and who’d cheated on her at least ten times. 

Michael, in her early thirties, had dumped her because he suddenly went from not wanting kids to wanting to start a family she had no desire for.

In her late thirties, Nathaniel had been her significant other, but he’d thought arguing was a love language, and she’d gotten tired of being shouted at.

In between had been various casual dates, often from online platforms. Some of the matches had been horribly funny, like the man who thought he would get rich quick by selling cat hair toques, and some had just been horrible, like the guy who didn’t believe in soap. 

She’d decided she was done with love.

But everything was about timing, wasn’t it? Because that was when she’d met Alex at a work function. They hadn’t worked in the same company, but they’d been seated together at a banquet table during an out-of-province hotel management conference. He was ten years younger than her, so that had been a bit of a stumbling block when they discovered they lived in the same city and he asked her out. She’d told him no, very emphatically, and suggested they become good friends instead.

She’d liked him from the first moment she met him, though. One thing eventually led to another. Before she knew it, they’d moved in together and she’d never been happier. 

Never been happier, that is, until he dropped to one knee a couple of weeks ago and asked her to marry him.

Back in her dad’s kitchen, she glanced down at her ring finger. She wasn’t wearing the beautiful diamond ring Alex had given her because it was too loose. It was at the jewellery shop in the city, being resized. 

Alex would be picking it up for her before she got back, and she couldn’t wait to slip it onto her hand and show the world that she was going to be Mrs. Alex Belanger.

“I’m engaged,” she blurted out now as her Dad sat there, eyebrows raised. “And, in the interest of making peace, Alex encouraged me to reach out to my family. All of them.”

Duke’s eyebrows began to lower, as if he anticipated what she was going to say next. 

She swallowed. Her dad could still make her feel like she was that little girl who tried so hard to have her father pay attention to her, who tried so hard to make him happy to be with her. 

She’d spent years trying to get him to see her as a person, to realize that she wasn’t like her mom even if she looked more and more like Maxine the older she got.

Perhaps that was part of the reason her dad had had a problem with her once her mom took off? Did she remind him of what he’d lost?

Storm clouds had settled across Duke’s expression. “What do you mean . . . family?”

“Exactly what I said,” she told him. “I . . . I reached out to Maxine, too.” It hadn’t been hard to find her, and this was something that Alex had helped her with too. In fact, it had been surprisingly easy to locate her mother. She still wasn’t comfortable calling someone who felt like a stranger “mom.”

She hadn’t found her brother, but even if she had, she wouldn’t want to tell Darren Jr. her plans until right before the wedding. She would probably have to count the metaphorical silver if he came to visit any earlier, so she wasn’t quite ready to find him yet.

“Dad, I would like to have both of my parents at my wedding,” Daphne continued. “I’m hoping you two can bury the hatchet.”

There was a long pause as she waited for his answer.

Duke threw back his head and laughed. And then kept laughing. There was an edge to his laughter, perhaps scorn or anger? 

Daphne felt as if her insides were withering at her dad’s response.

Duke finally managed to get himself under control as he wiped at his watering eyes and drew in a deep breath. “You’ve got to be kidding,” he growled. “I can’t believe you asked that of me. I know exactly where I’d bury that hatchet. I’ll never make peace with that woman. Never.”

Daphne’s lips drew into a thin line. She was determined not to start an argument with her father. Her request must have come as a great shock, so she would give him time to adjust to it. She hoped he’d come around. And, if not . . . well, she would cross that bridge when she came to it.

“Okay, well . . . why don’t I stay the night and we can catch up?” she changed the subject, taking a long drink from her now lukewarm tea.

His expression was suspicious, but he took her olive branch. “That would be nice,” he told her. “There’s a free room on the second floor you could take. Number 201.”

That was the room closest to the stairs, which could sometimes be noisy for guests. They gave that room out as a last resort when they were fully booked. The rest of the time, it tended to be empty.

“Sounds good,” she said. “I’ll let you get back to work, then.” She got up to wash out her mug. As she was doing so, she casually added, “Do you need any help around here? I’d be happy to pitch in while I’m here . . .”

But Duke shook his head, as she’d guessed he would. “Nope. Everything’s under control. I have Leeroy and Grace to help me, so you can just relax and enjoy your stay.”

Except she wouldn’t, she knew. All she could see was how this place was falling apart, and all she wanted to do was leave as soon as she possibly could. But she pretended that everything was fine as she turned back to her father. “Thanks, Dad,” she told him. “I’ll do that.”

They made plans to meet for dinner in the dining room at six. 
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2.

