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“I’m getting nervous,” Karen admitted, turning to her husband with an anxious smile.

Eric ignored the snow covered Alaskan roads for a brief moment to look at her. He couldn’t help but smile at his beautiful wife. He knew what she was going to say next.

“Are you sure you can take an entire season off?” she asked.

He reached over and placed his callused hand reassuringly on her thigh. “Honey, we’ve got enough saved up. The season’s only about four weeks and they promised me there’d be a spot for me next season on the First Star. You know I can make up what one year off will do. Besides, there’s other side work I can do to keep some money coming in.”

“It’s going to put it off though, you getting out of crabbing,” she said with a frown. “It’s so dangerous — I want you home with us all the time. I’m afraid just one season and I won’t want you to go back.”

Eric smiled. He’d gone to a few of the doctor’s appointments and talked to plenty of veteran parents. He knew what she was going through and knew that she’d been dealing with rampant hormones for eight months now. Let them get through one more month and they’d have a daughter. Then it would be just a few more weeks until her emotions were back on an even keel. It’d been rough on him, but he knew it was worse on her. Besides that, she was worth it. “We’ll do what we need to, don’t you worry. It’ll all work out.”

The truth was that they had a lot saved up. Eric earned more catching Alaskan king crab and snow crab in the four to six week crabbing season than most guys earned in a year of steady work. Off season he would engage in salmon fishing or work on fixing boats if he couldn’t find a job. After four years of this, they had a tidy bankroll saved away and plans for him to soon leave the dangerous life of crab fishing behind.

Eric enjoyed the work and there were times when he still had a hard time accepting the thought of retiring. He was getting older; he’d been doing it since he was eighteen and he was pushing twenty-two now. Still in his prime, but now he had to worry about his newlywed wife — and, in another month, their baby. He didn’t dare leave them alone in the world, he had to provide for them and be there for them.

He smiled at his young wife and said again: “It’ll all work out for the best.”

She nodded, sniffing back a tear, and smiled at him. Being together made things seem all right. He could see in her eyes that she believed him, just like every other time he told her the same thing.

Contrary to the words Eric had just spoken, disaster struck. Checking there was no cross traffic at the four way corner, he accelerated hard from the stop sign. From the opposite direction a large truck came hurtling across the intersection, the driver pulling frantically at the wheel to try and avoid them. Unable to stop in the icy conditions, it slid sideways, turning partially, then caught just enough to flip it over. Eric slammed on his own brakes, useless in the snow, and cranked his wheel to the side to try and get away. His other hand shot protectively in front of his wife’s chest even as she squeaked in terror at the impending collision. What happened next he would never remember, it was so chaotic and unimaginable.

When reality righted itself again Eric blinked. He heard a horrible ringing in his ears and some distant noises that he couldn’t identify. He could smell something too — a mixture of gasoline, steaming anti-freeze, and melted rubber. He looked around, slowly recognizing the things he saw. He was in his truck, but the truck would never run again. The windshield was missing, save for a few chunks of crushed glass on the dashboard. He could see the remains of the other truck alarmingly close to him, steel melded with steel from the two vehicles. His side window was gone and a fresh but frigid breeze blew through it.

Eric’s chest and left arm were numb one second, then in agony the next. He coughed a little, making him hurt even more. Something warm and wet was on his face and he felt a burning in his chest. He could just barely make out an arm streaked with blood sticking out of the other truck’s front window; it, too, had been shattered. He wondered if the other driver was still attached to the arm or not.

He looked over and saw that his hand was still on Karen’s chest, pinned to it by a piece of metal that had impaled both his hand and her chest. Her head hung limply over her chest, and both his hand and her shirt were red with blood.

“Karen,” he said, half whispering and half croaking. “Hang in there baby, if you can hear me-please!”

He picked himself up a little, ignoring the agony in his ribs, and tried to bring his left arm around. It moved, barely, but he knew it was broken. He tried to ignore the pain as he reached over to her, but found his hand would not open or grip the metal that connected them.

