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For the seekers





That the river is everywhere at the same time, at the source and at the mouth, at the waterfall, at the ferry, at the current, in the ocean and in the mountains, everywhere and that the present only exists for it, not the shadow of the past nor the shadow of the future. 
Hermann Hesse, Siddhartha





Chapter One

The moment everything changed wasn’t the dark December night when, at age sixteen, I left home on foot carrying little more than a change of clothes and a photo of my girlfriend; it was nearly six months earlier, on a sun-soaked Cape Cod beach, when I watched my best friend, John Delaney—a healthy, strong kid in the prime of his life—get swept away by a riptide and drown before the lifeguards could even make it to the shoreline. That was the day I stopped believing in God.

John was everything I wasn’t. Back when we were in grade school, I’d just stand by and watch while the bullies at Saint Louis School terrorized the scholarship kids because their families were poor, because they never had new shoes or backpacks—terrified that if I stood up to them they’d turn on me, too. 

I’d look the other way when they’d harass the girls, lifting up their skirts on the playground, chasing them until they cried. But not John. John, who was practically half my size, would go at those bastards with both fists swinging, and he didn’t care who saw.

He was better at sports than I was, too. John was like lightning on the football field, always getting picked for quarterback. He never got jealous, either. When his girlfriend, Kate, broke up with him to go out with some guy from another school last year he just shrugged it off and said he hoped she would be happy.

Two days before I left home, fluffy bits of snow swirled on the breeze. They landed on the street without a sound, disappearing almost instantly into dark stains. At three-thirty that afternoon the O’Connors next door turned on their Christmas lights. It’s so dark in December here in the northeastern corner of Massachusetts that you have to turn your lights on early.

I was up in my room trying to chat with Cecile, my girlfriend, on my laptop—a decrepit piece of crap I’d inherited from my brother Henri. Mrs. Benoit, my mother, had taken my cell phone away the day before because I’d refused to go to Mass for the fourth week in a row. In my family at least, skipping out on church is pretty much the worst offense you can commit besides actually killing someone.

I used to go to Mass all the time. I never really thought about it. It was just something that everyone always did. But after John died I sort of realized there was no point in going. If God actually existed, he never would have taken John instead of me.

I tried explaining this to my dad a few weeks after John’s funeral, one afternoon when I was sitting out back on our patio feeling depressed that school was starting soon and John wouldn’t be there. 

My dad has always been more reasonable about religion than my mother. He goes through the motions, but I don’t think he’s all that religious. I’m pretty sure he just goes along with what Mrs. Benoit wants because it’s easier and, I’m sure, to set a good example or whatever. I know this because I’ve heard them arguing about going to Mass. Sometimes my dad thinks we should take a break from it, maybe all go out to breakfast as a family instead, actually talk to each other, but somehow that never happens.

My dad listened to what I had to say but even at the time I knew talking to him was pointless. He just nodded and put his hand on my shoulder, saying it made sense that I would feel betrayed by God considering that my best friend had just died and the traumatic circumstances and everything. He suggested that I read some book he picked up about faith and loss, one of those lame self-help books you see in the church bookstore. My dad would do anything to keep peace with my mother.

I believed in God when I was a little kid. Sister Marie, my religion teacher at Saint Louis School, used to have us sit in a circle on the rug. She’d read us picture books about the life of Jesus and the miracles of the saints. Once, after Sister Marie told us about the eight beatitudes—you know, “blessed are the poor in spirit” and all that—I drew a picture of Jesus standing on top of a rainbow. His arms were stretched out, and in his hands he held about ten ice cream cones, all in different flavors, because, I figured, what could show Jesus’s love better than him offering poor, hungry children ice cream? I loved that picture. I had it hanging on the wall in my bedroom for about five years.

It was in sixth grade, when we learned about the Holocaust, that I began to have my doubts about Jesus, but I still believed the sisters at Saint Louis when they told us how much God loved us. I thought it was something I would understand better when I was older.

The day John died we were staying with his parents at their place in North Truro. They have a sweet house right on Cape Cod Bay. John and I decided to go over to Race Point in Provincetown, right at the tip of the Cape, to go body surfing in the huge waves they have over there. One minute we were standing beside each other, waist-deep in the water, laughing it up over some dude wearing an orange Speedo. The next thing I knew, a big wave came and knocked us both flat and bowled me over like a kitten. Somehow, I remembered you’re supposed to swim sideways to get out of a riptide. The ocean spit me out fifty yards down the beach. It took them eighteen hours to find John’s body.

Father Michel, the priest who did John’s funeral, tried talking to me about John dying but it was kind of obvious that he didn’t know much more about why God had let him drown than anyone else. After that, I was pretty much convinced that the whole religion thing was a load of bull. Besides, I’m an A student in honors biology. I’m pretty sure it’s scientifically impossible to transform a wafer into part of someone’s body.

The display on Henri’s old laptop kept blinking and the chat window wouldn’t load, so I slammed the keyboard with my fist. The machine hopped up on the desk and landed with a thwack. The screen went black, but then, like one of Sister Marie’s miracles, a chat window popped up, all yellow and cheerful.

“Finally. Jesus.”

My friends think it’s nuts, but I’m totally in love with Cecile. I would marry her if we were old enough.

I typed:

ErnieB Cecile?

CC Where have u been? I called you like 10 times.

ErnieB Mrs. Benoit took my phone away

CC That’s crazy. What for?

ErnieB Skipped Mass again. And guess what? No Xmas for me this year either.

CC ???

ErnieB No gifts. No turkey. Home alone all day. Since I don’t believe in God I’m not supposed to celebrate it.

CC Srsly? My mom’s a Buddhist & she celebrates Xmas.

ErnieB Yep, Mrs. Benoit told Henri, Joe and Bit not to get me anything

CC Shit. My mom’s home. :( Have to go study for my math test. See you in school tmrw?

ErnieB See u at breakfast

CC Love u

ErnieB Love u 2

I had homework to do, too, but I didn’t much care. I was in the highest-level classes they offered at Sainte Therese High School and got pretty good grades without actually trying very hard. 

When I looked down at the computer, I saw that the screen was frozen again.

“Damn it!”

I picked up the computer and slammed it down on the desk.

“What was that?” Mrs. Benoit called from the hallway.

“Nothing. God.”

The radiator by the window hissed like a cobra. Mrs. Benoit cracked open my bedroom door.

“Ernest Loyola Benoit, don’t you dare speak that way in this house.” Mrs. Benoit is almost six feet tall; all of us are pretty tall, to tell you the truth, except for my twin sister, Bit—short for Beatrice—who has never grown taller than five-two, which, now that I think of it, is also kind of where the name Bit came from.

Bit and I have always been really close. I can tell her things that I can’t tell anyone else. She knows things about me that even John didn’t know, like how I’m terrified of spiders—if you’re a guy, it’s not exactly the sort of thing you want to share with your buddies. Ever since we were babies, whenever I’d spot a spider Bit would be right there to get rid of the goddamn thing. She always knows when I’m sad, too, even if I’m smiling and no one else can tell. Sometimes we sit together for hours because we like each other’s company. We don’t even have to talk.

Mrs. Benoit had one hand near the top of the doorjamb and the other perched on her hip. “Don’t look at me like that. You’re in enough trouble as it is. Bit and I are going to the mall to do some Christmas shopping. I’d appreciate it if you would empty the dishwasher.”

“Fine,” I said.

I started calling my mother by her formal married name in the sixth grade. Back then she used to volunteer to serve the American chop suey, or whatever the crap was that they used to feed us, a few days a week during the lunch period at school. All the kids called her Mrs. Benoit, and the name just sort of stuck after a while. My friends would ask me things like: “Is Mrs. Benoit picking up you from school today? Do you think we could get a ride?” And I’d say: “Yeah, sure, I don’t think Mrs. Benoit will mind.” The name suits her, especially considering the way she’s always trying to come across as all prim and proper to people.

Mrs. Benoit sells real estate part-time. She tells everyone that she likes the job because she can set her own hours and make time to “be with family.” Personally, I think she likes it because she gets to wear designer outfits and show off her new Audi coupe. She tells people that the commission she earns from selling houses goes straight to Bit’s and my tuition at Saint T’s. I have no idea what she’s talking about because Bit and I both have academic scholarships. 

Once, last year, I asked Mrs. Benoit if she could quit her real estate job if Bit and I transferred to public school—thinking it might give her more time to work on her craft projects or whatever. She pulled her reading glasses down her nose and looked at me, wide eyed, like I’d suggested we start selling methamphetamines to toddlers. 

Before she turned to leave my room—she just couldn’t stop herself—Mrs. Benoit said, “Your father and I have been talking. As long as you continue to insist that you’re an atheist, which I truly hope is a phase, we don’t think you should be spending time with Cecile. I have a feeling it’s that girl—and her mother—who have been putting those ideas in your head.”

I started to say something because this idea was not only wrong but completely ridiculous considering the actual reason why I felt the way I did. Mrs. Benoit had trouble accepting the idea that it was John’s death that made me realize that the whole God thing was a load of crap because if she had she might have had to admit that I had a point. 

She cut me off. “Henri will be coming home from school tomorrow afternoon for Christmas break. And Joe and Annie will be here on Wednesday. I’d like you to strip the beds in the guest room and put on clean sheets. They could use vacuuming, too.”

Joe is my oldest brother. Joseph. The perfect son. He’d gotten married the previous summer to Annie O’Hare, the very first girl he’d met as a freshman at Holy Cross. They had a huge church wedding. Huge and church being the operative words. Henri and I were two of twelve groomsmen, all of us lined up like penguins by the altar at the Cathedral of Saint Paul. After the ceremony, Annie and Joe released two-dozen white doves on the steps of the church. Real, live birds. Which, if you ask me, is animal abuse. 

Mercifully, Mrs. Benoit finally shut the door. If she seriously expected me to stop seeing Cecile, she had another thing coming. I picked up Henri’s hand-me-down laptop and hurled it across the room, hoping it would smash into a thousand pieces. Its corner struck the pillow on my unmade bed, and it landed with a soft plop on the mattress.

Cecile is a freshman at Saint T’s, a year younger than me. I’ve known her since we were kids at Saint Louis School. She’s cute as anything and sweet, too. The main problem, as far as my parents are concerned, is that Cecile’s mother is a Buddhist. She has an altar all set up in the middle of their living room. Also, she’s a vegan, which my parents for some reason think means she’s some kind of communist sympathizer. There’s a bumper sticker on her Prius that says, “Does Your Food Have a Face?” Even worse, she’s never been married. Cecile’s father is an investment banker in Philadelphia; she’s only met him a couple of times, but he’s happy to pay her Saint T’s tuition.

The other problem, which rivals Buddhism in significance, is that Mrs. Benoit is all but convinced that Cecile and I are having sex—and that Cecile’s mother knows and lets us do it. Mrs. Benoit has never actually come out and said this, mind you, but when she does things like offer to host a New Year’s Eve party at our house for all my friends—which she recently did, after Cecile’s mom had already agreed to host one—you can bet your ass that’s why.

The hilarious thing about it is that we’re not actually doing anything. Cecile wants to stay a virgin until she’s eighteen. We talked about it, and it’s OK with me.

~

“Hi, Ern.” Cecile sat down next to me in the school cafeteria the next morning. She had a bowl of oatmeal on her tray, all steamy, which is what she always has for breakfast. She kissed me on the cheek, just below my left eye, which I thought was kind of sweet.

“Hey,” I said.

“My mom said you can come over to our house for Christmas if your parents are going to act like jerks.” Cecile set her plastic spoon down on the tray. “When are they going to get over it and just let you be you?”

“Maybe when I’m fifty and they’re dead. Mrs. Benoit told me last night that as long as I ‘insist’ on being an atheist I can’t see you anymore. She thinks it’s your fault. So, Christmas at your house is pretty much out of the question.”

Cecile wrinkled her forehead. “That’s such bullshit. I haven’t done anything wrong. Neither have you.”

I slipped my arm around Cecile’s shoulders, pulling her close. Her hair smelled like raspberries.

Later that afternoon, the school’s four hundred students filed into the auditorium for the weekly Advent prayer service. Strung up on wires, a gigantic evergreen wreath, replete with a plum-colored bow, appeared to be floating above the stage. Swags made from boxwood branches had been slung along the aisles by one of the school’s janitors. A few of the football players wore red Santa hats. Mrs. DuBois, Saint T’s principal, motioned sternly for the boys to remove them before making her way up to the stage.

The service was being led by the sophomore class, so Bit and I had to sit in the front row. Cecile snuck down from where the freshmen were sitting and slipped into an empty seat next to me. Missy Provencher, the president of Saint T’s drama club, who honestly looked kind of like a turtle, stood up on stage beside the podium. Three other girls, none of whom I could actually stand, stood behind her, waiting for their turns to read.

Mrs. DuBois stepped up to the podium. “It looks like we’re short one person. Can I please have a volunteer from grade ten to light the candles?”

A skinny girl with glasses, seated at the end of the front row, raised her hand.

“Thank you, Beth, but I think it would be nice if we had a young man. We have several young ladies up here already. Ernest, how about you?”

Mrs. Dubois looked right at me.

“Just do it,” Cecile whispered. “It’s just a freaking candle.”

Bit kicked me in the foot and bugged her eyes out as if to say: Do it, you total fucking idiot.

“I can’t, Mrs. DuBois. I’m sorry,” I said. 

A loud murmur rose up from the rows of students seated behind us.

