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Melissa looked at her husband John in disgust.  “Why do I even bother to put up with you?” she asked.  He had come home late again.

“Does it matter where I’ve been?” John said with annoyance.  “I’m home now.”

“You promised you’d be here hours ago!” Melissa yelled.  “I’m always the one taking care of the kids!”

“That’s not true.  I spend a lot of time with them on the weekends.”

“Sure you do.  You sleep on the couch while they watch TV all morning!”

“Hey, I’m here now.  What’s the big deal?”

“When was the last time we went somewhere as a family?” Melissa asked.  “You’re always ignoring us!”

“Hey,” John yelled, “I don’t have to take this!”  He paused; he could hear a faint whimpering coming from his son’s bedroom.

“Oh, now look what you’ve done!  I had them all tucked in and everything!”

“Well, hey, sorry.  Maybe I shouldn’t ‘a come home.”

Melissa shook her head.  “Sometimes I wish…” she muttered.  As she walked off to comfort their son, she added, “You’re sleeping on the couch tonight, mister!”

John just shrugged and flopped down on the couch.  He felt like he was being treated unfairly.  So he wanted to spend some time to himself now and then.  Was that really such a big deal?  He wasn’t sure why Melissa was so upset.  She always exaggerates everything, he thought.  He tossed and turned for a while before finally falling asleep.

*  *  *

John looked around in a daze.  Where am I, and why can’t I see anything? he wondered.  As he started coming to his senses, he realized that the power had probably gone out.  He reached over, searching for the lamp, but it wasn’t there.  Oh yeah, Melissa made me sleep on the couch, he realized stupidly.  Then he felt even more stupid for thinking the lamp would work while the power was out.  He rolled over and his hand hit the side of the couch.  It felt different to him, but he wasn’t sure why.  He laid there for a while and wished for the power to come back on.

Eventually, he stood up and gazed ahead of him, still trying to make something out in the darkness.  He started taking small steps ahead of him.  He was hoping to reach the other wall so he could edge around the corner safely.  With every step, he heard an echo, and his feet shrunk away from the cold concrete floor.  After a few steps, he felt his knee bump into something.  Must be the coffee table, he thought.  He edged his way around it and found the wall.  He was about to reach around the corner with his hand when the power suddenly came back on.  He turned around and came to the sudden conclusion that he had no idea where he was.

*  *  *

As Melissa fell asleep in the room next to him, she dreamed that her stepfather was still alive.  He was playing a beautiful tune on his guitar.  He looked down at Melissa and asked, “Don’t you want to dance?”

Melissa shook her head.  “You know I couldn’t dance to save my life, Dad,” she said.  “Who would I dance with, anyway?”

Her neighbor Luke showed up, as if out of nowhere.  “You could dance with me,” he said, looking at the ground.

“Are you kidding me?” she asked with surprise.  “I hardly know you.”  Luke had always been a shy one and rarely talked to anybody.  She wondered why he would want to dance with her.  Besides, she always considered him a bit too stocky for her taste anyway.

“But Melissa, we’ve been neighbors for years,” Luke said.  He’s right, she thought.  I’ve been living here ever since my mom died.  And that was six years ago.

*  *  *

Betty gazed around slowly, only half-awake.  She noticed that Melissa and Gary had fallen fast asleep.  She sighed deeply.  How long do I have left to live? she wondered.  She had been at school, teaching her 8th-grade class about the Egyptians, when her legs gave out.  The next thing she knew, she was in the hospital.  Gary had left work early and picked up Melissa from school early to go see her.  She’d had a serious blood clot in her lower right leg, the doctors had said.  They had to give her some blood thinner to break up the clot, but they took her off it again because she was allergic to it.  Everybody feared the worst.  She was getting weak fast, and the doctors were worried that the clot might travel to her heart or brain.  And if that were to happen, her chances would be slim indeed.

As Betty laid there, she knew her time was almost up.  She could feel it in every bone and muscle.  She wanted to wake her family up, to say her last goodbyes, but she just didn’t have the energy.  She closed her eyes, and a tear rolled down her cheek.  They did not open again.

* * *

John stepped back in alarm as everything turned on at once.  Surveying the room, he noticed a computer, a fan, an alarm clock, a chemistry set, and a workshop with some unrecognizable mechanical gadgets on it.  He knew none of this stuff was in the living room when he fell asleep, so how had it gotten here?  They didn’t even own most of this stuff anywhere in the house.  The couch he had been in was completely bare; there was no padding on it at all.  That’s why it felt different to me, he noted.  The computer was very powerful and sleek-looking.  It looked a bit like a computer that NASA might use.  What he thought had been a coffee table was the workshop desk.  It was filled to the brim with engineering and technician tools.  Whoever used it last had hastily stuffed some scrap metal and a welder into the desk drawer, and they had only succeeded in jamming it open.