At the hospital


Maxine Robertson
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In shock and on auto-pilot, Maxine hoisted the last heavy box of files into her SUV. Her wiry seventy-three-year-old muscles yanked at the empty uncooperative trolley and wheeled it back to the lobby of her office building. Normally, nothing could take her away from her work—her life was the IBA, Innocence Blueprint Alberta. Nothing, that is, but a middle-of-the-night emergency call from the Laurel Lake Hospital saying her dad had suffered a heart attack. She didn’t remember everything the nurse had said, but her last words looped in Maxine’s brain: “His prognosis is touch and go. You might want to come as soon as you can.”

After the call, Maxine had raced through her condo in a state of focused panic, desperately willing her dad to hang in there. Please don’t die before I get there, she kept repeating to herself. She threw a suitcase together, then raced to the office to gather the research files on her latest case. A nineteen-year-old had been incarcerated in 1998 for the killing of a university student. A forced confession, evidence that didn’t add up, and the recent discovery that the technology used by the pseudo-experts hired by the prosecutor was a sham—all pointed to her client’s innocence. This would be the fourteenth person IBA had proven to be wrongfully convicted since Maxine opened the doors in 1988.

Setting the cruise to a hundred and twenty-eight kilometres an hour, Maxine alternated between nervously tapping the steering wheel and gnawing on her fingernails. Ah, Dad! I remember how proud you were when I went back to school to get my law degree. You always encouraged me to follow my dreams. Everyone else crucified me from the tops of their glass mountains when I left Laurel Lake. 

She looked at her hands in disgust. So much for that manicure. Was the last time she bit her nails to the quicks in a bloody but soothing release when she still lived in Laurel Lake? She thought so. She’d felt like she was in a prison of her own back then, with an uninspiring husband, a suffocating marriage, and two beautiful children that she never knew how to mother. 

Maxine wasn’t cut out to be a mom, had never wanted kids, but Duke had begged and begged. She’d given in, thinking maybe a child was the missing link to their disappointing marriage. Turns out what was missing from their marriage was her self-identity. She escaped all of it in 1983 to get a law degree. Her only regret was leaving Daphne and Darren without a mom. She knew what that felt like. She’d survived. She knew they could, too.

The dark greys of night were not yet losing their battle to the promise of a purply-pink and orange sunrise when Maxine pulled into the hospital parking lot. She pulled on the handle of the entrance door and rattled it. The door was locked. She pressed the buzzer, cursing all small towns for their inconveniences. In the city, she would just be able to walk in. Now, she was at the mercy of the keeper of the entranceway.

“Can I help you?”

Maxine rolled her eyes. “My dad is a patient. He had a heart attack. I was called to come as soon as I could.”

“What’s the name of the patient?”

Like you have so many in this ten-bed hospital that you don’t know. “Robert. His name is Robert Robertson”

“And you are?”

About to lose my fucking mind if you don’t open the door and let me in. “I’m Maxine Robertson, his daughter. I was called to come in right away.” What if they’re stalling because he already died?

“Yes. Robert’s in the HDU—the High Dependency Unit. I’ll buzz you in. Take the first two rights and you’ll find him.”

Maxine walked quickly to the HDU where everything slowed down. The staccato of beeps, mesmerizing bright lights, the still form of her father lying under a thin blanket, with tubes and wires connected to machines all around him, and a cannula in his nose for oxygen.

She walked in slow motion to the bed, tears flooding down her face. “Oh Dad,” she whispered as she reached for his hand. She clasped it in both of hers, caressing its warmth like the rock-steady grasp he had always been for her. His veins bulged bright blue against the almost translucent, withered skin. 

Maxine moved closer, laid her head near his chest, and sobbed. The steady rise and fall of his breathing comforted her. His heartbeat sounded good. It felt strong. He can’t possibly be on his way out. Maxine drifted off for a few minutes to the gentle clicks and hums of the machines.

A nurse put a hand on Maxine’s shoulder. “You must be Robert’s next of kin.”

Maxine wiped her eyes and nodded. “I’m his daughter, Maxine. Can you tell me what happened, please?”

“He arrived by ambulance around one in the morning in cardiac arrest. He was treated to get his heart back in regular rhythm. He responded well.”  

“Is he going to be okay?”

The nurse adjusted the intravenous drip.  “When the doctor comes back in the morning, we’ll have a better idea of what we’re dealing with.”

Maxine’s dad had just moved into the seniors’ residence a year ago. It had been the best move for him, since he was such a social guy. On their weekly phone calls, he’d said, “You can never be lonely here. Just open your door and walk down the hall.” Maxine had been thankful.

“What time does the doctor usually come in?” she asked the nurse.

“Around eight o’clock and the HDU is her first stop.” 