“Why is that, Mr. Benoit? Is there something wrong with your legs?” 

Cecile pinched my arm. Hard. Her pink fingernails bit into my bicep, right through my scratchy, poor-quality uniform sweater.

“Because, Mrs. DuBois,” I said, “I don’t believe in Our Lord Jesus Christ. It wouldn’t be right for me to do it.”

The murmurs turned into gasps. Mrs. DuBois spoke again. “Please be quiet, everyone. Ernest, please come to my office after school today. Mr. O’Malley,” she pointed to a moon-faced, ginger-haired kid a few seats down from me who I had never heard say more than two words. “Please come up here and light the candles so we can begin.”

When I got to Mrs. DuBois’ office that afternoon, the first thing I saw was Mrs. Benoit sitting in one of the waiting area’s overstuffed chairs. I plopped my backpack down on the floor and sat down next to her without saying a word.

Under her breath, so the girls working behind the desk wouldn’t hear, Mrs. Benoit said, “I hope I don’t need to tell you how embarrassed I am.” She sighed and dropped her hands to her lap. “I have a million things to do before Christmas. We have a lot to discuss when we get home.” 

~

I slammed my mug of hot cocoa down on Mrs. Benoit’s granite countertop. I have no idea why it didn’t break. “You can’t be serious. There’s no way I’m going to some lame all-boys boarding school all the way up in Holderness, New Hampshire. You can’t make me.”

“Your father has already called and made the arrangements. You start the week after New Year’s,” Mrs. Benoit said calmly. “It’s for your own good. We know what a hard time you’ve had since John died. We think you could really benefit from making a fresh start someplace, at a school where you and John weren’t together.”

“You’ll make friends. You’ll see. A lot of important people have gone to Saint Ignatius: CEOs, congressmen.” My father, an accountant with the rounded shoulders of a man who sits at a desk for a living, stood in the doorway between the kitchen and dining room.

“Dad, are you serious? Do you think I care about that stuff? I have plenty of friends here. And what about the fact that you’re not so religious yourself? I doubt you’d go to Mass either if Mom didn’t expect you to.”

My father flashed me an exasperated look, as if to say there was nothing he could do.

“So that’s it, then? I’m not like you so you’re sending me away? Don’t you even care that I have good grades? If I keep my GPA up, I could be in the top ten when I graduate. Don’t make me do this. I want to stay at Saint T’s. I’ll even go to Mass if it’s that big of a deal. Please.”

“Saint Ignatius is an excellent school, very competitive. The only reason they agreed to take you on such short notice is because of your grades. You should be proud of that,” my father said. 

Sometimes I wondered what planet he was on.

“What about Cecile? I can’t just leave her.”

“Oh, I think you can,” said Mrs. Benoit. “I have a feeling you’ll find being away from that girl for a while will change your perspective on things.”

I stomped up the stairs to my room. More than anything, I wanted to be with Cecile, to hear her voice and inhale the scent of her fruity shampoo. Besides Bit, she was the only person I could really talk to. 

I flipped the lid up on Henri’s crappy laptop and typed a message into the chat window. 

ErnieB My parents are sending me away to an all-boys boarding school after Xmas break

Outside, the O’Connors’ Christmas lights blinked and twinkled like two thousand drunken fairies.

I stared out at the lights and drifting snow and considered my options. I could suck it up and be shipped off to lame-land Saint Ignatius. I could beg and plead with my parents to reconsider (not a likely scenario considering that once Mrs. Benoit makes a decision, even the Archangel Gabriel would have a hard time changing her mind), or I could try kissing their butts. Go to Mass and act like I’m sorry. The thing is, though, I wasn’t sorry. I’m sixteen years old and I know what I believe.

When there was no reply from Cecile, I typed:

ErnieB I’m out of here tonight. I’m going away for a week or two. I need to do something to show them they’re wrong. They’ll miss me and see how stupid it is trying to send me away. I love you. Will call you when I can. Don’t worry.

At two o’clock the next morning, I was in Mrs. Benoit’s pantry, searching through boxes of Wheat Chex and Bisquick for my cell phone. Mrs. Benoit thought she was smart stashing things in the kitchen, but I had gotten wise to her hiding places over the years. After a few minutes, I found the phone and its charger tucked inside a box of granola bars.

I stuffed the phone into the front pocket of my jeans and zipped the charger into my backpack. I’d packed only the essentials: an extra pair of jeans, a sweater, underwear, deodorant, a toothbrush, and a pair of wool socks. I took Henri’s ski gloves from the hall closet and found the scarf that our Mémé had knit for Joe last Christmas. I shoved my feet into my snow boots and wondered if I should take a pair of sneakers, too. I tucked a snapshot of Cecile, taken at a pool party the summer before, and my iPod into the pack’s interior pouch. The last thing I put in was a quahog shell I’d found on the beach the morning that John died. It was all I had left of our last day together. Having it made me feel like he was with me somehow.

I bought a bus ticket to Manhattan online with what was left of a gift card I’d gotten for my birthday. All kinds of people lived in New York. It would be a good place to get lost for a while. The bus left Galloway’s city depot at four a.m.

I had sixty-three dollars saved from my summer job stocking shelves at Berkeley’s Farm Market—not much at all when you consider all the crap I had to put up with at that place. I double-checked my wallet to make sure it was all still there. It was going to have to last for a week or so.

I thought about leaving a note for Bit but decided it was too risky. If one of my parents found it the police were sure to come after me before the bus even left the station. Hell, Bit might even call the police herself.

I slipped out onto the screen porch and into the garage, deciding that leaving through the garage’s side door would make the least amount of noise.

The air was fresh and cold, stinging the inside of my nose. My boots squeaked and crunched across the snow on the back patio, which made me wonder what living in a place like Alaska or Norway must be like—where it’s always cold. 

In New York I thought I might be able to get a job helping out at a store for the holidays or selling Christmas trees. If I had to, I’d find a soup kitchen—like the one where Mrs. Benoit was always volunteering—to eat my meals. It wouldn’t be long, I figured, until my parents came to their senses and realized what total assholes they were being, and then I would come home.

Halfway down the street, I turned and looked back at my house. The windows were dark except for the upstairs bathroom, where Mrs. Benoit kept a nightlight plugged in. For about two seconds, I wondered if I was making a mistake. I wished I was a little kid again, sitting in my room on Christmas Eve waiting for Santa to come, praying to the ice cream cone Jesus that he’d bring me something good.

Galloway’s bus depot is a squat 1950s-era building. Its exterior is covered with textured concrete panels that, from a distance, look like giant ocean waves. A three-story parking garage is attached to the building’s right side. Behind it run tracks that belong to the Boston commuter train.

As I walked toward the building, I stuck to the edges of the parking lot, avoiding the streetlights. The fewer people who saw me, the better, I figured. The wind picked up, and light snow began to whirl across the pewter sky, making me glad when I reached the front entrance.

The ticket agent was a huge fat guy wearing a colossal green pullover sweater. He sat perched on a stool that, frankly, looked way too rickety for him. He was busy rubbing the silver parts off a pile of scratch cards with a quarter, creating a small hill of shavings on the desk. Several scratch cards had already been tossed into the steel trash can beside the stool, leading me to believe that his luck wasn’t running.

I showed him the printout I’d made of my bus ticket.

“Over there.” He pointed to a mass of depressed-looking people gathered by a set of glass doors. “Bus will be here in fifteen. Give that to the driver.”





Chapter Two

The thing about traveling by bus is that you can come across just about any kind of person. Sure, a lot of the passengers seem pretty destitute, and more than a few of them look like they could be drug dealers, but there’s also usually at least one friendly lady who will give you a tissue from her purse if you need it. Oftentimes there is also someone close to my own age that I can talk to. The bus is also very culturally diverse. People of all ages and colors ride it, which Mrs. Benoit would not like one bit, and on the morning I left for New York that made me like the bus even more.

I sat down next to a dark-skinned woman with a plastic grocery bag in her lap. I couldn’t tell what was in the bag, but it looked kind of lumpy. Maybe it was a present for one of her kids or something. Christmas was only twelve days away. 

She looked to me like she could have been Indian or maybe Pakistani. She was wearing sandals, even though it was about eight degrees out. She had a knit scarf wrapped around her shoulders as if that would somehow offset the sandals. I wondered if Indian or Pakistani people even celebrated Christmas. Maybe the thing in the bag was something practical, like a real pair of shoes.

The woman looked at me without saying anything, then turned and stared straight ahead. I took my cell phone out of my pocket to see what time it was, but the battery was dead. All that time in the pantry had done the thing in. I turned to the lady and asked her for the time.

She looked at me like I was an axe murderer.

I asked her two more times before it dawned on me that she didn’t understand English.

After we’d been on the bus for about two hours it started to snow. I know I mentioned that it was snowing before, but that was just flurries. This was snow for real. The kind where you can’t see three feet past the window—what the weather guy calls a “white out.” At first it was no big deal, but after about twenty minutes you could feel the wheels slipping a bit on the road. The bus swayed back and forth, like a subway car does when the train’s going too fast. I had no idea where we even were. It was too snowy to see the road signs.

I tried to lie back and close my eyes. The heater below the seat in front of me gushed hot, moist air. Buses drove through snow all the time. Pretty soon we’d be in New York and everything would be fine.

I must have fallen asleep because I didn’t see the crash coming.

The bus was all over the road, zigzagging from one side to the other like some psychotic amusement park ride. Outside, the blizzard raged like a white monsoon. It was impossible to tell how deep the snow was or even to see where the road ended and the landscape began. Our right front tire hit the guardrail, sending us careening into the opposite lane and into the path of oncoming traffic.

With a deafening boom and passengers’ screams filling the cabin, the bus flipped over onto its side, perpendicular to the road. Everyone and everything slammed from one side of the bus to the other, like an angry toddler had picked the whole thing up and thrown it across the room. The lights went out. And then, everything was quiet.

After a few minutes, the people who were able to move checked on one another and began searching for their things, sifting through the bags and coats, coffee cups, and wrapped Christmas gifts that had been scattered throughout the bus.

The Indian or Pakistani lady was slumped over, not moving. I touched her on the shoulder to try and rouse her, but she didn’t stir. “Hey,” I said. “Hey, there’s been an accident. We need to get off the bus.”

I was seated in an emergency row, which I hadn’t paid any attention to before. I decided the best way to help the lady, to help everyone, was to get off the bus and see what could be done. I reached over the lady’s head to open the window. Her plastic bag had fallen to the floor. Inside was a baby doll with brown skin. Its porcelain head was cracked in two.

I managed to get the emergency exit open wide enough so that I could squeeze through, which is no easy feat when you’re six-foot-three. The other passengers were crying and moaning. I heard one guy on his cell phone. It sounded like he was talking to someone at 911.

“I don’t know where we are. It’s a Peter Pan bus. En route to New York. The driver’s unconscious …”

I found my backpack and shoved it out the window. I stuck my head out. My leg hurt, but it didn’t feel like it was broken. Wet snow pelted my face and arms. It froze my cheeks pink and made it impossible to see.

I’d made it out the window and picked up my backpack by the time I saw the headlights. At first I thought it was the police or an ambulance, but after a few seconds I knew it wasn’t. 

The next thing I knew, I was being dragged through a cornfield by my armpits, the heels of my boots digging long, meandering trenches in the snow. The blizzard had stopped. In its place, tiny flakes of ice rained down like swarming flies. The sky was the grayish-white color of wood smoke. The air smelled like gasoline and cold.

“Do you want me to take a turn, Daryl?” I heard a woman’s voice.

“I got him, Ma. It’s not that much farther.”

I began to wonder if I might be dead or would be soon.

“He might be the only one left alive,” said the woman. “That semi hit ‘em head on, slammed right into the gas tank. Fire ball was big as the 7-Eleven.”

When I came to, I was in a cabin, more of a shack really: a heap of bare logs and scrap lumber barely held together by roofing nails and Tyvek House Wrap. I was lying on a sagging couch in front of a wood stove. I was glad to be warm, but my right side hurt like hell. My leg was throbbing. Someone had wrapped warm, damp bath towels around my hands and feet. A brown tabby cat the size of a beagle was curled up on my chest. 

I tried to sit up.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” In the chair across from me sat a rail-thin woman dressed in a hot pink sweat suit. Her dirty blonde hair was pulled back into an anemic ponytail. She had a lit cigarette clenched between the index and middle fingers of her right hand.

“You’re lucky you’re not dead. You would have frozen to death if I didn’t find you.”

One of her front teeth was discolored, dark like the bottom of an old coffee cup.

Searing pain shot through my hip, making my eyes tear up. I set my head back down.

“The explosion threw you clear of the bus. You were damn close to the middle of the field. No footprints around either, so I know you didn’t walk there. It’s some kind of miracle that you ain’t dead.”

I wanted to ask her where I was. But when I opened my mouth to speak, no words came out. Just a weak croaking sound. I don’t think I’ve ever been so thirsty.

The woman didn’t appear to notice. She just kept talking. “I was coming home from my shift at the diner, eleven to seven, which isn’t even really my shift. I was covering for Karen Doherty—she’s pregnant again and not feeling too well—and God knows I could use the money. It was slow as hell because of the storm. I left an hour early. Took a shortcut through the field and there you were. Half dead. You might lose a couple toes. I tried fixing ‘em up, but there’s no telling the outcome with frostbite.”

At least that explained the towels.