“Don’t move! Somebody called an ambulance,” somebody yelled at him from his now open window.

Eric turned to look at them and heard them gasp. “Karen... my wife,” he said. “Hurry! She’s pregnant.”

Eric felt his vision fading as he heard the man curse. He murmured as he passed out: “It’ll all work out.”
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I pulled my truck into my parking spot and looked around. A grin made its way onto my face as the door burst open and she came running out screaming, “Daddy!”

I climbed out of my heavy duty Chevy, happier than ever to be home, and swept my daughter up in my arms in a hug that spun her around before I set her back on the ground. “I’m back, Princess, how are you?”

She wrinkled her nose. “You stink like dead fish,” she said.

I laughed. The innocence of children. Well, whatever innocence was left in a thirteen year old. I hoped she still had plenty of it to spare even though life hadn’t been easy on her.

“It was good, we worked on some paintings in art class and...”

I listened attentively as she went on to gossip about school, enjoying everything she said and feeling complete again. Four days catching whitefish may not seem like a long time but it sure felt like it. I’d been in the middle of the largest and most dangerous body of fresh water in the world while all that was left of my life was waiting on dry land.

Thirteen years previously, my wife, Karen, had been declared dead when we reached the hospital after a car crash. CPR performed by the paramedics had kept her blood pumping with enough oxygen to allow an emergency c-section to deliver our daughter. She was premature and had a rough time of it, but from the very beginning she proved herself to be too full of life to accept defeat.

I was only there because of an understanding paramedic who pushed me in on a cart. I’d refused to be treated until I found out what happened with my wife. It left my heart feeling as though a vice was squeezing the life out of it. I wanted to give up and just die myself.

Young and stupid, I couldn’t imagine life without her. I’d met Karen when I first flew out to Dutch Harbor. She was a waitress in the seediest bar there, the Latitude.  We hit it off instantly; it was just meant to be. Four years later we were married and pregnant and though we had our share of worries we always knew we would have each other to rely on through life. We had the kind of relationship that sickens others. Too good to be true. I guess it was.

A nurse showed me my daughter after she’d been cleaned up. I was a mess and in no shape to hold her, but something happened to me when I saw her. Still horribly sad, something lifted in me and changed. I knew I had to hang on and fight. My wife was gone, but here was someone else that depended on me. Someone defenseless and innocent. Tears were streaming from my face because of so many emotions hitting me, but for once I didn’t care whether it made me less manly or not.

“Jessica,” I had whispered. It was the name my wife wanted for her. We’d playfully argued all along about names, though I always knew I would give in. I just liked giving her a hard time. If there was nothing else I could do for Karen, I could at least make certain that her daughter had the name that she had chosen for her.

“Daddy!”

I snapped out of my reverie, sniffing a little at the memories, and smiled. I got a little choked up every time I came home from a fishing trip. It was nothing like the old days, crabbing in the Bering Sea and hoping to escape injury or worse. Jessica and I packed that up before she was two and left for safer waters. Literally. I came back home to Northern Michigan and bought myself a fishing boat with the money Karen and I had saved up.

“Just daydreaming about how pretty you are, sweetie,” I said to her. It was true too, she was a beautiful little girl. A beautiful young lady, I corrected myself. She was a teenager now.

She smiled in spite of her anger, happy to be flattered. “Sooo, Justin asked me if I would be going to the lumberjack dance.”

I raised an eyebrow. Apparently I wasn’t the only one that thought she was pretty. “A little young to be dating, don’t you think?”

She rolled her eyes and sighed. I had to fight to keep from laughing at the expression. “Daddy, it’s not a date! Besides, he’s fourteen already.”

The lumberjack dance was a school event so I was hardly concerned. Plenty of chaperones. Besides, my little darling was sure to be the belle of the ball. Proud? Sure I was, but with due cause. She was top of her class in everything, from math to English to band and choir and art. With a grin I liked to tell everyone she got those genes from me. So what if she showed no interest in sports? As far as I was concerned she was perfect.