“Can I stay here with him?”

“You can for the rest of tonight.” She walked to the door, stopped, and turned around. “You should get a room at Laurel Lake Lodge if you’re staying in town. You’ll be more comfortable there and it’s only five minutes up the highway. The motels are all in neighbouring towns. I imagine you don’t want to drive that much.”

“Right. Thanks.” Maxine cringed at the thought of the Lodge, and ran her fingers over the rough bits of her chewed nail ends. 

If Laurel Lake didn’t come with so many bad memories, perhaps she would feel a sense of awe at the beauty of the place, like the rest of the world seemed to. But all she ever felt was disappointment and sadness, as she was overwhelmed with memories of that horrible time when the kids were little. That had been the final push to leave Duke.

“Thanks,” she said watching the nurse exit the room. The Lodge had been run down when she’d left in the 1980’s to get her law degree. She could only imagine how bad it was now. Duke hadn’t been a genius in any part of the business. If only he’d sell the Lodge. She’d be relieved that Darren and Daphne wouldn’t be strangled by that family entanglement. 

She caressed her dad’s pale face. Maxine’s lack of mothering skills was one of only a handful of regrets she had in her life. She didn’t have what it took for any kind of parenting. Her other regret was simple—moving back to Laurel Lake to marry Duke. She remembered leaving for university at seventeen and boldly announcing, “I’m never coming back to this hellhole.” And yet, hypnotized with naive hopes after being sucked in by Duke’s dreams, she had returned. It had taken years of misery before she mustered the courage to escape and do what she needed to do to nurture her soul and sense of purpose.

With her dad aging, Maxine had known she would need to spend some time here eventually. Up until now, she had managed with day trips to share holiday dinners with him and, occasionally, Daphne visited her in the city. Darren had left the province the second he finished school. She hadn’t even had a chance to say goodbye. By the time he turned thirteen he had nothing to do with her, except to send the occasional letter every few years offering her an opportunity to invest in his latest business scam. 

Every year, Maxine and her dad enjoyed a one-week cruise together. That was her birthday present to him. He always picked the destinations. Researching kept him busy and excited. 

Maxine stared at her dad’s flickering eyelids, willing him to open his eyes and see her. She brushed his unruly old-man eyebrows. When had those gotten so out of control? Maxine squeezed his hand. “Where do you think we should go for our cruise this year? How about Egypt? Or should we go on an Alaskan cruise again?”

Her dad’s body shuddered. 

Maxine stared from her dad to the machines. His heartbeat had gone up a bit, but settled down. She hoped he was just dreaming.

She clenched every muscle and began her four-by-four breathwork. Looking out the window, she whispered, “I will give anything to have more time together. Even hanging out at the Laurel Lake Lodge in a shit town that I said I would never stay another night in. I will do for you, Dad, in a heartbeat!” He was out cold, but she wondered if his subconscious heard and he was laughing in his dreams. The older she got, the more she wished she had inherited his go-with-the-flow attitude. Unlike her, nothing ever fazed him. 

At seven o’clock the nurse returned to check her dad’s vitals. Maxine yawned as she watched.

“You should go get some sleep,” the nurse said with a gentle smile. “We’re about to change shifts. Everything is looking fine here.”

“Right,” said Maxine. “The Lodge.” She stood up and looked at her dad.

“Go sleep,” said the nurse. “When you come back, he’ll probably be awake and able to visit.”
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3. 

Eve of Destruction Resources


Scout Pinson
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Scout Pinson was annoyed. The rental car was not to her standards, though the rental agent claimed it was the best class of luxury car available when she’d arrived at the Calgary International Airport. The navigation system had been a pain. It didn’t recognize the Laurel Lake address. The drive began to feel like a journey to the edge of the world.

“Oh, good god,” Scout uttered as she walked toward the doors of Laurel Lake Lodge. Up close it looked like a teardown. The idea of sleeping there did not appeal. 

From the parking lot, Scout had thought the place had a welcoming charm to it, but up close it was shabby. 

Scout thought her foot was likely to go through one of the rickety wooden stairs as she stepped onto the covered porch that ran the length of the hotel. 

A threadbare red carpet runner led to the entrance. 

The double doors still retained the evidence of an era where quality mattered. They were solid and well-made. 

Inside, she detected the sweet, musty smell of ‘old building’ with a top note of lemon polish and bleach. 

The expansive lobby was dimly lit and deserted. No one was at the reception desk. 

Scout tapped the service bell repeatedly with growing intensity. She expected service, not time-consuming delays. 

Booking the hotel had been cumbersome. It had no online presence. She’d had to make a telephone call to reserve her room. A queen size bed was the Lodge
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