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And when he reaches the end of the road, and no extra miles come to bide his time, and the compass in his hand ceases to guide him faithfully down his misdirected route, and the fading ink on his map keeps his whereabouts a secret, he will think to himself, this is it. The end of the line will draw near, and the wanderer will dwell-

Mr. Rockwell is at his typewriter, in turmoil with pained fingers and strained eyes when three knocks rap at his front door. The incessant sound of clicking keys halts, and a moment of silence settles throughout the entire house. He waits, but there is no second knock.

“It’s the evening, for Heaven’s sake,” he grunts through parted lips. With an unfinished story sitting at his fingertips and his mind spit-firing ideas, Mr. Rockwell flicks his attention back to the typewriter.

-regretfully, wishing he could have savoured the last few moments of the journey. The permanence of the ride’s end now a reminder that he must go hom-

Three knocks. Again. Louder. 

“Somebody better be dying!” Mr. Rockwell rises from his chair and briskly leaves his desk. The cottage’s floorboards creak beneath his steps as he trudges to the front door. Never in his eighty-six years of living has he ever had to stop writing for such disturbances. 

When he yanks the front door open, a rush of cool air disrupts the stillness of the house, sending loose pages about the room. 

Not four feet from the open door stands a young boy. 

Pleased to have caught Mr. Rockwell’s attention, he opens his mouth to speak.

“Walk with me.” 

The hinges of Mr. Rockwell’s mouth draw open in shock at his impoliteness.

“Pardon me?” The old man says.

The boy’s demanding presence is unwavering as he stands firm with his arms behind his back, trench boots planted on the wooden porch. He dismisses Mr. Rockwell’s confusion and waits for a response. 

The boy wears well-fitting trousers and a button-down shirt that accentuates his slim build. The fedora that sits atop his head plasters down locks of hair over his dark eyebrows and casts a shadow across his deep-set features. From his left coat pocket hangs a 1920s pocket watch, a remarkably old gadget for the late eighties. 

“It’s getting rather late, Pierre; we must go,” the stranger tells him, offering him an arm.

Mr. Rockwell smacks it away.

“How do you know my name? Who are you, boy?”

“Please, sir.” 

Despite Mr. Rockwell’s suspicions, he cannot help but consider the request, hoping that it’ll bring the stranger’s departure nearer.

“If I walk with you, will you then leave me in peace?” 

“Utter peace,” he assures, turning to the stairs. The frail man reluctantly follows.

The pair begin their walk on the path that extends from the porch’s end, its trail meandering into the expanse of the yard. Before them, the garden appears to have adopted a new identity under the enveloping embrace of the sunset’s glow. Every bush, tree, and shrub a different colour than just hours earlier.

“I must ask, Pierre. Why do you think I am here?” The boy queries.

“I am without a clue, and all I know of you is what you know of me,” Mr. Rockwell responds nonchalantly.

The boy looks at Mr. Rockwell’s lowered face before probing him further.

“After all our years of wishing away the chaos of the world, we finally found ourselves far from it in a home in the countryside, and yet...” He pauses, tasting the words on his tongue, “We’ve never been more miserable.”

“What do you mean, boy? This is not your home, it is mine!” Mr. Rockwell demands, struck by the absurdity of his words.

“No, it is ours. We had a dream, remember?” He pauses, “Twenty years old. Failed author, wanting to escape the world that chewed us up and spat us out.”

Mr. Rockwell tries on the image, imagining himself.

“Here.” The young man removes his hat. The remaining daylight that swims through the trees reaches his face, revealing his youthful features. The sudden revelation hits Mr. Rockwell with staggering disbelief as recognition settles in.

“I feel as if I know you...” Mr. Rockwell ponders aloud, studying his face.

“Because you did once. You were me,” he continues to explain gently, “I am but an apparition of your past. I am an anchor in time which you have roamed far from, and I am here to show you how far you’ve come.” 

Mr. Rockwell looks at him confused, “Why?” 

“Dusk is near, as is your journey’s end,” his voice is laced with sympathy.

Pierre stops strolling to think. 

“I am... not ready,” the old man remarks.

“We never need be. Death is patient, though it is not above inevitability, and it will not wait for our readiness.”  

Mr. Rockwell’s expression becomes glum as he remembers his life, suddenly feeling regretful. He remembers being twenty, alone, and naïvely navigating a world that rejected his dream to become a writer.

He recalls his detachment from the rest of the world when he fled to the countryside. How the relationships he once had became backlogged memories through which he drew inspiration from for his stories. Writing became a refuge, a distraction from the complexities of his life and his unwillingness to confront them. 

“I have not... Finished my story. I must achieve more,” he says defeatedly.

Young Pierre listens, nodding solemnly. 

“Life is not measured in achievements, but rather, the innumerable fleeting moments in every day. Your writing is evidence that you have lived,” the tall man gestures for them to continue strolling. “Without everything you have seen and done, you could not have written stories with such authenticity and passion. Your life is made of a million tiny tales.” 

The elderly man nods slowly, creases of his frown ironing flat as he breathes out.

He whispers a word of gratitude to his company but is met with the familiar silence that has accompanied him for decades, and for the first time, it is a comfortable silence.

He thinks of every ending he has ever written and finds it strange to face his own. 

Above him, the fading sky is a beautiful colour. 

Cool air kisses his skin, as worn as book pages touched by the continuum of time.

He continues down the path that ends where only the earth can tell, and he will stop where overgrown ivy kisses vine in reunion and the flowers gather around to dance in celebration. 

This is it, he will think. The end of the line has drawn near. 

His story’s ending, the proof that he existed. 
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