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      Greenville, North Carolina

       

      He didn’t wish to be found. The wind was cold, and he felt his icy touch on his neck. With his eyes closed, and his head buried in his hands, he wondered why? His hands were soaked with tears. Could he change his fate? Could he have done something?    

      He heard the birds sing in the forest, and quickly rubbed away the tears, cautiously looking around. He was alone, and that is what he needed right now.

      The sea was still as if sensing his sorrow. A cluster of dark clouds hung around the mountains. A happy observer would have shot several photographs of the beautiful scenery. But Ethan Hamilton was broken. Dispassionately, he watched the marvelous sky and the blissful mountains. His mind drifted back to his sorry and felt a gripping pain in his chest as he remembered. The incident ran in front of his eyes, clear as daylight. He had lost everything, everything in just a blink of an eye. Tears returned quickly and no matter how hard he tried they didn’t stop.

       

      
        
        ***

      

      

       

      He recalled his wife, Martha calling him in her soft and cheerful voice. A voice he would never forget, as long as he lived. 

      “Darling,” she said as she stepped out of the kitchen of their small and comfortable home.

      He sat on the couch with his laptop. The TV was on, but he was busy working on his computer. He was always working. The TV reporter warned about the bad weather. From the corner of his eye, he watched his son, Dylan who was playing with his Lego. On hearing her voice, he turned his attention towards her.

      She walked closer to the couch wearing her favorite white apron, “It has been a long time… don’t you think you should go fishing?”

      Ethan smirked, he looked away and shook his head. He didn’t have time to breathe and his wife wanted him to go fishing. They had just moved here, and boxes were lying in the basement.

      Today, sitting on the bank of the river, Ethan remembered how quickly he disregarded his wife’s suggestion. He now wished he had completely ignored it.

      “I don’t know, honey,” he had replied, “I need to finish work.”

       When he faced her again, he noticed that she appeared to be disappointed. 

      “That is what you said two weeks ago,” She turned around and started walking towards the kitchen. “Hugh has mentioned it several times. He wants to go fishing with you.”

      Hugh Donaldson was a good friend and a happy-go-lucky neighbor. Ethan liked him, but he had too much to do. He just didn’t have time for people.

      “Summer will be over soon and then you will regret it,” she said loudly from the kitchen.

      He didn’t say anything, but he knew that Martha had returned to her errands. He still didn’t like the idea.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Ethan replied finally. He glanced at son; he was still busy playing with his Lego.

      A few minutes passed in silence but then the doorbell clanged.

      Before Ethan could put his laptop aside, Martha appeared at the kitchen door. He saw that look, again. He wished she would stop doing that, but ultimately, she was a mother. He remembered her eyes widened and her face full of curiosity. She stood motionless, staring at the door.

      While he had lost hope and given up, Martha never did. She was hopeful that one day, Anna would return. Anna their daughter; the most innocent, beautiful and cheerful person he ever knew. But when she turned fifteen, she suddenly changed. She began to hate them. Spent nights away from home.  One day she showed up in hideous black clothes and her body covered with ugly tattoos. Her hair was blue and her eyes lifeless. Deep inside he knew she wasn’t his Anna anymore.

      Her behavior outraged Ethan but then he made a mistake. She was a teenager; her behavior didn’t need his attention.

      As time flew, he became bitter, ignored her. She turned up late, drunk and unable to stand. Martha continuously confronted her and Ethan secretly began to despise his daughter. He never opened his mouth, never stopped her, never stepped forward. He hardly had a conversation with his only daughter. He kept telling himself, “Oh she’s a teenager. She will get over it.”

      He hadn’t realized, he had as a father.   

      Anna was the daughter he could not save. Anna was the drug addict, who disappeared without a trace two years ago and then began his never-ending nightmare.

      They searched for her day and night for six months. He kept looking and Martha kept praying but nothing happened. After seven months of searching the police stopped but they give up. Everyday since that day, he cursed himself for not intervening.

       Then they heard something. Twelve months ago, the local police told them that Anna’s druggie friends had an accident and she was probably with them. The car ended up in a river, four bodies were found but Anna wasn’t amongst them. Anna was presumed dead, by the police.

      He had grave difficulty in accepting the fact, but he saw what it was doing to his family. He wanted to march on, to fight the police, to fight for his daughter and find her. But it was too late. And for his love for his family, he had decided to move on. To heal and bring peace to himself and his family he had moved away from Durham. As a beacon of hope, they left their forwarding address with the neighbors and the police station.

      The doorbell rang again.

       “I’ll get it, honey,” Ethan said. He tried not to sound hopeful. He tried not to be optimistic. He had been let down too many times.

      He walked to the door and he tried not to glance behind at his wife.  He casually opened the door and saw a young man smiling at him.

      His heart sank.

      “Good evening, sir,” the young man said cheerfully.

      It was evident he was distributing some sort of pamphlets. Ethan managed a bleak smile but couldn’t help but glance behind. He saw Martha's face turned gloomy as she turned slowly and walked back into the kitchen.

      He felt worst, felt his heart crush. He wanted to scream at the young man but remained calm. He had learnt to control his rage. 

      He gave a few moments to the young enthusiastic man and Dylan also came and stood beside him. When the man was gone, Ethan closed the door and looked at his son. Being a child of six years, life was easy.

      Ethan watched curiously as Dylan ran to the carpet to pick up the Lego model of the airplane he had built. He remembered smiling, touching his son soft brown hair, and recalled the spark of life in his bright blue eyes. Children are a gift indeed.

      He played on the carpet with his son for a while and then return to work. Yes, life was all about work. Dylan didn’t mind, he wanted to create more models.  

      Soon he was back on the couch, trying to work but his wife’s sour mood had affected him. He kept wondering what he could do to cheer her up.

      “You know what,” Ethan finally said, “I think you are right honey I should go fishing.”

      In his mind, he prayed it would return the smile on her face.

      To his delight, she came out of the kitchen and said, “I am so happy darling that you reconsidered it!”

      Ethan smiled again and nodded his head, but then an idea occurred in his mind, “You and Dylan should join me for lunch.” He suggested remembering Martha wanted to arrange a picnic. It had been a long time since they had some peaceful and relaxing family time.

      Martha nodded enthusiastically, “That’s an excellent idea honey!”

       

      The day arrived soon, and he sat on his favorite spot near the Tar River. He spent two hours fishing. His neighbor could not make it, but he was cherishing the silence, the beauty and the bliss of the sea. He recalled being happy. Soon it was lunchtime.

      “Better than last time,” he thought looking at the fish in the icebox.

      He wondered where Martha was and then his phone buzzed. He read the text message. She was in the parking lot.

      Excited he gathered his stuff and started walking on a small pathway. After half an hour of hiking, he reached the main road and noticed Martha’s blue sedan. He smiled to himself. 

      Martha stepped out of the car, and his son clasped her hand with his little fingers. She carried the picnic bag. Out of pure excitement, Ethan waved at them and he waved back. Smiling and cheering. His wife glanced at both sides before
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