“So? Can I go?”

I sighed theatrically. “This is next Friday?”

She nodded excitedly. “Well, are you going to have your chores done? How about your homework?”

“It’s a week away!” she protested.

“Just being proactive,” I teased. “I’ll be sure that I’m back to take you, I promise.”

She threw her arms around me and hugged me tightly. I relished the affection. Rugged fisherman or not, there’s just something about a hug from a little girl that can’t be denied.

I opened the door and was met by the happy woof of our dog, Mozart. Mozart was a golden retriever that Jess had picked out when she was six years old. Like every dog out there, he was as much a member of our family as any of us were.

Petting him and talking to him in my doggy—voice, the one where you get excited and talk like a two year old, we moved in and Jessica sat down at the kitchen bar. “So what’s for dinner?” I asked, heading behind it to look for food.

“Mozart and I already ate,” she said. “Turkey sandwiches.”

“Mozart?” I asked, frowning. 

She smiled and shrugged, adopting an innocent look that I couldn’t be mad at. “Dog eats better than I do,” I muttered, turning to open the fridge and seeing a spare turkey sandwich in a plastic baggy for me. I chuckled and took it out, then turned and waggled a finger at her. She giggled.

Stupid and corny, but those were the moments that I cherished most in my life.

“How’s the propane holding up?” I asked, glancing out a window towards the big propane tank we had. It was our source of just about everything there. I had a generator for emergency electricity, but mostly we used propane for everything since the power company hadn’t run electricity up our road as far as we were yet. They kept telling me next year they would do it, but year after year went by without any new power lines.

We lived North of Marquette, Northwest, actually, on county road 510. Most of the traffic we saw was logging trucks. That and occasional tourists — not many people were crazy enough to live up here. Rugged terrain and seasonal roads often blocked by snow meant we seldom had any visitors, especially the kind we hadn’t invited ourselves.

“Down to a third of the tank,” she said. “You should probably order some more.”

I grunted, my mouth full of sandwich, and figured I would do so tomorrow. It was getting dark, especially up North in late September. I took a drink of water and looked at the fireplace. “No fire?” I asked her.

“Oh my gosh! I forgot to start it!” She seemed to think it was a major oversight.

I just chuckled. 

“Indian summer, I’ll get it. You get distracted or something? Thinking about Justin and the dance, maybe?”

“Daddy!” she admonished me. “No, it wasn’t cold so I was working on some drawings. The painting we did this week in class gave me some new ideas to try out.”

“Oh? Can I see them?”

Jessica could do things that took my breath away and made me wonder how she managed to be so talented. I was just an average man with an average job. Her mother, wonderful in her own way and more special to me than any other woman alive, had been no more gifted than I was. Jess, on the other hand, had never found something she couldn’t do and do well.

“Sure, stay right there!” She was off like a shot, heading across the open floor of our log cabin and into one of the two rooms at the end, her private sanctuary.  The other room was my office. Upstairs, in a partially open loft, was my bedroom.

Outside, we had an outhouse. It was a composting one that seldom required any work to be done on it. It was almost completely odor free as well. Of course my idea of odor free and Jessica’s differed, as she would remind me with her nose crinkled every time she used it.

She came back now with some large papers. I’d invested in some quality sketching paper, at her request, and now I could see why she’d wanted it. I forced myself to swallow my final bite of sandwich before I let my mouth hang open in wonder. 

“You like?” she was guarded but without reason.

I nodded mutely, then stared a minute longer at them. They were so realistic I would have sworn they moved. The first one was my boat on a calm sea with the sun setting behind it. The level of detail took my breath away. Especially since she’d used colored pencils and made it even more realistic with color.

“This is... incredible,” I told her, at a loss for words.

“I haven’t finished this one yet,” she said, showing me a landscape picture.

I identified it almost immediately, it was that good. “The view from Hogsback?” I asked her.