The woman stubbed out her cigarette in a copper-colored ashtray shaped like Mickey Mouse’s head. “My name’s Bonnie Smolak. This used to be our farm, all the way back to my great-great-grandfather. We had to sell a couple of years ago, but the new owner lets me and Daryl stay in the cabin. Daryl’s my son. He’s the one that carried you in. You want something to drink?”

I guessed Bonnie to be in her late thirties, maybe early forties. But it was actually pretty hard to tell how old she was. The light in the cabin was bad, for one thing. She had serious crow’s feet and looked like she probably spent too much time in the sun, but her eyes had a nice sparkle to them. 

“Let me know if you’re cold. Daryl put some extra wood on for you. We don’t have regular heat here or electricity or anything. Don’t even have a phone, otherwise I would have called an ambulance for you or something. I usually use the phone at the diner. I can take you into town once Daryl’s done fixing the transmission in the truck. He’s been waiting to get enough money for the part. He got laid off from his job at the plastics plant a couple of months ago. He used to make those big storage bins you buy at Walmart, you know, the ones with the snap-on lids.”

“I was going to New York,” I managed to say.

“New York, huh? Well, you’re in the Berkshires now. Blackwell Falls, near the New York State border. You’ve got a ways to go to get to New York City—that bus of yours was way off track. Probably because of the storm. I’m surprised someone hasn’t come around looking for you. They must have figured out by now there’s a person missing.”

The next time I woke up, I was sweating. My face was stuck to the pillowcase and my hair was damp. If I moved even a little, every bone in my body felt like it was about to crack. Even worse, I had to pee so badly I thought I was going to let loose right there on the couch. I struggled to my feet, holding onto the chair beside the wood stove for balance.

“I’m not supposed to let you walk around.” Daryl came in from the kitchen, a concerned look on his long face.

“I have to go to the bathroom,” I said, wincing as Daryl helped me stand up straight.

A small artificial Christmas tree had been set up on a card table in the corner of the room, a white bath towel spread beneath it to make a sort of skirt. In addition to regular ornaments, the red plastic tops from milk bottles and pictures cut from magazines had been attached to bent paper clips and hung on the wire branches.

“I’ll get your boots,” Daryl said. “Sit down.”

My bladder felt like it was going to rupture as I sat down in the metal folding chair beside the stove. Beads of sweat formed on my forehead as Daryl came over with my boots and a pair of white athletic socks. He unwrapped the towels on my feet.

“Toes look good,” he said. “You’re lucky you had these boots on.” 

Carefully, he unrolled the cotton socks and tugged them onto my damp feet. “I hope you don’t mind. These socks are mine. Yours are wet. We can’t go to the laundry until we get the truck fixed.”

“Why do I need socks and boots to go to the bathroom?” 

“Ma didn’t tell you? We have a privy. I gotta take you outside.”

Daryl looked like he was about eighteen, at least a few years older than me. His black T-shirt hung like a tent from his wiry frame, making his arms look skinnier than they really were. He was about six inches shorter than me and had the pale look of a person who could use a cheeseburger. His hair, the same dirty blond as his mother’s, hung down below his shirt collar in the back. He hadn’t shaved in a couple of days, or maybe he was trying to grow a beard. It was hard to tell.

The trek through the snow to the outhouse wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be because Daryl had shoveled a path. But the wind was frigid. The hairs inside my nose froze solid after we’d been outside for less than ten seconds.

Daryl waited for me outside the latrine door—after I’d spent half a minute convincing him that I would be OK by myself. I’d never been in an outhouse before. It wasn’t really as bad as you’d think, but that could be because I was never so happy to pee in my entire life. When I was finished, I stood there staring at the raw plywood wall. You could still sort of smell the lumberyard on it, woodsy green with a trace of chemicals. I wondered if Cecile had ever been in an outhouse. I decided I’d tell her about it as soon as I could use my phone.

Bonnie came back later that afternoon with an armful of blue plastic Walmart bags. She knocked the snow from her boots by the front door and said, “Boys, we are going to have a proper meal tonight.”

She spent the next half hour opening cans and banging pots on the propane stove.

“I took a look at the paper at the store,” Bonnie said, not bothering to turn away from the stove. “Eighteen people died in that bus crash. The driver, too. Everyone on the damn bus—gone. One person’s missing. That’s you.” She pointed to me with her mixing spoon. “God must have a special plan for you to have thrown you clear of that explosion.”

I thought about the Indian or Pakistani woman and her broken doll. I didn’t think God had anything to do with it.

Bonnie started to say something else, then changed her mind and said, “Well, anyway, now that it looks like you’re going to live, why don’t you tell me something about yourself?” 

I didn’t want to tell her my real name. I was pretty sure Mrs. Benoit would have called the police by now, and that my picture was all over the news. I gave her my brother’s name instead. “My name’s Henri.”

“King Henry the Eighth!” Bonnie clanged her spoon on the side of the pot. She had changed out of her pink sweat suit into a pair of dark, straight-leg jeans that bagged on her like clown pants. The sleeves of her gray sweatshirt were pushed up over her elbows.

“Why you headed to New York, King Henry?” she said, lighting up a Kool. “You look a little young to be traveling by yourself.”

“I’m supposed to visit my cousins—for Christmas.”

We sat down to steaming bowls of baked beans with hotdog rounds mixed into them. On a dinner plate, Bonnie had arranged slices of white sandwich bread into a fan shape. A fresh stick of yellow margarine sat on a green Tupperware dish in the middle of the table.

“Who wants cheese?” Bonnie held up an orange cellophane-wrapped square. Daryl took a slice and laid it on top of his beans, breaking it up with the side of his spoon.

“I thought you had to work tonight?” Daryl said.

“I did, but I got Karen to cover for me. I thought it would be nice to have dinner with you and King Henry here.”

“I was just thinking maybe if you got enough tips we could get the part to fix the truck. You know, give Henry a lift someplace.”

Bonnie shrugged. “Lord knows we’ll never have enough money. Might as well enjoy the parts of life that we can.”

“How much is the part?” I asked.

“Fifty-eight dollars plus tax,” said Daryl. “I already saved up thirty from doing a few jobs on the farm. I had more than that, but I had to use some of it to buy rock salt because of the snow, and I gave some to Ma for groceries.”

That night, as I lay on the couch by the wood stove, my feet hanging off the end, I thought about Cecile and Bit and Henri, and even Mrs. Benoit, and hoped they weren’t too worried about me. I thought about the people on the bus burning to death, along with their bags of Christmas gifts. I started to say a prayer for their souls to go to heaven, but I stopped myself. 

My leg hurt, and I was lonely as hell, and I wished to God that I was someplace where I could charge my phone, where I could take a hot shower. I thought about the big Christmas tree in our living room at home, decorated with red glass balls and gold ribbons and how Bit and I used to do our homework by the glow of its tiny white lights.

~

In the morning, a police officer came.

I was showing Daryl how to play gin rummy at the kitchen table when there was a knock on the door.

Bonnie answered it. “Hey, Kelly. Surprise seeing you.”

“We’re looking for a missing boy. Runaway possibly,” Kelly said. “Have you seen him?” The cop handed Bonnie a photograph.

As far as I could tell, Kelly was a man.

I froze in place, cards fanned out in my left hand. 

Daryl gave me a funny look but didn’t say a word.

“Hmm,” Bonnie said. “Doesn’t look familiar, sorry.”

“Be sure to let us know if you see him. We think he might have been on that bus that wrecked the other night. Haven’t found a body.”

“Will do, Kelly. Tell Lisa we say hi.”

To this day, I have no idea why Bonnie didn’t give me away. She didn’t even ask me about it afterward. For all she knew, I could have been a crazy rapist serial killer, but she didn’t say a thing.

~

After a few more meals of hot dogs and beans and a whole lot of Advil, I was feeling a bit more like myself. So on my third day at the cabin, when Daryl said he was going over to the main farmhouse to help with a few chores, I volunteered to help. I was starting to go nuts sitting inside.

“You sure you want to do this?” he asked as we trudged through the thigh-high snow. “Dr. Baker is a good guy, but usually the stuff he needs done ends up being pretty hard work.”

“I’m feeling a little better,” I said. “It will be good to get outside for a while.” I was still pretty bruised and banged up, and my hip still hurt when I tried to walk, but I would have done anything to get out of that cabin.

Dr. Baker, the guy who’d bought the farm from Bonnie and Daryl, was a cardiologist who mostly came to the farm on weekends. His plan was to open a bed and breakfast, one of those “stay and work on the farm” deals where well-off city people pay good money to shovel chicken crap and gather eggs for their omelets—the kind of thing Mrs. Benoit would go nuts over.

The farmhouse was a vast old rambling place, painted white with black shutters on the windows. A ribbon of smoke curled out of its central chimney, giving the air a rich hickory smell. Three wooden steps led to a covered front porch that wrapped around the side of the house. A balsam wreath decorated with a red ribbon hung on the front door.

Seeing the house made me feel sad for Bonnie and Daryl.

“You used to live here?” I asked.

“Yep. Until two years ago. We couldn’t keep up with the taxes,” Daryl pointed to one of the second-floor windows. “That was my room.”

Dr. Baker came out onto the porch. I wanted to ask him if I could charge my phone inside, but I thought better of it almost right away. What if the phone rang? What if he listened to my voicemail? I pulled my hat further down onto my head, hoping he wouldn’t recognize me from the photo the police had been passing around.

“Good morning, boys.” Dr. Baker wore a neatly pressed pair of jeans and red flannel shirt tucked in at the waist. A speck of shaving cream clung to his cheek, just above his closely trimmed beard.

“I need you to clean out the back barn. We have to get it ready for the baby chicks this spring. There’s a Dumpster down there next to the building. Load up everything that looks like trash—which is most of the stuff in there. Set aside anything that might be useful, and I’ll come and take a look when you’re done.”

The back barn, as opposed to the main barn, I later learned, was located at the rear of the farm property, almost a quarter mile from the house. Daryl and I trudged through the snow past a thin stand of birch trees, their branches like dry bones. To the right of the barn stood a thicket of blackberry bushes, partially covered in snow.

“We’re getting a hundred bucks each for this job.” Daryl sounded happy as he pulled off his gloves and shoved them into the pocket of his canvas work coat.

“This place is a freaking mess,” I said, trying to ignore the pain in my hip. “Looks like it’s been thirty years since it was cleaned.”

Back home, I wouldn’t have gone near a job like this, but considering the circumstances I figured I could use a hundred dollars.

Rusting tractor parts, broken tools, and crooked stacks of wooden crates blocked the barn entrance. Even in the cold, the place smelled dusty as hell, like a hundred years’ worth of hay bales and farm dirt had been ground up in a blender and blown through an exhaust fan.

Daryl got started right away, grabbing the crates two and three at a time and tossing them out into the snow. For a skinny guy he was as strong as a bull. Fast, too. Since I was taller, I started grabbing the stuff that was too high for him to reach. After a few minutes, I began to feel warm. I pulled off my hat and stuffed it in my pocket.

We worked in silence for about half an hour until Daryl said, “So are you really the guy the cops are looking for? The runaway?”

This was not a question I’d been expecting, though I guess I should have been.

“Yeah. That’s me.” It wasn’t like I could lie after Kelly had shown Bonnie my picture.

“Well, if you don’t mind me asking, why’d you run away? Things tough at home?” 

Looking around the barn, then at Daryl—grime smeared across his cheek—suddenly I wasn’t sure. Attending a prestigious boarding school like Saint Ignatius was a stroll through the daisies compared to what Daryl and Bonnie had to deal with. Mrs. Benoit was most definitely a huge pain in the ass, but deep down, I guess, I knew she did the stuff she did because she thought it was best for me. If I told Daryl the truth, I was going to sound like a spoiled rich kid asshole, which, honestly, maybe I kind of was.

If I had been a better person, if I had been John Delaney, I would have told Daryl the truth. But all I could manage was, “It’s kind of a long story.” 

“That’s OK,” said Daryl. “I understand if you don’t want to talk about it.”

Hidden among the junk, we found the skeleton of a bird—probably a crow, Daryl said—an old leather dog collar with a brass tag on it that said “Lucky,” and a small brown sack of fine-looking, probably antique glass marbles. Daryl slipped the collar and the marbles into his pocket, saying his mom would be glad to have them back.

In all, it took us six hours to clean out the barn. By the time we finished, my leg and hip were killing me, and it was getting dark.

As we walked back to the farmhouse to get paid, the Dumpster behind us looked like an oversize porcupine in silhouette. Jagged boards, machinery, and broken tool handles stuck out from its opening like enormous spines. 

When we got back to the cabin, Bonnie was sitting on the edge of the sagging sofa, a lit cigarette in her hand. She’d switched back to the pink sweat suit she’d had on the day she saved my life.

“There’s trouble brewing, King Henry,” she said. “Dr. Baker was here this afternoon—while you boys were cleaning out the barn. He wanted to know who the boy was that was helping Daryl—said he looked an awful lot like the one that’s been on the news. I told him you were a friend of Daryl’s from the plastics plant, but I don’t think he bought it. He said you looked kinda young to be working at that place. Honest truth, you do. Not only that, you look like a kid that’s never had to work much—not that I mean that as an insult, understand.

“So, the thing is, Dr. Baker’s a very influential person. If he gets something in his head, he’s going to ask questions, and pretty soon old Kelly’s going to be back knocking at my door, looking for you. I hate to say it, King Henry, because I’m really starting to like having you around, and Christmas is coming up and all, but if I get caught with an underage runaway in my house I’m going to get into a lot of trouble, and that’s not something Daryl and I can afford right now.”

