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Don smiled to himself as he looked out across the quiet grey lake, rolling along the narrow causeway that was the entrance to his own personal oasis. It’d been a bitterly cold winter, despite the thaw in the last three weeks, so there hadn’t been much more snow to come down. The steady crunch of the winter tires as he navigated toward his destination filled him with a warm confidence earned over decades of icy driving and snowy days on the lake.

The water was still spotted, out on the lake, with floes of ice far out into the centre where the water was deepest. They held warily as spring crept toward them like the season was closing in on a rabbit. At the edges of the islands and the shady spots near land that were deeper, the frigid blue water splashed over ice that had turned grey and soft. 

Since he was in his fifties, Don came up every weekend from Ottawa’s endless, inescapable, morass of soulless suburbs. He’d stayed through storms to Spencer and Lisa’s great protests, back before she’d disappeared, leaving Spencer angrier than ever. Lisa had called Don on the crackly old island landline, begging him to come home as a storm closed in and he had laughed, telling her that he’d lived through worse than a snowstorm. He had a stack of firewood, enough for a month, and a pile of old Louis L’Amour westerns that he’d been meaning to get to. Canned beans and stew in the cupboard, frozen hot dogs in the cooler hung outside the kitchen door, hell, he could’ve lived quite happy and warm for a month.

“Dad,” Lisa had protested when they’d been on the phone earlier in the week, his daughter-in-law (knowing that he liked her to call him that) always worrying for his safety, “we’re just worried about you. What if something happens? Ever since Mom...”

He’d brushed her off.

“Evie never liked coming up in the winter anyway.”

She hadn’t. Evie had hated coming up ever since the winter that Spencer was a baby and they’d ended up snowed-in almost two weeks. Baby Spencer turned blue in his crib one night when the fire died. 

Evie had sworn up and down that winter at the cottage would be the death of them. She’d often forecast hypothermia as Don’s fate, frozen alone in bed at the cabin. Evie swore that the devil would take her before she crossed the shitty causeway during winter again. But then he’d reached out and taken Evie first.
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EVER SINCE EVIE DIED, his daughter-in-law had been at Don non-stop to live a little more carefully. ‘If not for us, for Daniel,’ Lisa had begged. He knew all too well why she wanted him to stick around on the weekends. She’d have Don over to the little farmhouse they rented every chance she could. Don knew they rented, though Spencer claimed they owned it.

Don had seen the bruises on her wrists one time too many at dinner, on summer days, peeking out from long sleeves. They’d gotten worse after Evie. He knew.

Don had listened too often to one-sided screaming matches while on the phone with Lisa, weeping silently as Spencer’s voice twisted into raging static. It reminded him of the screaming and threats that would come out of Spencer’s mouth when his mother had tried to lay down the law with him in his teens, getting a call at work that Spencer had smashed the television when he was grounded for failing a test, or threatening horrible vengeance after getting his ass kicked yet again.

Often, Don found himself thinking of the day when Spencer was twelve when he and the other kids from the day camp on the lake, some of them counselors, had been playing chicken in their fishing boats. Spencer had finally gotten his turn, racing his boat right into one driven by a young counselor that the boy had a crush on. Chaos had ensued.

The next day, Don insisted Spencer help search for her until the body was found. The police turned a blind eye to the bruises from Don’s belt, of course, the leavings of discipline, he’d told himself.

Don’s gorge had risen standing on the deck of the search boat as a diver fished the grey-skinned ruin of the girl from the drink the next day. Spencer had stood laser focused on the body, not hiding his eyes, not shying away, but fascinated by his work. Don saw it. He saw the tenting erection in the boy’s pants. 

The last time, when Spencer was in university, he’d been arrested after he roughed up his girlfriend. They’d been drunk after a keg party, and the girl had called Spencer names when he was too drunk to get it up. She’d ended up with a broken jaw. Don had taken off the belt; even Evie hadn’t tried to stop him that time. 

The Colonel had whipped the twenty-year old manboy right in the holding cell in front of the arresting officers and the drunks. They’d watched, dispassionately, knowing that even if they tried to stop him, Don, the Colonel, would never see the inside of a cell for delivering justice to his son.