She nodded. Hogsback was the name of a nearby peak that was a couple of hours hike from the nearest road and about ten miles from our place. Although it was only a mile or so up, it was still a mildly challenging hike and climb. We tried to make a day of it at least once a month, sometimes more. It was the tallest mountain in the area. All that mattered was that you could see for miles from it and it was a beautiful place to be.

“You’re amazing,” I said, looking back at the picture. I was unable to explain my feelings any other way.

She grinned and gave me a hug, then took the Hogsback picture back towards her room.

“Don’t you want this one?” I called out to her.

“That’s for you,” she said over her shoulder.

I just stared at it and decided I needed to have it framed. More than fatherly pride, it stirred up things in me that I couldn’t explain. There was something to it, an energy or something. Drawing was like music and dancing had been for her; another thing she could master with time and practice.

Shaking my head at her many talents, I called out to tell her I was going to grab some firewood. Outside I walked over to the stacks of chopped wood and picked up some smaller pieces off the top to make kindling out of them. With no electricity and not wanting to spend too much on propane, firewood was the way to go. When I was home I typically even cooked dinner on the woodstove — or grilled it outside in our campfire ring.

I supported the illusion of being a gruff mountain man by having spent more than a decade living on the edge of civilization. I liked to think I’d picked up a fair amount of affinity for nature. Between fishing and living a rough life, I was in great shape, but more than that, I was in tune with my surroundings well enough to know that something seemed amiss. I blamed myself for being distracted by Jessica’s artwork for not noticing it sooner.

Axe in hand, I turned around slowly, trying to look casual but probably failing since I had a suspicious glare in my eyes. I found it quickly — there was a black and expensive looking SUV parked in the road. There were a lot of trees between it and me, since it wasn’t parked near the driveway. I don’t know why, but for some reason it just seemed wrong. Axe still in my grasp, I headed for the house. I felt a sudden urge to make sure that Jess was safe. The urge turned to near panic. My stomach clenched and my heart started to race. 

A bark from Mozart followed by a scream spurred me into action. My body flew on autopilot while my brain refused to consider what could be wrong. I flung myself through the door and saw Jess emerge from her bedroom. She wasn’t alone. A man was behind her, holding her with his arm around her neck and a gun at her head. I came to a stop, hesitating again as my brain tried to catch up with my body. My eyes went to Jess. She had a wide-eyed look that I knew meant she was terrified.

He had a solid grip on her. I looked around, wondering if he was alone as much as who he was and why he had her. None of it made sense, I was a fisherman and she was just a girl in junior high school. Why would anybody want to hurt her?

My eyes went back to the guy holding her. I had nothing special, especially not at the house. My money was in the bank, there was nothing here, not even a television. I knew it couldn’t be a simple robbery. I stared at him, trying to understand and I knew there was something about the man that was nagging at the back of my mind.

“What do you want?” I asked carefully, not letting him know how out of control I was. I’d forgotten to leave the axe outside, and I wondered if he might consider it a threat and hurt her because of it.

“I’m truly sorry,” Was all he said.

He looked down at Jess and somehow I knew what was about to happen. Terror gripped me, there was no way I could lose her too. 

“NO!” I shouted, starting towards him.

I knew I’d never make it in time. Jess, somehow, knew as well. She tried to twist and pull away even as I risked everything and threw the axe. The gun fired. There was a silent rushing of air and a click as the chamber ejected the spent shell casing. No wonder the barrel had been so long; it was silenced. In spite of my strangled cry and the sound of my feet thudding into the floor I distinctly heard the brass casing hit my wood floor and roll across it.

Jessica fell, lying on the ground with her beautiful brown hair covering her face. I could see blood already. I focused on the redness of it until everything I saw was tinted. 

The man was off balance from where the handle of the axe had hit him across the chest. I slammed into him full on and sent him crashing back into the wood stove. Cast iron, it weighed hundreds of pounds. With him breaking my fall, we managed to push it back and knock it over, spewing ashes and knocking it free of the chimney. The gun was on the floor, knocked free from the impact of my axe. I only wished the bladed end had struck first.

