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Fog found Joe Burden as he drove across the Piscataqua River Bridge heading into southern Maine.  He craned his neck to see but could find no trace of the tangle of steel framework he knew to be somewhere above him. The fog had completely consumed the bridge's vast superstructure making Joe feel as if he were driving through the black void of space.  The sensation that he might at any moment plummet hundreds of feet down into the churning river chilled him to the core.

Joe understood that this eerie sensation was simply the result of the disorientation the fog evoked coupled with plain old exhaustion; but the sooner he reached the opposite shore, the better he would feel.  But then what?

His worries would not be consumed by the fog.  Nor would they remain behind him like an obedient dog, content to patiently await his return.  Tonight, Joe’s worries clung to him like barnacles and there was nothing he could do about it.  

Joe sighed despairingly.  The sprawling span which usually provided a boundary beyond which the drone of ringing telephones and corporate banter could not pass had lost its power.  Tonight, even the promised tranquility of the family sea-side cottage held no solace for Joe's ailing psyche.  

Joe's life had become a runaway train careening down a dark stretch of track toward a place he'd sworn never to visit.  And in spite of his best efforts, Joe was powerless to stop that which fate had seemingly ordained.

Struggling to push these grim musings aside, he scanned for a radio station with a weather report that might tell him when the fog might lift.  But all he found was the static-riddled murmur of an easy listening station set on auto-pilot for the night.  

Annoyed with his efforts Joe scooped up his mobile phone, punched in Corrine's number and waited for his wife's voice mail to kick in.  When the salutation ended, Joe began pedaling his excuses. 

"Sorry hon, I know I'm late, but the meeting ran long and traffic was a bitch and the fog...  Well, kiss Siobhan for me and tell her daddy will be there as soon as-"  

The signal broke off and he tossed the phone aside in disgust.  First the radio, then the mobile. Just another glitch to add to a glitch-ridden day.

If only the weather had been better.  If only the traffic had been lighter.  If only he'd managed to leave on time.  The if onlys were piling up like driftwood on a forgotten beach.  And the best was yet to come.  

Corrine's inevitable lecture would be peppered with all-too-familiar phrases like broken promises and forgotten commitments.  Joe's father would not have stood for it.

Joe Burden Senior would have knocked back some Jameson's and taken a belt to Joe's mother, Emily, or her children for that matter; Big Joe did not discriminate.  

Big Joe Burden had not been so different from many men of his generation.    Deluded by a false sense of grandeur, he'd felt unjustly battered and beaten by life.  And, unable to beat back, Big Joe had struck out at the only thing within reach, his family. 

It was little wonder that Emily Burden had chosen to embark on a gradual exodus from her husband with her children, Joe and Ellen in tow.  

The cottage the old man bought in the small Maine village of Galilee by the Sea at Emily's suggestion provided a much-needed haven for the trio.  

Big Joe had seen the place as an investment; Emily had seen it as salvation, a place far from the streets of South Boston and the increasingly violent tendencies of her betrothed.  

Predictably, Big Joe had been less than disappointed to watch his family drift away.  This new-found freedom provided him with more time to carouse at local pubs and squander his earnings at the nearest track.  

Emily, who'd always scrimped and saved, hadn't minded one bit.  If truth be told, Emily Burden had blossomed, as had her children.  

Emily's Retreat, as the cottage came to be known, evolved into a delightful nook carved from a harsher reality.  Young Joe's memories of the place were vivid mosaics tiled with days at the beach, bike rides along the shore, visits to the petting zoo and doughnuts from the Beach Front Store in the morning, sparklers at dusk.  

Nights consisted of trips to town for ice cream, band concerts on the green, rides on the Ferris wheel at the pier-side amusement park, movies at the local drive-in theater, counting fireflies in the front yard, and games of Go Fish and Old Maid on the screened-in back porch.  

But over time, progress much like a thief had stolen into Galilee making off with much of its charm and depositing yuppies and real estate speculators in its wake.  The influx of money-seekers spurred the village's growth into a town.  Over the years the amusement park and zoo expanded, the arcade added new games, the property values rose.  

Emily's Retreat benefited from some refinements as well as a second floor aided in some small part by Joe the Younger’s meager efforts as a would-be carpenter.  Yet in spite of the advance of progress, the place managed to retain much of its traditional warmth and rustic charm.  