Bonnie exhaled with relief, as if the words had exhausted her. 

I sat down beside her on the couch. I didn’t like how thin she looked sitting there, a wisp of a human being, as if a strong wind could pick her up and carry her away.

“It’s OK, Bonnie. You and Daryl have done enough for me already. I can leave in the morning. I feel good enough to get back on the road.”

Early the next day, before the sun came up, I heard Bonnie in the kitchen.

“Packed a few things for you, King Henry, some snacks and whatnot.” My backpack was open on the kitchen table. “Daryl wanted me to give you this, too.” She took a plastic shopping bag from the counter and stuffed it into the pack before zipping it up. “He went down to the store to get the part for the truck. If you want you can wait until this afternoon to get going. It should be fixed by then and he can give you a ride someplace.”

I pictured Daryl getting pulled over by the police when they spotted me in the passenger seat. God knows the hilljack cops around there wouldn’t think twice about arresting the poor kid or at least giving him a pretty hard time.

“No, I think I’m going to walk. Fresh air will be good for me.”

A half-hour later, I was bundled up in my coat, hat, and boots. The snow on the cornfield, the one Daryl had dragged me through, was tinted the color of watermelon sherbet. The sun was just beginning to peak over the horizon.

Bonnie reached up and gave me a hug. All of a sudden, I felt pretty miserable.





Chapter Three

Bonnie gave me directions to walk into “town” as she called it. She said I could buy a bus ticket from the guy at the post office that would get me to New York. But all I really wanted was to sleep in my own bed, to be able to talk to Cecile. I missed Bit and Henri. Christmas was a little over a week away and since the bus accident, the idea of going to New York to sell Christmas trees or work in a soup kitchen had lost its luster. I might not be the smartest kid in the world, but I certainly knew when I’d been beaten. I decided to buy a ticket back to Galloway.

On top of it all, my hip hurt every time I took a step, and it was damn cold.

Downtown Blackwell Falls was pretty much the way I imagined it would be. On the main street, a second-hand clothing shop that looked like it used to be someone’s house had a bunch of baby dresses hanging on its front porch. The little pink frocks waved in the breeze like miniature flags, giving the place a creepy vibe.

A small diner, a row of empty vinyl stools lined up along its counter, sat a couple of doors down from the thrift store. Cardboard Christmas decorations had been taped to the diner’s windows: Frosty and Rudolph and a cheerful sun-faded Santa. A wreath hung on the front door. I wondered if it was where Bonnie worked, then decided it must be after realizing it was the only place to eat in town.

At the end of the street, a hulking redbrick building, obviously once some kind of factory, overlooked an empty unplowed parking lot. Behind the building ran a narrow swift river, its banks partitioned off by a twisted span of chain link fence. The factory’s windows—those that still had glass in them—were riddled with holes. The washed-out sign in front read “Berkshire Textile Co.”

Snow-covered mountains loomed in the distance, making the town appear smaller and dirtier than it already did.

The sidewalks had been cleared of snow, but just barely. I had to step into the gutter in places to avoid fire hydrants and the huge steel trash barrels put out by the town’s solid waste department. Following Bonnie’s directions, I finally made it to the post office, a squat, white building set back from the road across the street from the old factory. A leather strip affixed with jingle bells shook all over the place when I opened the front door. It made a hell of a racket.

A guy with a serious comb-over, maybe in his late fifties, sat behind the counter. He was fiddling with the dial on an old portable radio.

“Can I help you?” 

While he didn’t seem entirely unfriendly, he also didn’t appear to be all that happy to see me, seeing as how I’d interrupted his radio listening.

“I was told I could buy a bus ticket here.”

“Sure can. From here, you can get to Albany, Burlington, Worcester, or Springfield. After that you can make a connection.”

I glanced at the wall behind the counter and was alarmed to find a Xeroxed copy of my school picture tacked to a cluttered cork board, the words “Have You Seen This Child?” in block letters above my head.

“I’ll be right back. I forgot my wallet.” 

I booked it out the door. I didn’t even try to prevent those goddamn bells from clanging.

Thinking back, I’m not sure why I left like that. I wanted to go home and getting caught would have made it much easier to get there. I guess it might have been the thought of that cop, Kelly, coming to pick me up or the look on Mrs. Benoit’s face when the police dropped me off at our front door that sent me into a panic. It makes no sense, I know.

Back outside, freezing rain started to spit down—the kind that coats everything in ice, fells trees, and makes driving, even walking, dangerous. I needed to get inside. My plan had been to wait at the post office until the bus came, but now I had no idea what to do.

The street was quiet. The gurgle and splash of water moving across rocks came from behind the shuttered factory. Crossing the street, I slipped around the side of the building. Behind it, out of view of the street, a yawning hole had been cut in the chain link fence meant to keep passersby away from the swift-moving river. I dipped my head down and scrambled through the hole, careful not to slip on the muddy snow.

The banks of the Blackwell River were steep. It took some maneuvering to get down to the water’s edge without falling in. I sat down on a rock ledge, amazingly free from snow, and watched as the black foaming water rushed past.

Remembering the stuff Bonnie put in my backpack, I unzipped the main compartment. I pulled out Daryl’s blue Walmart bag. Underneath it was a cellophane-wrapped six-pack of orange cheese-and-peanut-butter crackers. Opening the bag, I found a white envelope with “Henry” written on it. Inside, on a folded piece of notebook paper, was a short note written in Daryl’s shaky handwriting:

Dear Henry,

I got this a long time ago from my dad before he died and we had to sell the farm. It’s supposed to protect travelers. Since you have to leave, I want you to have it. It was fun cleaning the barn with you. Maybe we will see each other again someday.

Your friend,

Daryl

In the bottom of the envelope was a thick pewter chain with a pendant attached to it. An image of Saint Christopher, the patron saint of travelers—staff in hand, the child Jesus on his back as he prepared to cross the river—was engraved on the medal. I slipped it over my head and tucked it inside my shirt.

I remembered Sister Marie telling us the story of Saint Christopher: how, after taking Jesus across the river, he stuck his staff into the ground, and it grew into a tree. I remember her saying that the Church had taken away his saint’s day because some people thought that maybe he wasn’t legitimate, that he hadn’t been a real person. I figured that was as good a reason as any to give the guy a break, especially on the off chance that he might actually be able to help me out.

I put Daryl’s letter back in the plastic bag. For protection from the elements, I buried it under the orange package of crackers. That’s when I saw what else Bonnie had put in there.

Fastened together with a paper clip were three twenty-dollar bills.

Quickly, as if there were actually a risk of someone taking the money, I zipped up the pack and held it close to my chest. 

The freezing rain was coming down harder, and I needed to find someplace to go. I stood up and brushed the snow from my pants. I heard branches snapping someplace upstream, around a bend in the river where I couldn’t see. Before I could tell if the sound had been made by a person or an animal, I heard a series of splashes followed by a shrill scream. A girl, about six or seven years old, was in the water, her long hair plastered to her head. She gripped an icy tree limb in one small fist, fighting mightily to avoid being swept away.

“Hang on! I’m coming!”

I threw my backpack to the ground and raced to the spot on the bank closest to where girl was. Stricken with horror, she had the roundest eyes I’ve ever seen on a live person. They were like the glass eyes on one of Bit’s baby dolls, and gray, the color of pencil lead.

I wasn’t prepared for the cold. Jumping into the river was like being hit in the gut with a tire iron. Freezing water seeped into my boots and saturated my coat. I could barely expand my chest wide enough to take a breath.

By the time I reached the girl her lips had taken on the lilac pallor of the dead. Grateful for my long legs, I touched one foot to the river bottom as I wrapped my arm around the girl’s torso. As cautiously and quickly as I could, I pulled her up onto the bank, setting her down on a pile of snow.

“Are you OK? Can you tell me your name?”

She just sat there, staring up at me with her slate-colored eyes.

“How did you fall in?”

When she didn’t answer, I thought she might be in shock. I’d read about how people who are in shock just stare into space.

The ends of the girl’s hair were beginning to freeze, her fingers the color of milk. I ran over and grabbed my backpack, then picked the girl up and slung her over my shoulder. A layer of ice had formed on top of the snow because of the freezing rain, making the steep bank hazardous to climb. Once, I almost slipped, plunging us both back into the river.

By the time I’d climbed through the hole in the fence, I couldn’t feel my feet. My whole body was beginning to shiver, hard, like someone was shaking me. My teeth knocked together. The girl wasn’t shivering at all.

The best thing to do, I figured, was to go back to the post office and have them call for help. So what if I got caught and was sent back home?

I carried the girl around to the side of the abandoned textile mill. The rain had been replaced by snow, which was pelting down in sodden clusters. Across the street at the post office, I saw the man who had been behind the counter lock the front door and get into his car.

I considered heading over to the diner or to the thrift shop with the eerie dresses. Then I noticed that the door on the backside of the factory was ajar. We could at least get out of the snow while I figured out what to do.

The door led to an enclosed stairwell, a set of spiraling wrought iron steps that stretched up into the guts of the place. I took the stairs to the first landing and pushed open the heavy oak door with my sore hip.

The room was the size of a basketball court. It felt even colder in there than it had outside. Piles of snow had accumulated beneath the windows that were open, giving the place the haunted look of an old black-and-white newsreel. 

Toward the center of the room, we came across the remnants of a barrel fire surrounded by a few plastic lawn chairs. Used syringes, empty bottles of Coors Light, and crushed cigarette butts littered the floor. Party central for the local junkies.

It didn’t look like anyone had been there in a while. I set the girl down in one of the chairs and pulled off her boots. Her feet were pink and wrinkled and reminded me of dead baby rabbits. Looking around, I found some old boards and a box of matches that had been left by the junkies.

“Hang in there, OK? I’m going to build a fire and then we can warm up and get dry.”

The girl, barely conscious, nodded.

I hadn’t built a fire since I was a Webelo Boy Scout. And the matches weren’t that great. In fact, they were pretty much useless. It dawned on me then that without the fire, we were both probably going to die.

I sat down in one of the plastic chairs and looked at the neat stack of planks and cardboard six-pack holders I’d arranged inside the steel barrel. In spite of all the shivering, I was starting to feel sort of sleepy. I sat there for a bit and thought about dying. I wondered if I’d get to see John again. I imagined how happy he would be to see me, and that make me glad, but I was sad that I wouldn’t get to talk to Cecile again or say goodbye to my family. I hoped someone would find my body quickly so crows wouldn’t pick it apart, and that whoever they were, that the people who found us wouldn’t think I’d kidnapped the little girl. 

I felt even sadder for her.

My head nodded involuntarily, chin to chest, like it does when I start to fall asleep while watching TV.

When I looked up again, two folded blankets and a plastic Bic lighter were on the chair next to me. I jumped up out of my chair, knocking it to the floor.

There was no way they had been there before.

“Holy crap!”

The girl opened her eyes when she heard the racket I’d made.

“Don’t worry. Looks like we’re going to live after all.”

I set to work getting the fire lit, and after I was satisfied that it was warm enough, I took off my wet coat, sweater, socks, and jeans and draped them over the chair next to me. I wrapped myself in one of the blankets and went to fix up the girl.

Besides being soaking wet, the girl’s pink coat was streaked with filth. If Mrs. Benoit had been there she’d have tossed it right into the burning barrel, and I had the urge to do the same. But the coat had soaked up the river water like a sponge. I pulled it off and wrung it out like an old towel. I pulled her sweatshirt over her head and tugged off her purple leggings. I left her underwear on, though. It didn’t seem right to take it off, even if it was wet.

When I pulled the girl into a standing position so I could wrap her in the second blanket, I was nearly knocked out by what I saw. You could count every one of her ribs. She couldn’t have weighed more than fifty pounds. Her arms and torso were covered in dime-size burns. A few looked fresh—livid, purple circles. Others had healed into white knots of scar tissue.

“Aunt Michelle said she’s getting rid of me for good this time,” the girl said. Her face was the color of dry clay.

I picked up that blanket-wrapped girl and pulled her onto my lap in front of the fire.





Chapter Four

The girl’s name was Crystal-Lee, which I felt pretty bad about because it sounds like a stripper’s name. No kid that age should have to walk around with a name like that. So, I asked her if it was OK if I called her CL. She thought it was a great idea, like a secret code name that only she and I would know about. CL thought calling me Ernie was funny because it reminded her of the puppet on Sesame Street (like I’d never heard that one before), so I told her she could call me EB.

CL and I sat by that barrel fire for hours and hours, until our clothes and shoes had dried. By that time, the sun had started to set and my backside hurt from sitting in that damn plastic chair. We ate all of Bonnie’s orange peanut butter crackers, but we were still starving.

“What do you say we get some pancakes?” CL looked at me like I’d asked her if she wanted to go to Disney World.

“Really?”

“Sure. Hot cocoa, too.”

I helped CL get dressed. I had no idea they even made socks that small. Her hair was a pretty big mess, but I didn’t have a brush or anything so I did the best I could to smooth it down. I felt bad about her coat. It really was incredibly filthy. 

The diner was busy. We got there in the middle of the dinner rush and all the booths were full. We were standing by the door looking for a place to sit when CL spotted the brochure rack, stuffed full of flyers advertising local ski resorts and joints where tourists could buy fifty kinds of cheese.

“That’s where my mom lives,” CL said, pointing to a tri-fold pamphlet with an onion-shaped building on the front.