He rolled away, cradling his arm from which blood dripped. His own, not my daughter’s. He ran from me, not stopping to grab his gun as he saw me lunging back to my feet to chase him. He fled through the open door and it was there that I hesitated, breathing hard and feeling light headed and numb. Jessica had fallen, I saw her blood. She had been shot in the head. What hope did I have but revenge?

I went to her anyway, my hands already digging for the cell phone in my pocket. Technological backwater that it was, I still had a few bars of service on my cell phone. I crouched next to her, mouth dry with fear of what I might find. I suspected the worst. In fact, I knew it would be over. The beautiful life that was all I had left was gone to spend eternity with her mother. I could only hope that Karen would take better care of her than I had.

Tears running down my face, I reached down to pull Jessica’s hair back so I could, at least, gaze on her face before it grew stiff with rigor mortis. I felt her hot blood on her hair and I could smell it, coppery and hateful. If I never saw blood again, it would be too soon.

She looked so peaceful. Beautiful, really. I felt numb, and as though I was on the edge of a bottomless pit. The bullet must not have passed through because there was no exit wound on the side of her head facing me. For a brief second my hopes lifted. I thought for a foolish second that maybe he’d missed, then I remembered the gun pointing at the other side of her head. And if he’d missed, why was there blood; why was my daughter lying still on the floor? My hopes crashed and I felt myself teetering on the edge of the cliff of despair again. 

I sagged back, limp and nearly falling to the floor in defeat. The sadness washed away as a fresh surge of rage filled me, making my muscles tense and my eyes dilate. I rose to my feet and tore off through the open door. At the end of my driveway I saw the suburban tearing down the dirt road back towards Marquette. I memorized the license plate and flipped open my phone. I dialed 911 even as I ran to my truck, intending to follow him. I wanted to run him off the road. I wanted to catch him and beat him and demand that he tell me why. I wanted to kill him. I’d never in my life wanted vengeance against somebody so bad. I had never wanted death so clearly that it pervaded my body and I could taste the ugly sweetness of it.

I dropped the keys, cursed thickly, and tried again to shove them in the ignition of the truck. Something calmed me, just enough for me to ignore the single purpose my existence had taken. I hesitated and I listened and heard it again. It was Jessica, calling for me.

Thinking it a delusion, I stumbled from the truck and fell, dropping my phone. I climbed to my feet and rushed back inside, certain I was going crazy. There she was, sitting up with one hand to her head, and sobbing. Feeling like I wasn’t in control of my body, I all but crashed into her. I held her and hugged her and kissed her and didn’t care about the blood or the stranger or anything. As messed up as the day had been, it was suddenly the best day of my life. She was alive!

“Daddy, it hurts,” she sobbed against me.

I pulled back just enough to look at her. “Shh,” I whispered, my voice so tight with emotion anything else was impossible. “Let me see it, honey.”

She cried harder when I pulled her hair back and looked at the side of her head. She had twisted just enough that the bullet had only grazed her skull. I could see the bone, but it didn’t look broken. There was a lot of blood too, though I knew it wasn’t arterial. I remembered my phone, the call sent but me not there to tell the man on the other end what was going on, and fought the urge to let go of her and run and get it. Holding her, right then, was the only reason I had to be alive at that moment. The phone could wait.

“It’ll be okay, Jess, I promise. This will all work out,” I told her, holding her close to me again.

We just stayed there, her finding shelter from the terror and the pain in my arms and me clinging to what little sanity I had remaining by holding her. Soon enough the police and an ambulance showed up, and they found us clinging to one another on the floor.
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Jessica spent the night in the hospital. They stitched together her scalp and gave her plenty of pain medication for the concussion. I just paced back and forth when I was not with her. I chewed my nails, I clenched my fists, and I felt like pulling out my hair in reaction to the many emotions rushing through me. I realized later that night that my hand ached. I blamed it on the recurring soreness I had in my left wrist. Ever since the car accident where Karen had died I had a few lasting reminders. A sore wrist from where it had broken, occasional ache in my ribs from where they had been broken, and the scar on my right hand through the middle of my palm to the back of my hand.