John turned around and noticed that there were lots of little electrical machines attached to the walls.  He hadn’t seen anything like them before, but none of them looked complete.  Some were powered, but they weren’t doing anything useful.  A couple made horrible creaking noises and sounded like they needed some oil.  One of them was giving off dangerous sparks, and John made sure to keep his distance.  One robot caught his eye because it looked oddly familiar.  He realized that whoever had built it had torn apart their bedroom lamp and made a decorative miner’s hat for the robot to wear.  A sense of fear and unease crawled through his skin.  Somebody had either kidnapped him or completely overhauled his house, and they weren’t giving much value to him and his property.  He quickly headed for the only door out of the room and flipped the light switch as he left.

Closing the door behind him, he found himself at one end of a long hallway.  This was carpeted and wallpapered, unlike the room he had just left, but it appeared abandoned and desolate.  Spiders were taking up residence behind stray flaps of wallpaper.  John couldn’t figure out what colors the wallpaper and carpet were supposed to be; they just looked dull gray now.  He began to regret shutting off the only light source available to him.  Panic started to set in.  Have I been kidnapped? he wondered.  What are they going to do to me?  Torture me?  Interrogate me?  Who were “they” anyway?  What was a slow, cautious walk became a dash down the hallway.  As he ran, John noticed the light that was coming though the window at the top of the door.  When he reached it, he leaned against it, breathing heavily.  He could feel a light breeze coming in from the base of the door.  After he regained his composure and steadied his grip, John slowly opened the large steel door.

* * *

Melissa snapped back into focus.  She was remembering how her mother had died.  It was almost as if she were experiencing things through her mother’s eyes.  “I’m sorry, Luke,” she said apologetically.  “Were you talking to me?  I must have zoned out.”

“Well,” Luke began, “it’s just that we’ve known each other for so long now, but we haven’t really spent much time together.”

“But Luke, you were always too shy to talk to me,” she said.

“You’re right,” he said, “but not anymore.  Melissa, I… I love you.”

Melissa was shocked.  “But Luke, John and I have been dating for months!”

“I know that,” he said quietly.  “I can’t help it.  I just couldn’t bring myself to tell you until now.”

“You know I can’t start dating you now!  I think John and I are going to get married soon!  It’s too late.”

“But Melissa,” he objected, “Give me a chance.  What do you see in John anyway?”

“He’s a very romantic and outgoing person.  And I can trust him not to go around with other ladies.”

“What are you talking about?  I don’t cheat on anyone!”

“I wasn’t talking about you,” Melissa explained in irritation.  “Besides, have you ever even had a girlfriend?”

Luke ignored her and continued.  “What romance?  He doesn’t spend very much time with you.  When you two took a trip to Las Vegas, he spent most of his time at the slot machines!”

Melissa was insulted.  “Excuse me?  He cares a lot more about me than some stupid slot machines!” she yelled.  She couldn’t believe that this antisocial nerd that had been her neighbor for years had started insulting her boyfriend.  She desperately wanted to prove him wrong, but there was a small hint of truth to what Luke was saying.  It sliced at her heart like razorblades.  She furiously retaliated.  “And what would you be doing in that situation?  Why, you’d be hiding in a corner waiting for the world to disappear.  I’ve seen you at parties.  You keep to yourself and don’t talk to anybody.  But John, he’s a riot at parties!  Besides, do you know how to truly love somebody like John loves me?  Or do you need a textbook for that?”

* * *

John was momentarily blinded by the bright sunlight.  What he saw amazed him.  Unlike the harsh-looking, abandoned building he had just escaped from, the beach in front of him was beautiful and serene.  However, there didn’t seem to be anybody else enjoying it.  The beach was completely empty.  There were no lifeguards there.  There wasn’t even a guard tower, for that matter.  Where did everybody go? John wondered.  He looked around nervously, wanting to meet somebody but also dreading it.  After all, he had no idea whether the people here were friendly or hostile.  What was his reason for being here?  He spotted a woman sitting on a park bench, reading a newspaper.