I lifted the brochure from the rack and opened it up. The Serenity Dome, it was called—some type of crackpot hippie commune located on top of a mountain. According to the brochure, you could go there to “detox” as well as participate in weird New Age-y things that could help you “unburden your worldly baggage.” More like unburden your wallet.

“Your mom lives here?” I said, pointing to a photo of a pale batik-clad dude sporting the kind of beard you find in children’s Bible illustrations.

“I went there to visit her once,” CL said. “My Aunt Michelle took me. She tried to get them to let me stay, but the guru said no. No kids allowed. That’s him.” She pointed to the guy in the picture.

Guru?

Two stools opened up at the counter, and we sat down. I ordered two hot cake specials and a milk and a hot cocoa for CL. I had a regular coffee. 

Looking around, no one seemed that interested in us, which was a relief because I at least wanted to be able to eat before we both got picked up by the cops.

I set the Serenity Dome pamphlet down on the counter. “So, what’s your mom’s name?” I asked, figuring at this point, I might as well.

“Star Flower,” CL said matter-of-factly.

“CL, people aren’t named Star Flower,” I said, taking a sip of my coffee. “She must have a real name.”

“That’s the only name I know.”

Before I could ask any more questions, our food came. That kid ate four pancakes the size of Frisbees in less than fifteen minutes. Even my brother Henri couldn’t top it.

The whole time we were at the diner, I was trying to figure out what to do. I couldn’t keep CL with me. What if I got arrested for kidnapping? Or worse, what if someone thought I was the one who made those cigarette burns? No one would buy it that I’d saved her from drowning in the river after her Aunt Evil had tossed her in, especially since they’d want to know why I didn’t call for help. Plus, there was always the chance that the cops or whoever would just send her right back to her aunt’s house. Most likely, I wouldn’t even know what had happened to her once I turned her in.

I wondered what Mrs. Benoit would have done in this situation. Or John. I pulled the Saint Christopher medal out of my shirt and rubbed it between my thumb and forefinger, thinking. I decided there was no way that John would have left open even a remote possibility that CL would be returned to the people who had abused her. John would have taken care of things himself. He would have made sure CL was safe, no matter what.

After I paid the bill we stood out on the sidewalk. The night was clear and crisp. Thousands of stars stretched across the navy-blue sky.

CL grabbed my hand. “Let’s go find your mom,” I said.

We slept by the barrel fire in the old factory. I didn’t say anything to CL, but going back into that place kind of gave me the willies. I couldn’t get over the way the blankets and lighter had suddenly appeared, basically keeping us from dying. Part of me, not a rational part, wondered if it might have been John, reaching out to save us from beyond the grave like in one of those Unsolved Mysteries shows. Or maybe it was my new friend Saint Christopher, vigilantly fulfilling his duties even though the bigs at the Vatican had dissed him. Most likely, though, the blankets had been there the whole time. I’d probably just been too messed up to notice them.

The next morning, after picking up a takeout order of donuts and hash browns at the diner, we headed over to the creepy consignment place to get CL a new coat. I couldn’t let her walk around wearing the one she had. The dirt alone was enough to attract the attention of every person who passed by.

Up close, I saw that the name of the consignment store was Clothes Encounters, which was fitting considering how spooky the place was. Three-foot-tall plastic Christmas candles—the kind old people put in their yards—had been placed on either side of the front door.

The musty odor of moldering fabric greeted us when CL and I walked into the place.

“Can I help you?” A thick-waisted woman wearing oversize eyeglasses was straightening a display of men’s dress pants. Her outfit, a rust-colored corduroy skirt paired with a flowered blouse, looked like it had been lifted directly from the store’s racks.

“I want to get my sister a new coat.” 

“Children’s clothes are in the back.”

CL held my hand as we squeezed past circular racks of sweaters and bathrobes in what had once been someone’s living room. A water-stained paint-by-number landscape had been propped against the wall on top of the fireplace mantle. Battered U-Haul moving boxes full of out-of-style loafers and rubber boots were stacked against the wall.

The children’s section was located in the house’s former pantry, just off the kitchen, which actually looked like it was still partially in use, judging from the kettle on the stove.

Even though the store was pretty crappy, most of the kids’ stuff we found was a lot nicer than what CL had, which I guess might not be saying much. She picked out a metallic silver parka with down filling. I also bought her some new mittens, a hat, a pair of jeans, pajamas, and a sweater with a white cat on the front. To carry it all, I let her pick out a backpack. She chose a bright green one with a frog embroidered on the front pocket.

I paid the woman twenty-five dollars for the whole haul. When we got back out on the porch, CL said, “How come you bought me all this stuff?”

I helped her pull off her dirty pink coat and put on the new one. “Because it’s almost Christmas. And you don’t want your mom to see you in this nasty old coat, do you?”

CL shook her head no.

At the Mobil station at the edge of town, I picked up a map of the area along with two bottles of water, a box of granola bars, a few sticks of beef jerky, and some matches. Before we set off, I tossed CL’s old coat into the plastic trash barrel by the gas pumps.

We walked single file between the road and the guardrail. My hip was still sore, but I wasn’t thinking about it much as we headed south on Route 7 toward the Serenity Dome, which was located in a fleck of a town called Peru about forty-five miles away.

The morning sun warmed the snow piled up along the side of the road, turning it into a slushy mess that made walking difficult. But the road cut through a dense wild white pine forest, the boughs of the trees heavy with snow. Sunlight lit up the snowy trees so that they sparkled. They were almost painful to look at without shielding your eyes. I stretched my arms over my head and pulled as much sweet cold air into my lungs as I could. At that moment, I felt happy to be alive, like I was the luckiest person on the planet.

CL shuffled along a few paces behind me, doing her best to keep up with my long-legged strides. She’d been quiet as a rabbit since we left the Mobil station. After we’d been walking for about an hour, I turned around to make sure she was OK. A gloomy, drawn expression had taken the place of the smile she’d had at breakfast. The new frog backpack she’d been so wound up about at the store hung like a burden from her skinny shoulders. 

“Hey, CL. Are you getting tired? Do you want to take a break?”

She looked at me like I was talking to someone else, like she had overheard a question meant for another person.

I stopped walking. No cars were coming, and the air was still. A blue jay’s screech echoed through the trees.

I don’t have a lot of experience with little kids, especially girls, but I can tell you that CL was pretty unhappy. Not that she didn’t have a right to be, considering everything that had happened to her in her short life, most of which I didn’t know the first thing about. It dawned on me then that I had no idea if she’d ever done anything normal, like going to school or to birthday parties or inviting friends over to play.

“Do you want a snack? I have some granola bars. Chocolate chip.”

She started to cry. The little knit hat we’d bought at Clothes Encounters had worked its way up to the very top of her head and was about to fall off.

I pulled the hat down over her ears and crouched down so I could see her face.

“Hey, what’s wrong?”

She wiped her nose on the cuff of her coat sleeve. I wished I’d thought to get some tissues at the Mobil.

After CL had calmed down enough to talk, she said, “If I go to live with my mom, I won’t ever see you again.” Then she wrapped her arms around my neck and squeezed as hard as she could.

When tears started welling up in my own eyes, I knew I was a goner.

“Of course you’ll see me again. We’re friends. Friends always see each other. You need to go to your mom so that you don’t have to go back to live with your Aunt Michelle. I don’t ever want you to go back there.”

CL nodded, and I hoped I wasn’t a liar.

We walked for a few more hours until the road opened up into a village that looked like gnomes had carved it out of the forest. The clapboard post office, a miniature version of a building you’d find in a normal-sized town, had windows with the dimensions of kitchen cabinet doors. The general store was about as big as the shed our neighbors, the O’Connors, keep their lawnmower in. And the library, the last building at the end of the main street, was nothing more than a single-story cottage made of field stones, a curl of white smoke rising from its stump of a chimney.

Judging by the map I’d bought, we’d walked almost ten miles. Not bad for a day’s work. I figured we might be able to get to the Serenity Dome in the next day or two. But for now CL was tired, and we were both pretty hungry. I needed to find a place for us to stay before it got dark.

The village was called New Essex. And according to the white-haired clerk at the New Essex General Store, it had once been the site of a gristmill where nearby farmers came to grind wagonloads of wheat and corn. Apparently, you could visit the ruins of the mill’s water wheel if you hiked into the woods behind the Congregational church.

“You kids passing through?” The lady behind the counter picked up the hairbrush I’d picked out for CL and squinted through the glasses at the end of her nose to read the price tag.

“We’re on our way to visit relatives for Christmas,” I said, thankful that my height made most people think I was older than I was. “My sister and I were thinking of staying the night. Is there a motel nearby?” I peered behind the counter to see if there might be another missing child poster with my picture on it hanging there, but there was nothing.

The clerk continued to ring up our items: a block of cheddar cheese, juice, crackers, bread, underwear, socks, and a toothbrush for CL, and a small jar of peanut butter.

“Well, there’s the Clarke place,” she said, placing everything in a paper bag. “Just up past the intersection of Grange Road. The owner rents the cottage out back to travelers.”

“Do you know how much it costs?” A cottage sounded like it would be pretty far out of my price range.

“Let me just check. Hold on a minute.”

The lady disappeared behind a burlap curtain that I imagine led to some kind of office. I heard papers rustling and then the swirls and clicks of a telephone number being dialed on an old rotary phone.

The woman began talking, but I couldn’t make out what she was saying. I crossed my right index finger over my middle one, hoping the place would end up being something I could pay for. I was ready to kill for a hot shower, and I’d finally be able to charge my phone.

When the store clerk came back, her voice had taken on a cheerful lilt, the way telemarketers sound when they’re trying to get you to donate to a charity. “I spoke to Ann Clarke, the owner. She says you can have the place for the night free of charge if you help her stack the firewood delivery she just got in. Her son usually helps her, but he’s away with his wife for the holidays—cruising the Caribbean. Can you imagine? She wants to get the wood put up before it snows again.”

As we turned to leave, ready to walk over to the Clarke place, I noticed CL eyeing a bag of M&Ms. I picked them up and put them on the counter.

“I’ll take these, too.”

Wouldn’t you know that CL didn’t eat the goddamn things until the next day? She walked around with the bag clenched in her fist until the brown paper wrapper was a spider’s web of white creases.

Ann Clarke owned a sprawling farm, its rolling hills dotted with the dark winter skeletons of sugar maples and apple trees. She rented out part of the property to other farmers as pastureland for their cows and horses. A few acres were used for hay. A small field close to the house was used for growing vegetables.

Ann was probably close to Mrs. Benoit’s age, not old really, but not young either. When she answered the front door, the smell of cookies baking came wafting out onto the front porch. She led us down a narrow, wallpapered hallway hung with family photographs and a mahogany grandmother clock into a small sitting room where she invited us to have a seat on a blue sofa. 

“So,” she said, wiping her hands on the apron tied around her waist, “here’s the key. You turn on the heat with the thermostat by the bathroom door. It’s electric, so it warms up pretty fast. There’s dish soap in the cabinet under the sink. All I ask is that you leave the place as clean as you found it.”

“It’s Henry, right?” Ann asked as we headed out to the cottage. “Come back up to the house after you’ve gotten settled in, and I’ll show you where to stack the wood.”

The cottage’s front door was the aquamarine color of a swimming pool liner—painted sometime close to when Mrs. Benoit was in kindergarten, judging by the extent that the sun and wind had faded it. But the inside was neat and clean and though most of the furniture was mismatched it was all in pretty good shape.

I set the paper bag from the general store down on the enamel-top kitchen table and looked for a light switch. Though it was only just past four p.m., it was almost too dark to see. CL jumped up on one of the kitchen chairs and pulled the cotton string hanging down from the round fixture on the ceiling.

“Good thinking, CL,” I said as the light blinked on. 

CL sat down in the chair, still wearing her silver winter coat and knit hat. She had the bag of M&Ms clutched in her right hand. 

“Let’s get it warmed up in here.” I turned the thermostat up to seventy. 

The cottage had two bedrooms, one with a queen bed and the other with two twins. The small living room was furnished with a brown plaid sofa and a dark-stained pine coffee table. On the far side of the room, a television—which looked like it had been new back when Cheers was America’s favorite TV show—sat on an aluminum stand with wheels. In the bathroom a miniature sink was attached to the wall opposite a stall shower. A pink bathmat, faded but clean, had been laid out on the tile floor.

I made CL a peanut butter sandwich and poured her a glass of juice. When she was done eating, I told her to take a shower and put on her pajamas. I had to go out and take care of the woodpile. I figured my own shower could wait until I was done.

I was about to head outside when there was a knock at the door. When I pulled back the curtain, I saw Ann standing on the stoop holding a tray of Christmas cookies.

“I thought you might like some of these,” she said, setting the plate down in front of CL. “Sugar cookies. My mother’s recipe.”

CL stared at Ann with her huge eyes.

“Thanks,” I said, hoping Ann wouldn’t say anything else to CL. There was no telling what the kid would start going on about if she got nervous.

I followed Ann out to the yard. “The wood’s beside the barn,” she said. “There’s already a stack started inside.” 

Ann slid open the barn door. The wheels attached to its bottom had, over time, worn a groove into the hard earth. “The wood pile is on the left,” she said. “There’s a wheelbarrow over by the window.”

“Great. I’ll get started.” The sooner I got the job done, the sooner I could take a shower and plop myself down on the couch in front of the TV. I didn’t even care if it didn’t have cable. 

“Thanks for letting us stay here for free,” I said. “It was really nice of you.” I wasn’t much of a conversationalist, especially with adults, but Ann was standing there looking at me like she was waiting for me to say something.