This time, though, my fingers were swollen, so it had nothing to do with a past injury. Since we were at the hospital, I asked a nurse to check it out. Nearly an hour later I had a splint on the first two fingers on my left hand; I had broken them tackling the would-be assassin. Adrenaline is an amazing thing, numbing an injury that a few hours later felt like it would be impossible to ignore.

I could not figure out what the deal was with the man who had attacked us, nor why every time I thought about him something bothered me, like I should have known him. The cops had questioned me at length, taking the pistol on the floor as well as some of the blood that he had dripped over the floor and on the stove. They even dug the nearly fatal bullet out of the floor. Somehow through it all, even though we had been attacked, they made me feel like I was guilty for it. The tone of their questions and the questions themselves haunted me, making me second guess myself even though I knew I was right. I was still wondering if I had told them everything, they left still acting like I was hiding something from them.

Mozart was dead. We had large windows in the house and they were often open to let fresh air in. It had been warm all week so our windows had been open. The intruder had cut through the screen and shot the dog, which had been what caused Jess to scream. Holding her at gunpoint, he emerged out into the main room. I’m certain now his intent had been to keep her hostage to make sure he knew where I was, then shoot us both.

I kept running the words he had spoken to me through my head, “I’m truly sorry,” wondering what the point of that was? He tried to kill my daughter–no amount of “sorry” would ever make up for that. The fact that he did kill our dog was a painful reminder that his attack had been serious. Our privacy and security had been violated, our best friend taken from us; how would we ever feel safe again?

I had to call Jake the next day. Jake Tenyke was my first mate and best friend. I let him know we wouldn’t be going out that week, and ended up telling him the entire story. Jessica and I ended up heading over there after we took care of a few things at home. After spending some time there I tried to leave Jess behind, but she knew I was trying to get away. She must have sensed it in my attitude, because I found her following me even as I thought I had made a clean getaway.

“Where are you going?” she asked. She wore a ball cap to hide the bandage on her head, but the lost look on her face and the weakness in her voice pulled at me.

“I just need to run a few errands,” I lied. Technically it was an errand I had to run, but it still felt like a lie. She nodded, but stood there staring at the ground. “Jess...” I did not know what to say to her.

“Can I come?”

I sighed. “Its paperwork, honey, you’d be bored.”

“I could use a little bored. Besides,” she added, “I want to say goodbye to him.”

Mouth open, I just stared at her. How did she know? I clenched my fists in silent frustration. Not frustration with her, but with the jerk that had tried to ruin our lives. In a way, he had succeeded, even if we still lived.

“All right, come on,” I told her, turning and opening up my truck door.

She hurried around to the other side, her arms hugging herself as though she was cold. It was cool out, but she had a warm sweater on. 

“Thank you,” she said after she had climbed up and buckled her seat belt.

I nodded, unable to think of anything to say

We ended up at our veterinarian. After a brief but very painful wait in the lobby we were escorted back in to see the doctor. He greeted us solemnly, offering condolences on our loss. Sure, it was only a dog and I kept telling myself that, but it still left my knees a little weak and my stomach empty. Tears, which she had valiantly managed to hold back, rushed down Jess’s cheeks when he presented an urn to us with Mozart’s ashes in it. Jessica took it silently and waited for me to sign some papers. Back in the truck she broke down into sobs and I found my own cheeks wet as well. It was several minutes before she scooted back to her side and I was ready to start up the truck so we could leave.

As much as losing the dog hurt, it was seeing what it did to Jessica that really made me feel like a failure. Mozart had been her friend and confidant, the one who was there when I was not. I asked her if she would like another dog and she just shook her head, unable to speak. It was too soon.