When Daniel came along, Don had watched for the signs in the young boy but had never seen them. He saw something worse; the dead eyes on little Daniel while he stared hard at the television and tried to sink into the floor to avoid his dad’s gaze, not like Spencer who’d hold Don’s defiantly until the first hit came. Little Daniel showed fear in his eyes when he dropped daddy’s can of beer while they watched the game before Thanksgiving dinner, not like his dad, Spencer, who would have turned to Don and smiled.

Otherwise, though, it had calmed down, and Spencer seemed quieter, still volatile, but quieter. At least until Evelyn was murdered.

Two years ago, Evie decided to talk to their forty-something son about his drinking, sending Don ‘the Colonel’, away for it. He had never been able to get through to Spencer as a father, only made things worse. Evie thought that Don shouldn’t be present. So, he’d gone to the cottage, trying to ignore that Evie’s way of getting through to Spencer tended to be soft, to stroke his ego into submission, to justify his behaviour for him. 

Don had expected that he’d get home and she’d stare at the ceiling waiting patiently to speak as he told her about tree branches on the cottage roof, shouting over the jangling sounds of The Price Is Right, and then she would fill him in on how badly it had gone. Spencer would have stormed out drunk. They’d end up telling Lisa to take Daniel and leave, but she’d stay and endure until he got in trouble and had to behave, and the cycle would start again. It had gotten bad again now, Lisa showing up in her happy rainbow coat, dripping tears. Spencer had gotten drunk at a bar and rough with Lisa when she tried to get him to go home, leading to a stranger stepping in. The men who’d interceded had beat him so badly that Spencer pissed blood for a week. 

Lisa later told Don that the doctor said that the way Spencer’s liver looked, he’d be seeing blood in his urine soon anyway. 

“Evie?” He’d been ruminating on that when he saw that the front door was open, just a few inches.

“Evie,” he’d called from the doorway, “Evie? How’d your talk with Spencer go?”

The door had been slightly ajar. He waited in the doorway for his wife to appear, to sigh sadly, and tell him that Spencer hadn’t taken it well, that he was a good man deep down, just like Don, but the talk had ended with shouting and Spencer storming out.

She didn’t appear, but he could hear the television on loud. 

Don moved into the house, to the living room where the television blared an old black and white movie. She sat in her armchair. Her eyes were open, grey and glassy, an ugly blue welt at the side of her head where she’d been struck with the pan that lay on the thick rug under the chair.

“Goddammit, Evelyn,” Don had fallen back to the wall, sliding to the floor of their suburban half-split. 

“Goddammit he took you first,” he’d stared at her like that for hours, wiping away the tears until he could finally get ahold of himself to call the ambulance.

Non-emergency, of course. 

It was far too late for 9-1-1 to be able to do anything. 

Today, it was two years since Evie had died. 

It’d been cold, so cold that the entire city had frosted over like a glazed doughnut, and Don had been looking forward to the eventual break in it, admitting that even he couldn’t hack it at the cottage through that, and stayed home. 

The cold had swept down from Northern Ontario on the Rideau Canal like a vengeful spirit. Eventually, the hibernation broke with a call, the landline ringing only after the stupid flip-phone that Lisa had begged him to take stopped vibrating across the little table next to his lounger, Don finally did get up and answer. 

It was Spencer, bawling and crying like a little kid that’d skinned his knee. Lisa was gone without a trace.
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THREE WEEKS AFTER LISA disappeared, Don pulled into the small drive out front of the cabin, grabbing the gym bag from the back seat, and the canvas grocery bag next to it. The snow crunched under his feet as he walked to the little boathouse, tilted just a little to the left, the thick ice of the year throwing it out of true. 

“Goddamn Yancy,” Don grumbled. Yancy Shelderson was supposed to have fixed the ice damage from last year when he redid the heavy metal and concrete pilings that held up the structure this past summer. The no-good-goddamn-shitheel-huckster had gone on and on about how it was the year to do it because the water was low
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