Ann smiled and nodded, but instead of going back into the house she sat down on an old wooden bench in the corner, crossing her legs. She pulled a pack of Virginia Slims out of her coat pocket and lit one. A wreath of smoke curled up around her short stylish hairdo. 

“Tell me about yourself, Henry. I don’t get too many good-looking young men out here to visit me.”

I wasn’t sure what to say. Obviously, I couldn’t tell her the truth: that I’d survived a fiery bus crash while running away from home or that just as I was thinking of turning myself in to the cops, I came across a poor abused little kid whose aunt had tried to drown her.

“What do you want to know?”

“Hmmm. Well, do you have a girlfriend? I’ll bet a handsome kid like you has at least one, maybe two.” She uncrossed her legs then crossed them again in the other direction.

It was a simple enough question, but for some reason it made me uncomfortable. I didn’t like the way she was looking at me.

“Sure, I’ve got a girlfriend.” 

I realized then that I was just standing there in the center of the barn’s concrete floor. I hurried over and grabbed the wheelbarrow and headed outside.

When I brought in the first load of wood, I found Ann leaning against the wall by the woodpile, her legs crossed at the ankles. In the light of the naked bulb hanging from the barn roof, she looked to be about forty-five, maybe fifty. She wore snug-fitting jeans and expensive-looking leather boots that came up past her knees. Doing my best to ignore her, I concentrated on stacking the split logs in a crisscross pattern, four on top of four, the way the person before me had done it.

When the wheelbarrow was empty, I turned to go back outside again, one wooden handle gripped in each hand. From behind, I felt Ann’s leather-gloved fingers reach around and grip my right bicep. She placed her other hand on my left shoulder.

Although she wasn’t quite pressed up against me, Ann was so close I could feel the heat radiating from her legs and torso. The spots where her hands rested on me felt hot even though her touch was feather-light. Her breath dampened the nape of my neck, causing the fine hairs there to stand erect.

Quietly, so that had we not been alone no one else would have been able to hear, Ann said, “You’re a strong boy, Henry. I’m very lucky you came along to help me today. Tell me, what sorts of things do you do with your girlfriend? Do you like it when she does this?”

The hand on my shoulder slipped slowly down my back until it came to rest between my legs. An icy shiver migrated from my ankles to the back of my skull, leaving me lightheaded. Before I knew what was happening, Ann had unzipped my jeans and taken my now-hard penis in her hand. 

I really didn’t want Ann touching me, especially not like this. My mind raced, trying to come up with an excuse to leave the barn. I have no idea why I wasn’t able to say anything to her out loud, to tell her to stop, except for maybe that I was in shock and pretty scared. I didn’t want her to kick us out of the cottage. I was bone tired, and CL needed to get out of the cold. So, when she asked, “How would you like to follow me into the house?” the only thing I could do was nod my head, yes.

By the time I got back to the cottage it was after nine o’clock. CL smelled like shampoo and was tucked under a blanket on the couch, wearing her new pajamas. Some kind of crackpot right-wing political talk show was on TV.

“You don’t have to watch that,” I said. “There must be something else on.” 

I picked up the remote from the coffee table and changed channels until I came across a sitcom that appeared to be fully cast by pre-teens. “How’s that? Do you like this one?”

CL turned to me, her big gray eyes shining in the dark room. For the first time all day, she smiled.

Dog-whipped as I was, I pitched and tossed most of the night, pulling the covers up over my head before throwing them off again. Eventually, I gave up trying to sleep all together and took up staring at the closed closet door, its painted wood glowing pale and ghostly in the moonlight. My stomach flopped like a landed trout every time I thought about what I’d done with Ann, what I’d let her do to me without even putting up a fight.

I’d always thought my first time would be with Cecile. We’d talked about it, even promised each other that we wouldn’t do it with anyone else. Cecile would have never cheated on me. I was disgusted with myself.

Over and over, I tried to get a grip on what I’d been thinking out in the barn, or more accurately, how I’d completely stopped thinking altogether. Even the thirty-minute shower I’d taken, scalding hot with lots of Ivory soap, hadn’t made me feel clean.

I was never big on going to confession. We had to do it in school every year before Ash Wednesday Mass. I suppose some people find it useful to get things off their chest, but I could never buy that telling a priest you’d eaten all your brother’s Junior Mints and then blamed it on your sister would actually change the fact that you’d acted like a jerk. But if there had been someone in the room with me right then that I could have confessed to, anyone—a priest or baseball coach or hell, even Mrs. Benoit—who could have told me they had the power to wipe away what I’d just done—I would have spilled the whole thing just like that, every last detail. 

My eyes were drying out. While I’d been over at Ann’s, CL had cranked the heat up to eighty. The baseboards in my bedroom spewed parched, dusty air seemingly nonstop, turning my bedroom into a virtual sauna. I didn’t want to turn the thermostat down, though, because I knew CL needed the warmth—the kid didn’t have much more to her than skin and bones.

When I put CL to bed, I noticed one of the cigarette burns on her neck had turned red and oozy, like it was getting infected. She needed to see a doctor, get some antibiotics or something. But I knew doing that would open up a whole new set of problems, not the least of which would involve me having to explain who I was, why I had CL with me, and how the burns got there—which I didn’t know the answer to and didn’t particularly want to. I needed to get the poor girl to her mother.

The night crawled by as I lay in bed clutching Daryl’s Saint Christopher medal. I tossed and sweated and sometimes slept in short fits, once dreaming that Bit and I went to visit Santa Claus at the mall only to discover when we got there that he’d been arrested for shoplifting at Yankee Candle.

When it finally came, dawn was pink and lovely, the way it looks only in the dead of winter. Even before the sun peeked over the horizon, seashell-colored light spread out over the snow in long waves, setting the whole world on fire.

In the cottage’s small kitchen, I set about trying to make coffee in an old-fashioned stovetop percolator I found on a shelf. I was glad to see that Ann had stocked the place with basic supplies. Coffee grounds, sugar, flour, salt, tea bags, and Saltines were stored in ceramic canisters lined up along the back of the counter.

As the smell of brewing coffee filled the cottage, I picked up my phone from the kitchen counter where I’d plugged it in to charge the night before. I pressed the phone’s power button, dreading and sort of looking forward to what I’d find now that I could finally listen to my messages. Before I listened to anything though, I needed to call Cecile—to hear her sweet voice say “hello” when she answered the phone. 

I punched the number for Cecile’s speed dial and waited with the phone to my ear. It was just past six in the morning. Christmas vacation had started so she would probably still be in bed, which was good because that meant her mother would be asleep. She wouldn’t be asking Cecile questions about who was on the phone.

After about fifteen seconds, when the phone still hadn’t connected, I checked the screen. 

Out of Service Area

“Shit.” I slapped the phone down on the Formica.

I pulled out a chair and sat down at the table with my coffee. Staring into the black liquid—Ann hadn’t included creamer in the cottage’s supplies—I wondered what would happen if I told Ann the truth, that I’d run away from home so I wouldn’t have to go to Saint Ignatius, about the bus, and about how I’d saved CL from drowning behind a dilapidated textile mill. I wondered if she’d help us. Or if she’d put us back out on the street after she realized the police were looking for me.

CL shuffled out of her room all drowsy-eyed. Her cheeks finally had a bit of color in them. In fact, if it weren’t for the welts on her neck and arms she would have looked like a regular little kid.

“Hi, CL. Did you sleep OK? Are you hungry?”

She nodded and hoisted herself up onto the chair next to mine.

“Let me see what I can find us to eat, OK?”

As I pushed back my chair and prepared to stand up, CL reached over and patted me on the shoulder.

“Don’t worry, EB. Everything will be OK.”

I was going to ask her what she meant when the phone on the kitchen wall rang—an avocado-colored 1970s number that blended in so well with the rest of the decor that I hadn’t even noticed it was there.

“Hello?” CL was across the room with the receiver in her hand before I had a chance to say a word.

“Waffles? Really? OK. See you soon.”

CL hung up. The kid was so happy she practically bounced across the room. “Get dressed, EB. We’re having waffles in the big house.”

When we got to Ann’s, she was in the kitchen hovering over two heavy-duty electric waffle irons, a platter of golden waffles beside her on the counter.

“Have a seat,” she said over her shoulder to CL and me. “Juice and coffee are on the table.”

The kitchen table was set for a feast. In the center, beside a warm pitcher of real maple syrup, was a cut glass bowl brimming with strawberries. A stick of light-yellow butter was set out on Christmas china next to a tray of fluffy scrambled eggs. An array of croissants, donuts, and other pastries had been tucked into a wicker basket and covered with a checkered towel.

“Wow,” CL said as she took her seat. I poured orange juice into her glass.

Standing by the stove, Ann barely resembled the woman I’d been with the night before. In the morning light she looked much older. Fine vertical lines blurred the perimeter of her upper lip, the result, I was sure, of years of smoking. 

“Is there anything I can help you with?” I said, remembering my manners.

“Not a thing. I’m just waiting for this last batch to finish.”

A minute later, I had to fight the urge to run out of the house when Ann sat down beside CL and flashed me a tight-lipped, knowing smile. Nausea washed over me like a wave even as my eyes locked on the black lacy edge of Ann’s bra strap peeking out from the neckline of her sweater. My hands were damp and clammy when CL asked me to pass the butter.

To calm my stomach, I took small sips of cold juice from the rim of my glass. I pried my eyes from the dark frill of Ann’s lingerie and stared at the black-and-white kitchen clock on the wall. It was just after eight a.m.

“Are you feeling all right, Henry? You look a little pale.” Ann put down her fork, her middle-aged brow furrowing.

“Oh, yeah. I’m fine. Maybe I’m getting a bit of a cold or something.”

Ann frowned. “If you’re getting sick I think it might be best for you and your sister to stay here a few days longer than you were planning. You could get pneumonia out there. Where did you say you were heading?”

“We’re on our way to Peru,” I said. “To see family—for Christmas.” It wasn’t until that moment that I considered it might be hard to explain why we were traveling on foot, that it might even seem suspicious—a teenage boy and a little girl barely seven years old in the middle of winter. Maybe Ann had already taken me for a runway. Maybe she already knew who I was. After all, my picture had been all over the evening news. 

Another wave of nausea, bad enough that I almost had to get up to run to the bathroom, washed over me as I considered that Ann might be hatching plans to keep us there indefinitely. 

“We took the bus as far as New Essex,” I lied. “My sister wasn’t feeling well. We needed to stop for the night. That’s how we got to your place.”

Ann considered this. I was pretty sure she knew that no buses passed through New Essex, but she didn’t say so if she did. “Peru’s about an hour’s drive from here. Why don’t you plan on staying another day or two? I’ll give you a ride to Peru when you’re feeling better. You’ll get there in time for Christmas.”

CL looked up from her plate, her face lit up like a sunbeam. “Can we stay, EB?”

I wanted to tell her no; we were going to go pack our things and leave right then. I wanted to be as far away from Ann and her queen-sized bed as I could possibly get, even if it meant sleeping in a snowbank. But the last thing I could afford to do was make a scene, and it wouldn’t be right to make CL spend the night outside.

“Sure, CL. If you like it here, we can stay a couple more days.”

~

I bought myself time away from Ann by pretending to be sick. She invited us to stay up at the house, but I told her I didn’t want her to catch my cold. CL and I hung out in the cottage, dividing our time between watching TV and playing a beat-up Scrabble game CL found in the closet. CL was surprisingly good at forming high score words.

“How did you learn to spell like that?” I asked when she plunked down the S, A, and C to form “sacred” from “red,” the word I had just set down.

“School.” CL didn’t look up. She was concentrating on her next move.

“Where did you go to school?”

“I went to Melville Elementary until second grade. My teacher was Mrs. Wilson. I won the spelling bee.”

“Where did you go to school after second grade?” 

“I don’t go anymore. Aunt Michelle says I’m too stupid for school.”

I took a deep breath, pushing what I really wanted to say back down into my gut. “I don’t think you’re stupid. You’re a better speller than I am, and I went to a very good school.”

“What school was that?”

“I went to Saint Louis School, in a city called Galloway. My brothers and sister and parents went there too—when they were young like you.”

“What did you do at your school? Did you have spelling? I like spelling and art, but I don’t like math.”

“Math was my best subject in school. It still is, actually.”

“Who was your favorite teacher?”

“Her name was Sister Marie. She used to tell us stories about Jesus and miracles and about other important people, too. She was very nice.”

“Why is she called ‘sister’? Who’s Jesus?”

I’d never met anyone who didn’t know what a sister was, Jesus either, and I wasn’t too sure I wanted to get into it, but CL had put down her Scrabble tiles and was looking at me with her big eyes, waiting for an answer.

“It’s kind of complicated,” I said. “A sister is a woman who takes a vow—that’s like making a promise—to dedicate her life to God and take care of people. Sometimes sisters are called nuns. Lots of times they become teachers. I think I’m going to have to explain Jesus some other time.”

Ann sent over a smorgasbord of homemade food including chicken noodle soup, Yankee pot roast, freshly baked bread, corn muffins, and a chocolate cake. CL actually looked like she was putting on weight. A few of the burns on her arms and neck had begun to heal over. Her confidence seemed to be growing, too. One night, while I was sitting on the couch watching the Bruins game, she sat down next to me and handed me an illustrated children’s book, The Life of Jesus.

“Where did you get this?”

“It was on the shelf in my room.”