Corrine took to the place like the proverbial duck to water.  A teacher with summers off, she and Siobhan spent all of July and August basking in the same activities that occupied much of young Joe's boyhood memories.  

All the while Joe was slowly being reduced to a minor-league version of his late father.  Uninvolved, relegated to the role of primary bread-winner, Joe sensed the distance between himself and his family growing with each passing moment.  Soon he, like his father, would become little more than an unwanted relic free to pass into oblivion at his leisure.  

But times were difficult and jobs scarce and Joe was working harder than ever.  Reality was forcing him to abandon his oath to avoid his father's fate.  And here he was, irreparably late, his importance in the family circle dwindling, his existence becoming less essential with each tick of life's clock.  And for young Joe, this spelled doom.  

When Big Joe turned up dead in an alley in Southie, it took two days for word to reach Emily and her brood at the Retreat.  She hardly batted an eye, neither had her children.  This cold fact gnawed at Joe.  The image of his estranged father lying dead, his wallet stolen and his lifeless eyes fixed on the distant stars, haunted Joe's dreams.

Grimacing, Joe forced the image from his mind.  He was more determined than ever not to surrender to his father's fate.  And, on that dark foggy stretch of road, Joe vowed to serve his family in a way his father never had, to be the man his father could never be.

Joe's train of thought was abruptly derailed as a sign stating that Galilee by the Sea, The Yorks, and Ogunquit, might best be reached by means of the next exit, materialized.  Reinvigorated, Joe veered onto the ramp.  

"Almost there." 

He glanced at the dashboard clock; it read twelve midnight. Later than he'd thought.  Little wonder his call had been routed to Corrine's voice mail.  Fate, it seemed, had conspired to delay him beyond his best reckoning.  But perhaps that was for the best.  Corrine and Siobhan would be asleep.  Joe could check in on them and make himself a bed on the sofa so as not to disturb their slumber thereby postponing the tide of disappointment Corrinne was waiting to douse him with until morning.  

Joe reached the outskirts of Galilee Village, glimpsed the first spattering of houses, sprawling estate-like relics from a bygone era with broad sloping lawns and elaborate hedges mostly lost to the murky night.  Considering the late hour it came as no surprise to find their windows darkened.  But it did come as a surprise to find the street lights likewise extinguished.

"Must be a power outage," Joe mused.  "Great."  There was nothing less inviting than a darkened house.  His chilly reception would be complete.  

And so with a somber countenance, Joe drove onward, picking his way through the fog, searching for signs of life and finding none, finally stumbling upon the Galilee Village Plaza.  By day the plaza, with its bakery, laundromat, drug store, and Saturday morning flea market, was a beehive of activity.  

Tonight, however, the parking lot lights and store fronts were as dark as Joe's mood.  But as the headlights panned across the asphalt they revealed something strange; piles of oddly reflective material scattered about the empty parking spaces.  

Joe, not known for his curiosity, and in no mood for a mystery, was content to shrug off the strange sights attributing them to strong winds that had blown leaves down from the surrounding trees, scattering them about until some complex law of physics caused them to gather in clumps.  Rather like the stones he'd once read about that moved of their own accord across salt flats.  Nature could indeed be mysterious.  At least to those cursed with overactive imaginations.  Or an excess of curiosity.  

Content with this explanation, Joe remanded the shimmery piles to the fog, driving on through the dismal night, along tree lined lanes, past darkened houses, until he sensed the great Atlantic looming nearby.  It was at this point that he lowered the window allowing sea-soaked fog to stream into the car's cabin.  The scent evoked the image of powerful surf crashing someplace off in the darkness.  

In spite of his worries, his late arrival, the company's talk of down-sizing, and the chilly attitude Corrine would offer him, Joe smiled.  The sea had that effect on him.  He presumed it to be a primordial thing, something deeply ingrained in the collective human consciousness.  It was said that all things return to the sea.  In Joe's case it was the promise the sea offered, the promise of escape from his father as a boy and the promise of escape from his failures as a man.  

Joe followed the road as it veered to the left, spilling onto Route 1A, which continued northward, hugging the rugged Maine coast, providing a buffer against the Atlantic for a seemingly endless string of vacation homes, rental properties and motels.  Here, as in the parking lot, the headlights revealed shiny piles of debris littering the shadowy landscape.  They were everywhere, in the road
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