Logically I knew that the attack was not my fault; Mozart’s death was out of my control. That logic did not help assuage the grief I felt for what we both were going through, however. I kept finding myself thinking about what-if scenarios. What if I had noticed the SUV sooner? What if...? I always stopped myself because I knew there was nothing I could have done differently. I learned not to play that game after Karen died. It was a lesson I had hoped never to need again. It’s funny, in a not so funny way, how reason and emotion can disagree with each other.

Our peace shattered, Jessica and I found comfort in Jake’s family. Surrounded by warmth, we sucked it in and tried to remind ourselves that not all of the world was a harsh and cruel place. She seemed to heal quickly, both inside and out. As in everything she did, I was proud, impressed, and a little bit amazed. Her smiles came more often and she even started to joke with me again. I was envious of it and tried to play along. I had always had a hard time letting go and moving on-the stubborn way I held onto my wife’s memory was a fine example of that.

Desperate to try and make things normal again for us, I took her to the school dance that Friday. I would like to say I was a trusting and unconcerned parent, but the truth was that I was a nervous wreck! I ended up sitting in my truck outside the school the entire time, looking anxiously at any shadow or movement I saw. Everything looked like a man with a gun to me, and for the life of me I still could not understand why we had been attacked.

When the dance was over she came outside and the hairs stood up on the back of my neck. Now would be the time, I reasoned. A man with a rifle could drop her easily as she walked amongst her friends, and there would be so much confusion no one would be able to know what had happened. I craned my neck viciously, trying to spot the imaginary assailant as panic began to rush through me. I had to move, had to get out and I had to get her and protect her.

The truck door opened and she climbed up and in. I turned to look at her and very nearly hugged her. She gave me a ‘what gives’ look and immediately started chatting about her night at the dance. Pure girl talk. I listened politely and kept her going where necessary. My mind was really on the mirrors and windows, wondering when and where the next attack would come from. My heart had slowed from the frantic pace my panic had sent it into to something that was still dangerously close to a heart attack level.

The following Monday Jessica went to stay with Jake’s family. I had to take the boat out, not only did I have contracts to fill, but both Jake and my two deckhands needed a paycheck. Come to think of it, a steady paycheck came in mighty handy for me too.

My phone rang as we were loading bait onto the boat early that morning. I tossed on the coil of rope I had in my good hand and scrounged through my pocket to get the phone. I answered it just in time before it went to voicemail and listened to the detective who had been assigned my case.

He wanted me to come in so he could talk to me, but I told him I was headed out for a few days fishing. He insisted, and so did I. He finally convinced me when he asked me if I had recognized my attacker. Something clicked, even though I could not place just what it was. I just knew that that nagging feeling was justified. Annoyed at myself for not being able to draw a line between the dots, I agreed to meet him and hung up.

“Jake, I hate to do this, but you’ve gotta take the boat out,” I told my first mate.

He looked at me, curious, then grinned. “Sure thing skipper,” he said. “Don’t worry, we can handle it.”

“I know you can,” I said, clapping him on the back. “That’s what I’m afraid of-soon you guys are going to figure out you don’t need me!”

Jake laughed  and the other two looked up at us, wondering what was going on. Jake winked at me, letting me know he understood. My deckhands were good guys, but I had only brought them on a few months ago when the last two I had went back to college. Not the kind of people I felt comfortable sharing my personal problems with.

At the station I instantly felt nervous and guilty again. I tried to shake the feeling but figured that everything from the way the place was built to the way the police interacted with me was designed to keep me on the defensive. When I reached the detective’s office he had me sit down and smiled almost apologetically at me. We talked, briefly, but it did little to smooth my ruffled feathers. He pushed a folder across his desk to me and asked me to open it up.

I found myself looking at mug shots of the guy whose prints matched the ones on the gun. My blood felt like ice in my veins as I stared at the name and the face of our attacker: Johann Pederson. He looked different, but he was the same guy. The pictures were thirteen years old. I saw the date
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