The front cover showed a teenage Jesus Christ in flowing robes, a faint glow emanating from the crown of his head. Smiling children and baby farm animals were gathered by his side as he strolled across a blooming meadow. I thought of the ice cream cone Jesus that used to hang on my bedroom wall.

“Can you read it to me?” said CL.

The Bruins were losing 3-0 to the Canadiens. “OK,” I said, “but just a little.” 

~

By the third day, it was becoming increasingly difficult to convince Ann that I was too sick to come to the house. Finally, I agreed to come for dinner with CL. I figured with her there Ann wouldn’t try anything.

The first thing CL and I noticed when we came through Ann’s back door was the mouth-watering aroma of roast chicken. Ann met us in the foyer and took our coats before directing us to the little room we’d sat in the night we arrived. She set out a tray of celery sticks stuffed with cream cheese and dotted with olive slices, the red pimentos like bull’s eyes.

“Would you like something to drink?” 

“Do you have milk?” CL asked.

“Of course, dear. What about you, Henry?”

“I’ll just have water, thanks.”

Ann put her left hand on her hip. “I just opened a nice bottle of Chardonnay, Henry. Why don’t you join me for a glass?”

“Uh, OK, sure. I don’t usually drink, but I guess one glass won’t hurt.” 

Ann came back with the drinks and sat down on the couch next to CL. She had brought the Jesus book over from the cottage and was deeply involved in its pages.

“How are you feeling, Henry? Better I hope?” Ann took a feminine sip from the rim of her wine glass.

“Much better, thanks. I guess I just needed some rest. Actually, I was thinking we might take you up on your offer of a ride to Peru tomorrow if you have the time—I really appreciate you letting us stay here for free and everything, and all the food, too.”

Ann set her glass down on the side table. “Did I mention that I did some volunteer work at the food pantry in Peru? It’s a pretty small town. I wonder if I might know your relatives?”

I was grateful that CL didn’t seem to be listening. “Our aunt lives up by the Serenity Dome,” I offered weakly. “Our cousins, too.”

To this day I have no idea why I felt the need to add the part about cousins. It would prove to be a screw-up of blockbuster proportions.

“Does your aunt have a name?”

“Irene. Irene LeBlanc.” I gave her the name of one of the cafeteria ladies at Saint T’s—for some reason it was the first name that popped into my head.

Ann picked up her glass. “I don’t think I know her. How old are your cousins?”

I thought of my cousins Robert and Eric, who were in college.

“Oh, they’re both a lot older than I am. They’re students at Saint Michael’s in Vermont.”

“I see,” said Ann. “I’m just going to go check on the chicken.” The tips of her fingernails brushed against the nape of my neck as she left the room, sending a shiver down my arms. 

As Ann disappeared through the doorway, I realized what an idiot I was. If I was supposed to be of legal age it was pretty unlikely that my college-age cousins would be that much older than I am.

“Fuck.” 

CL looked up from her book, her gray eyes wide. The poor kid was, no doubt, highly sensitized to situations involving swear words.

“Don’t worry, CL. It’s nothing.”

When Ann came back a few minutes later, she had a smile on her face. “Funny thing, Henry. I just did a search online, and there doesn’t seem to be an Irene LeBlanc living in Peru.”

Up to that point, I’d hardly touched my wine. I picked the glass up and took a big swallow. “Well, that’s where she lives,” I said with as much confidence as I could rally. “You can’t always trust the Internet.”

Ann sat down next to me on the loveseat, her slim denim-clad thigh pressed up next to mine. She placed her hand on my knee. The smell of her—Chanel and chicken fat and cigarette smoke—was like sweet poisonous gas. 

She whispered in my ear, “I think I’m going to be a little too busy tomorrow to give you that ride, Henry, but I’d be happy to give you a ride tonight after you put your sister to bed.”

My cheeks burned. I hated her then like I’d never hated anyone in my life. She knew exactly what she was doing when she offered to let us stay in her cottage for free. For all I knew, the clerk at the general store had been in on it.

To tell the truth, I almost gave in. I was no better off than a rabbit that had stumbled into a pit, just waiting for the moment when the hawk would swoop down. If it hadn’t been for CL, I probably would have done anything Ann wanted.

“Ann, do you know about Jesus?” CL asked cheerfully, oblivious to the scene unfolding in front of her. She held the book up so Ann and I could get a good look at the adolescent savior romping through the field on the cover. CL cracked the book open and read a verse that, even now, I’m not convinced was entirely random:

“‘Blessed are the pure of heart, for they shall see God.’”

CL showed us an illustration of Jesus standing beside a young woman holding a swaddled infant. Jesus’ hand was resting on the baby’s head, an adoring look on his face. A happy blue bird was perched on his shoulder. 

CL set the book aside and hopped down from the couch. “I’m going to the bathroom.”

I pushed Ann’s hand away from my knee. “If you’re too busy to give us a ride, we’ll make do on our own.”

Ann stood up as if I hadn’t said anything.

“More wine, Henry? I see you’ve emptied your glass. I need to go whip the potatoes.”

A few minutes later CL reappeared. She selected a celery stick from the tray on the coffee table and took a big bite.

“CL, we’re going to leave tomorrow to go find your mom,” I said as quietly as I could so Ann wouldn’t hear me from the kitchen.

“Do we have to? It’s nice here. I like the pretty tree.”

CL peeked around the corner into the living room where an enormous blue spruce, decked out in colored glass balls, sparkled and glowed in front of the picture window.

As usual, Ann went all out cooking dinner. The spread included garlic roasted chicken, mashed potatoes, homemade gravy, butternut squash, green beans, and fresh dinner rolls. An apple pie was cooling on the counter. A blue tablecloth covered the round kitchen table. Neatly folded white linen napkins had been artfully laid across each plate.

I’d just placed my napkin on my lap when I noticed it: a hint of silver peeking out from beneath Ann’s dinner napkin. Too big to be a knife or fork, the object looked solid and lumpy. I was in the middle of taking a sip of water when I realized I was looking at a gun.

Standing at the stove, Ann had her back to us. CL already had a dinner roll on her plate. She was talking quietly to herself, trying hard to wait until Ann sat down before eating it.

It would take only a couple of seconds to reach across the table and grab the pistol. Or maybe it would be better if I got up—on the pretense that I needed to use the bathroom—and slipped the firearm out from under the napkin, tucking it into my waistband on my way out of the room.

My eye caught the telephone mounted on the wall by the microwave. I’d tried using the landline in the cottage to call Cecile, but it had no long-distance carrier. The call wouldn’t go through.

Ann was rummaging through one of the cabinets above the stove. If I timed it just right, I could grab the gun, take hold of CL, and be out of the house before Ann knew what happened. If I was lucky, I might even be able to get a phone call in to the police before she was able to break down the cottage door.

I stood up and brushed imaginary creases from the front of my jeans—a nervous habit I’ve never outgrown—and stepped around the side of the table farthest from the counter. I’d almost made it to Ann’s seat when she turned around and set a pair of crystal salt and pepper shakers on the table.

“I’d forgotten where I put these,” she said. “I only use them on special occasions.”

“I’ll be right back,” I said, already halfway across the room. “Just need to use the bathroom.”

Ann’s guest bathroom was loaded with open dishes of potpourri and smelled like apples and faintly of Ajax cleanser.

A few dog-eared copies of Yankee magazine slouched in a wicker basket on the floor. Mrs. Benoit always said that you could tell a lot about someone from the contents of their bathroom. I decided that Ann’s dried floral arrangements and hand-painted ceramic soap dispenser offered no indication that she was a sex-crazed, gun-toting sociopath, at least none that I was skilled enough to decipher.

Back at the table, CL was happily inhaling dinner rolls. The weapon was gone from beneath Ann’s napkin. I had no doubt that it was on her lap, or in some other easy-to-reach spot from which she could draw it at moment’s notice—most likely when I insisted on leaving the next day or refused to go to bed with her.

Good as it was, I picked at my food and spoke only when Ann or CL spoke to me. I was trapped under Ann’s heel like a cockroach, possibly indefinitely. It was a hard concept to get used to—especially considering that the whole reason I’d left home in the first place was to avoid having other people make major life decisions for me.

“So, Henry, CL was just telling me that you two are planning on leaving for Peru tomorrow. Is that right?” Ann dabbed the corners of her mouth with her napkin.

I decided to play along. She had no idea that I knew about the gun. “That’s right. I think we’ll get on the road right after breakfast.”

Ann stood up. At first it looked like she was heading toward the refrigerator, maybe to get some more butter or something. Instead, she stepped behind my chair and pressed the icy pistol barrel against the back of my neck. She put her free hand on my shoulder and let the tips of her fingers wander over the edge of my shirt collar.

“I have a feeling your trip to Peru can wait,” she said. “I’m all alone since my son left to get married. I’m sure you don’t want me to have to celebrate Christmas by myself.”

The hand holding the pistol began to shake, not enough so that anyone would have noticed, but I could feel it. I imagined Ann’s finger accidentally slipping on the trigger. Brains everywhere.

Across the table, CL set her fork down and wiped her small greasy hands on her napkin. She took a big swig of milk and looked up at me with her big round eyes. I half expected her to start talking about Jesus again, or maybe about the Christmas tree, but instead she stuck her hand into the basket of rolls and pulled out what I first thought was the television remote control. She glanced up at Ann and set the rectangular object down on the table in front of me so I could get a good look at it.

I didn’t know much about guns at the time, but I’d seen plenty of action movies with my brothers. After a few seconds it dawned on me that CL had somehow managed to remove the magazine from Ann’s handgun.

Just as quickly as she’d taken it from the basket, CL picked up the ammo clip and stuffed into the front pocket of her zip-up sweatshirt. Then she grabbed her Jesus book and left the room. A few seconds later, I heard the back door open and close.

I pushed my chair away from the table, nearly knocking Ann into the fridge. She put up no resistance to my leaving. In fact, she never said a word.

When I walked into the cottage, CL was in her room packing her few worldly possessions into the frog backpack. When she saw me, she pulled the magazine from her pocket.

The clip was heavier than I thought it would be and cold, even though it had been in CL’s pocket. Cold like death. I sat down on the edge of the bed. “CL, how did you do that? Who taught you how to handle a gun?”

There was no way I could have disarmed that weapon or any gun for that matter. The only other time I’d even seen a real gun was when my fifth-grade class took a field trip to the police station.

CL pulled her shoulders up to her ears. “She’s a bad lady. I like her food, though.”

And that was the last time we talked about it.

Terrified, I scrambled to get my stuff packed. It wouldn’t take long for Ann to come to her senses, and I knew she could burst through the door, her pistol loaded with fresh ammo, at any moment. I tucked the snapshot of Cecile and my phone charger into the front pocket of my backpack and zipped it shut. I grabbed my parka—much dirtier than it had been when I left Galloway—and slipped it on.

In her room, CL was ready to go. Coat, hat, boots, and gloves on. Backpack slung over her shoulder. The Jesus book lay on top of the bed.

“Aren’t you going to take your book?” 

“It’s not mine,” said CL. “Besides, I already read the whole thing.”





Chapter Five

The night was dark velvet pinpricked by stars. The cold cut into our lungs and froze the flesh inside our nostrils. Plumes of white rose up around our faces like clouds. As we walked, ice cracked underfoot—thin, crispy sheets that just hours before had been puddles of water.

CL marched along without speaking, her down-padded arms straight by her sides. Seeing her like that, so resolved and business-like, made me glad I’d taken along as much food as I could carry.

It wasn’t long before the village of New Essex became a collection of twinkling lights peeking over the rise in the road behind us. There was a possibility that Ann would call the cops on us, but I doubted it. I was a minor, and she knew it. No cop in the land, not even the Bubbas that supposedly upheld the law in godforsaken backwaters like New Essex, would be able to resist a juicy story about a middle-aged woman molesting a teenage runaway. And if there was any doubt that a gun had been involved, CL still had Ann’s ammunition clip.

It was too cold to sleep outside, somewhere in the mid-twenties if I had to guess. I was afraid one of us would get frostbite or hypothermia if we stopped for long—so we walked and walked until the clouds on the eastern horizon took on the blazing hues of sunrise. Once it was light enough to see, I pulled the map from my backpack so I could figure out where we were.

“Only twenty-five miles to go,” I said. “But I think we need to rest first. You hungry?”

CL nodded. Her button nose was raw from the cold.

I looked around to see if there was a place nearby where we could take a break, but as far as I could tell there was nothing but snow and trees. The adrenaline rush I’d had when we left Ann’s was long gone. I wanted to rest my legs even more than I wanted food.

“Why don’t we have a little picnic right here? Isn’t this a pretty spot?” I said this in the enthusiastic voice that adults use when they’re trying to convince a kid to do something they know is mostly bullshit.

“Look,” I said (still using the voice), “there’s a rock ledge just a few feet into the woods. It will make a great place to sit.”

We trudged through the snow and hauled ourselves up onto the granite outcropping. When we’d found a flat section that would make a good seat, CL leaned back against the gray rock and sighed, her little boot-clad feet sticking out into space.

We ate cheddar slices and Christmas ginger snaps and leftover slabs of ham. To drink, we had the luxury of choosing between partially frozen bottled water and mostly frozen apple juice boxes. CL massaged her juice box between mitten-covered fingers, trying to get the crystallized liquid to run freely through the tiny straw.

Resting on the ledge after our meal, we heard twigs snapping in the distance, a faint cracking sound that I’m sure we would have missed had we been talking.

“Shhh,” I said. I held my hand to CL’s chest protectively, as if somehow the noises might cause her to fall off the rock.