“Hello?” he called.  “Hey, do you know where we are?”  She didn’t respond.  John figured he was just out of earshot.  He slowly began to walk towards her.  “Hello?” he said again.  There was no response.  The old lady didn’t even glance up from her newspaper.  He kept on yelling at her, and she continued to ignore him.  Eventually, John had reached the park bench where she was sitting.  “C’mon, why do you have to ignore me?” he shouted in frustration.  Man, is she good at ignoring people, he thought.  Her eyes hardly seemed to move at all.  Maybe she’s deaf, John realized.  She would of gotten sick of me by now if she wasn’t.

He pulled her newspaper down a little to try to meet her at eye level.  He thought he would be able to get her attention that way.  The newspaper slipped out of her hands and swooped to the ground.  John reached down to pick up the old lady’s newspaper and apologize to her.  He noticed the main headline on the front page: “Mysterious Man Imprisoned on Island”.  He paged through the rest of the pages, but most of them were blank.  “I’m that ‘Mysterious Man’, aren’t I?” he shouted.  “What’s the idea, kidnapping me and taking me away from my family?  What’ve I ever done to you, anyway?  I don’t even know who you are!”

Suddenly, an icy voice rang out.  “You’ve been put here for your own good,” the old lady said.  Finally, she’s answering me, thought John.

* * *

“But Melissa,” pleaded Luke.  “Give me a chance!  You know I’ll treat you better than John in the long run!”

“For the last time, NO!” Melissa shouted.  “Get away from me!”

“I’ve heard enough from you, Luke,” said Gary.  “Leave my daughter alone.”

Luke took one last look at Melissa and turned around.  He disappeared from Melissa’s life as quickly as he had entered it.  Melissa, still furious, was holding back tears.  “Why does my life always have to screw up like this?” she asked.

“What are you talking about, Melissa?  You did the right thing by standing up for your boyfriend.”

“I know,” she said.   She hesitated, took a deep breath, then added, “But what if Luke’s right?”

“Don’t listen to him, sweetheart.  He’s just jealous of you two.”

“But John did spend a lot of time at the slot machines…” she said, trailing off.

“Melissa,” Gary said, “John still loves you.  He’ll always love you.  You’re just scared.”

“What do I have to be scared of?” she asked, even though deep inside she already knew the answer.

“You just don’t want your husband to end up being like your father.”

“That’s not gonna happen.  Michael was one of a kind… Thank God.”

“It could happen,” said Gary.  “The world is filled with alcoholics.”

“Dad, John’s a nice person,” Melissa said.  “Michael ignored me half the time and beat me the other half – and that’s when he wasn’t passed out.”

“Reverse psychology.  Works every time,” Gary grinned.

“What’s that?”

“You’re not afraid of John being like Michael anymore.”

“Well…”

“Don’t worry, Melissa,” said Gary.  “Everything’s going to be fine, trust me.”

* * *

“Aha.  So you can hear me, then?” asked John.  “Tell me why in the world I’ve been put here.  I’ve never done anything wrong.  Why put me here, on some god-forsaken island in the middle of nowhere?”  John looked up at the old lady again as he stood up.  The newspaper dropped from his hands.  Amazingly, she hadn’t moved a single inch.  Even her arms were still in front of her, as if that newspaper were still in her hands.  What’s going on here? John wondered.  She can talk, but she can’t move?  That doesn’t make sense!

“You may not have directly done anything to hurt others,” the mysterious old lady continued, a hint of boredom in her voice.  “But you are hurting yourself, and that causes grief for those around you.  So you are here to sort things out.”

“I have nothing to sort out!” John protested.  “And I haven’t done anything to hurt myself, either.  What are you talking about?”  It’s still amazing, how she can talk without moving.  Maybe I should be worried.  Then again, a room full of gadgets and an abandoned island aren’t exactly normal either.

“Ah, child,” she continued, taking on a more motherly tone.  “Don’t you realize that self-denial is among the greatest of sins?  Your family sees less and less of you every day, while your gambling debts continue to grow.  Here, you are away from the temptations of gambling and can devote your time to more constructive hobbies… like chemistry or engineering.”

John slowly digested what the old lady was saying.  “So, basically I spend too much time gambling and not enough time with my family?” he asked.  “I guess I could improve on that…  Hold on!  My gambling is taking time away from my family, so you try to help me out by kidnapping me?  My family will never find me here!  I don’t even know where we are!  This plan of yours is the absolute worst idea I’ve ever heard of!  And chemistry and engineering are horrible choices for hobbies.  I don’t know anything about either of them.  Just take me home!”

* * *

Melissa frowned and thought to herself for a moment.  Then, she shook her head and sighed.  “Well, we were wrong, weren’t we, Dad?  John is a compulsive gambler for sure.  For ten long years, I’ve put up with him, but I’ve had it!”

“Now calm down, Melissa,” Gary said, looking older and wiser now.  “Nobody could have predicted that this would happen.”

“Luke predicted it!  I should have listened to him, but I was stupid and stubborn.”

“No you weren’t.  You were just blinded by love.”

“That didn’t turn out so well, now did it?” Melissa said.  Whatever happened to those playful honeymoon days? she wondered.  “We rarely do anything as a family anymore!  I’m through putting up with his bullshit!  I’m gonna file for a divorce.”  Melissa hadn’t really thought about a divorce before, but looking back now, she realized that things weren’t going to improve anytime soon.

“Don’t be so rash, dear.  There must be some way you can patch things up between you two.”

Melissa gave her father a piercing look that clearly said This isn’t my fault!  “Why should I be the one who has to sacrifice to improve our relationship?  I’ve been nothing but a hard-working mother of two and a submissive wife, while he’s been out there gambling away our mortgage payments!”

“Melissa, dear, I’m sorry,” said Gary.  “But John is ignorant of the situation.”

Melissa rolled her eyes.  “I don’t think so.  We get into fights all the time, and John always knows what the fight will be about.  It’s always about him.  He knows what’s going on, but that doesn’t help any.  God knows Alcoholics Anonymous didn’t help Michael.”

“You don’t understand.  His mind is playing tricks on him.  It’s like your friend Tanya, the one that used to be anorexic.  Even once she realized what was going on, she needed help to stop it.  And yelling at John all the time isn’t going to help him very much.”

“Perhaps I have been a bit too hard on John,” Melissa admitted.  “But he’ll have to start accepting more responsibility.”

“Fair enough,” Gary agreed.  “Just try to help him overcome his problems.”  He paused, momentarily lost in thought.  “Sweetheart, I know you have great instincts.  You know what you have to do now.  Be the binding force that keeps the family together.”

“I don’t know if I can do it.”

“Of course you can!  I have faith in you.  I love you, Melissa.  Don’t ever forget that.”

“I won’t,” she said, a tear in her eye.  “I love you too.”

“Goodbye,” he said.  He turned away from her and walked off towards the horizon until he blinked out of sight.

* * *

John was becoming very annoyed.  He kept tapping his foot, waiting for an answer from the old lady that would never come.  In a reckless attempt to get her attention, he started to shake her by the shoulder.  Suddenly, she leaned forward and tipped out of the bench.  She hit the ground with a loud CRACK!  Her head broke off and started to roll slowly down the path.  John had been completely clueless to the fact that he had been talking to a statue.  To him, she had appeared just like a person, and she had answered him.  Of course, the fact that she was completely stone-gray should have given him a hint.  He looked around him with a sense of confusion.  Everything else was the same grey color as the statue.  John felt vaguely like he had fallen into a black-and-white movie.  The building he had woken up in, the ground, and even the tree next to the bench had all been painted gray.  The only colors visible were the blues of the sky and ocean and the golden beach.  That old lady had gone through a lot of trouble to make the island look drab and industrial, but she couldn’t completely control nature.

As John continued to look around him, he felt overwhelmed with a feeling of dread and depression.  The place is totally deserted, he thought.  How am I ever going to get out of here?  He looked out into the seemingly-endless ocean, but he couldn’t make out any coastlines.  He was still upset with the old lady for putting him here.  Perhaps the gambling was a little out of control, but why would she want to trap him here?  If he stayed here, he’d never see his family again.  Well then, I can’t just stand here doing nothing!  I’ll make a fire to attract a passing boat.  He tried to break some branches off the tree and cursed loudly; not only did the tree look like stone, it was made of stone.  Realizing there was nothing else he could do, John shuffled towards the beach.  He figured he could at least wave frantically or something.

Five steps onto the beach, John’s stomach felt like it fell three feet.  This “beach” was really quicksand.  John knew it was all over, but waved and screamed anyway out of vain hope.  As John began to sink deeper, he started to hear muffled voices.  “Shit!” he yelled.  Everybody else that was on the island has already sunk in the quicksand, he realized.  And some of them are still alive!  He tried to scream again, but his mouth filled with sand.  He started choking, and as his head sank below the surface, everything faded out.