The sounds were coming from behind us. For several seconds the cracking and snapping would stop altogether, then would start up again. I figured it was probably a buck or a moose—something big looking for food.

Rotating my neck as far as it would go—for some reason I didn’t want to get up and turn around—I saw a bulky, dark shape moving among the trees in the distance, about the size and shape of an NFL linebacker wearing a fur coat. I’d never seen one before, at least not outside the White Mountains wildlife park near the place where my family went camping, but I was pretty sure I was looking at an adult male black bear, most likely a very hungry one.

I told myself I was seeing things. Bears hibernate in the winter, right? But, if it wasn’t a bear, the only other thing it could possibly be was a sasquatch, which wasn’t just wholly improbable but would be undeniably worse.

I began to panic about our food. My backpack was full of corn muffins, mozzarella sticks, and granola bars. The bear (or bigfoot) would most certainly pick up the delicious scents and maul us to get the treats. A creature that size could easily catch us if we tried to run.

At first, the animal didn’t seem to notice us. But while I debated what to do, it changed course. The bear (I was sure of what it was by this point) was headed directly for our rock, stopping on occasion to nibble at a branch or shove aside a fallen log.

By now, CL had noticed the animal, too. The look on her face was one of sheer terror, her eyes even wider than usual. To her credit, she didn’t move a muscle or make even the tiniest whimper. 

I wished I had been smart enough to pack a whistle—in Boy Scouts they told us bears are afraid of loud noises—but even if I’d had one it’s unlikely I would have had the guts, or the lung capacity, to use it.

When the bear was about fifteen feet away, a strong animal smell overpowered the clean forest scents of snow and pine and cold. I lost sight of the bear as it disappeared behind the grouping of boulders we were sitting on. I had no way of knowing whether it would climb up the rocks and come after us from behind or if it would walk around and approach us from the front.

This was, perhaps, the worst of it. Thinking back, the twenty torturous seconds of not knowing whether we would be torn to bits or passed by were some of the most fraught in my life.

The next thing I heard was heavy breathing—right next to my left ear. The look on CL’s face was enough to let me know that the bear was behind me, his oversize snout sniffing the air beside my cheek.

The sniffing became louder, and then I felt something cold and wet swipe across my cheek and neck. The bear stuck its nose in my ear, took a couple of big sniffs, then cracked open its enormous jaws and licked the entire side of my face with one sweep of its huge tongue. 

Let me tell you: Even the mangiest, most down-on-its-luck, beat-up mongrel of a dog does not have breath as bad as this thing’s was.

CL—where this kid took her cues from I’ll never know—unzipped her backpack, pulled out a corn muffin and tossed it over to the bear, like she was feeding the ducks or something. Seeming to understand completely, the bear lumbered over to the spot where the muffin had landed and inhaled it.

As the bear vacuumed up the last of the yellow crumbs, a shrill whistle echoed through the trees. It sounded human, like someone blowing air through their index fingers.

CL, the bear, and I looked up. The bear, especially, seemed quite interested in the sound. It stopped searching for crumbs and tilted its huge head in the direction of the noise. So much for the Boy Scouts’ whistle theory.

The shrill sound rang out again, louder this time. It was followed by someone shouting.

“Oú es-tu, mon ours? Mon petit Maurice? Stupid bear! Where are you?”

I couldn’t see who it was, but I recognized that the first half of what he said was in French. My mémère spoke French when she was talking to Mrs. Benoit, especially when she didn’t want my siblings or me to know what she was saying. Poor Mémé never caught on to the fact that my oldest brother, Joe, could understand her perfectly. When we were little, Joe used to translate for Henri and Bit and me. These days, I can usually figure out what they’re saying by myself, and I don’t feel badly about it for one second. They shouldn’t have sent us to French parochial school if they didn’t want us to understand their conversations. 

“Maurice! Oú es-tu?”

No longer concerned about the bear, CL scrambled up the rock ledge to have a look.

“It’s an old guy wearing a red hat.” 

The man must have seen her because fifteen seconds later he was standing in front of our rock.

“Bonjour! My name is Roland Laliberté. I see you have found my bear.”

Upon seeing the man, the bear jumped off the rock, knocking him to the ground with one swipe of its gargantuan paw. Bracing myself for up-close and graphic blood and gore, I was surprised when I heard Roland laughing.

“Oh, silly Maurice. I missed you, too. Yes, I did.”

The bear looked happy, the way a dog does when its owner comes home from work at night. The animal rolled back and forth on its back, muted grunting sounds escaping from its throat.

Roland got up and brushed the snow from the front of his canvas parka. It was only then that I noticed he was wearing snowshoes, the old-fashioned kind made from rawhide and bent strips of wood. A ragged cloth pack was strapped to his back with pieces of sisal rope. He wore a red wool hat, the kind hunters wore before neon and camo were invented. He had a well-trimmed white beard, which, at first glance, seemed to be his only grooming indulgence. I was half expecting him to whip out a cache of beaver pelts when he spoke again.

“The bear’s name is Maurice. Had him since he was a cub. His mother and brother were killed by hunters. I raise him myself with a bottle for the baby. We were out for a walk when he smelled your food.”

As if on cue, Maurice lumbered over and sat down by Roland’s feet.

“I live nearby,” said Roland after a brief pause. “Perhaps you would like to come chez moi for some hot soup? I make it with yellow peas and wild duck meat.”

After walking all night in the cold, duck soup sounded just fine.

CL hung back as we trudged through the snow toward Roland’s cabin. I waited for her, and when she caught up to me, I took hold of her mittened hand. 

“Don’t worry, CL. Everything is going to be OK. We’re just going to warm up for a while.”

She nodded, but the way her eyes darted from tree-to-rock-to-tree, like an animal looking for an escape route, was a pretty good indication that she wasn’t completely buying it. I couldn’t really blame her.

Built in the center of a circular clearing deep in the woods, almost a mile from the road, Roland’s cabin had been constructed from a wild combination of hand-cut logs and random pieces of salvaged lumber. From a distance, the place reminded me of a quilt that Mrs. Benoit kept by the couch in the den, a “crazy quilt” it was called, made of bits of old shirts and ties and baby blankets—hundreds of different color and size scraps sewn together to create a comfortable, useful thing.

The cabin’s windows—most likely scavenged from abandoned houses—varied in size, their sashes painted a rainbow of colors. Though small, the house had a cozy-looking covered porch with benches built in on either side of the front door. Maurice, the bear, plodded up the front steps and sat down on one of them. Judging by the scratch marks on the stripped logs, I guessed it must be his regular seat.

“Voilà,” Roland said. “Home sweet home, eh? I built it myself using these.” He held out his gloved hands.

When we went inside the house, Maurice rested his furry chin on the porch railing, looking sad to be left outside. I felt sort of bad for him.

In spite of its odd appearance, Roland’s cabin was clean and comfy. He tossed a couple of logs into the woodstove and lifted the lid on the pot of soup simmering on top. A wonderful smell filled the place, and the room felt so warm after a few minutes I had to strip down to my T-shirt. CL sat right down in front of the stove and stretched out her skinny legs. I helped her pull off her socks and set them on the hearth to warm up. Her feet were bright pink from the cold.

The cabin had three large rooms: The main living area, where the woodstove was, had been furnished with a couple of mismatched sofas and a beat-up leather chair that, although it looked to be about fifty years old, was one of the most comfortable chairs I can remember sitting in. The walls were covered with tools: axes and saws and hand-powered drills. A rifle hung on the wall over the front door. I knew without asking that it was loaded.

Without saying much of anything, Roland took three heavy pottery bowls down from an open shelf. He grabbed a ladle and began filling them with soup. When he was done, he set them down on the kitchen table.

“Come sit,” he said. “Dinner is served!”

From someplace—I never saw where—Roland produced a half-loaf of dark bread. We each had a proper linen napkin and a real silver spoon at our place. Roland unfolded his napkin and smoothed it over his lap. CL and I did the same. Then, without any warning, Roland blessed himself by making the sign of the cross, bowed his head, and said grace—in French. More out of habit than anything, I followed along, quietly mouthing the words. When Roland had finished, I crossed myself, too, flashbacks of childhood Christmases and Easters prancing through my head.

CL looked grim, her spoon gripped in her fist.

Roland broke off a chunk of bread for himself and passed the loaf to me. “You know French?” 

“My grandparents speak it,” I said. “And I learned some in school.”

“Where do you come from?” He dipped his bread into his soup and then sat there, his first bite suspended in mid-air as he waited for me to answer.

“My family came from Québec, a long time ago.”

I wanted to ask him where he had come from and why he was living in a cabin in the middle of nowhere, but I didn’t want to be rude. As it turned out, I didn’t need to ask.

“I come from Canada as well. New Brunswick. My family has a farm and a lumber mill. Lots of trees there in the west of the province. When I was too young, not much older than you, I left New Brunswick to marry an American girl, Italian, from Boston. We lived in an apartment in the city, very noisy—this was almost thirty years ago. I worked for the department of parks, cutting the grass, raking the leaves, picking up the trash. We had one son, Armand.”

Roland stopped talking as abruptly as he had begun. He dug into his food.

As fascinating as this story sort of was, it in no way explained why, or how, Roland had come to be in his current situation. But to be fair, our current situations weren’t anything that any of us particularly wanted to discuss.

“So,” Roland said finally, his soup nearly gone. “You will be my guests tonight? I can make a nice bed in front of the stove. This is much better than sleeping outside with Maurice, I think.”

CL brightened up considerably after eating her soup and was all for us staying there. After we ate, she spent more than an hour building a substantial Lincoln Log fortress, complete with an outhouse and stable, using a set Roland had pulled out of an old steamer trunk. 

“Those logs belonged to my son,” Roland said. “He is grown now.”

I slept like the dead, never even waking up to go to the bathroom. 

The next morning, I awoke to a rush of pine-fresh cold air. Roland had left the front door wide open. He was out on the porch calling to the bear.

I wrapped the wool blanket I had slept with around my shoulders and poked my head out the door. Roland was feeding ployes, French-Canadian buckwheat pancakes, to Maurice, who seemed to be enjoying them immensely.

“He love a petit treat,” Roland said when he noticed me standing in the doorway, as if feeding breakfast food to a huge, dangerous wild animal was a completely normal and safe thing to do. “You want to give one to him?”

I shook my head no.

“Oh, come on. Maurice likes you. I can tell.”

Finally, figuring I didn’t have much to lose anyway, I took a pancake from the plate Roland had set out on the porch railing and held it out to Maurice who was sitting on the ground in front of Roland like a dog.

The black bear sniffed the pancake before gingerly taking it from my hand with his gigantic front teeth. It was gone in seconds.

“See, I told you. He likes you.” Roland dumped the rest of the pancakes out on the ground. He turned to go back into house and said, “Christmas is in three days. We will need a tree and to shoot a turkey. Come in and get dressed.”

It didn’t occur to me until much later to think it was odd that Roland had assumed CL and I had nowhere else to go for the holiday. Somehow, though, he knew.

Before I knew it, I was standing on Roland’s front porch wearing a blaze orange hunting vest over my coat and sealskin mittens and fur-lined boots that were older than I was. They had belonged to one of Roland’s friends many years before—a very tall man, Roland said. Roland, who was not very large, said they were too big for him.

Without asking if I knew how to use it, Roland handed me a hunting rifle, a sleek shank of black steel and polished wood. I was surprised by how heavy it was.

Seeing the perplexed look on my face, Roland took the gun from me and said, “You hold it like so and look here.” He aimed the rifle into the forest and brought the sight up to his right eye, repeating the motion twice to make sure I was catching on. “Then, when you see Mr. Turkey, you aim right at his fat breast and pull the trigger like so.” Roland squeezed the trigger and a shot reverberated through the woods, the bark exploding off of a dead tree about forty feet away. When he handed the gun back to me, I hoped like hell I wouldn’t have to use it.

After collecting a few other items, including a saw to cut our Christmas tree, a thermos of coffee, and an old cloth sack to put our turkey in, Roland and I set off through the dense trees, leaving CL by the woodstove happily reading an Audubon guide to North American birdlife. About ten feet behind us, Maurice followed at a casual pace. The bear occasionally made a detour to investigate a stand of shrubs or sniff a rabbit den but he always sped up afterward so as not to let us out of his sight.

The forest was thicker than I imagined it would be. We walked single file through stands of old-growth paper birch and thickets of snowbound blueberry bushes. Roland wore his snowshoes, but for me the snow made the going painfully slow. Walking through the knee-high drifts irritated my sore hip, which up to that point had been feeling much better.

After a while we came to a clearing where several young black spruce trees grew. The small trees were crowded tightly together, as if someone had thrown a handful of seeds on the ground all in one spot.

“There was a fire here,” Roland said, looking up at the sky. “About a dozen years ago. The big trees died, and they are now replaced by these smaller ones.” He circled the small grove of pines, checking each tree’s trunk and examining the growth of the branches. 

Finally he said, “We take this one. It’s small. It will be killed by the others.” The tree in question was about four feet tall and much scrawnier than its brothers and sisters. One side had grown up against another tree and was nearly devoid of branches, giving the poor thing a lopsided, rejected appearance. I doubt Mrs. Benoit would have allowed it into the house.

Roland knelt down in the snow and pulled the saw from his pack. He went to work on the small tree’s trunk with long even strokes. It was only a couple of minutes before he’d cut it clean through. With the tree lying on the ground in front of him, I watched him bless himself.

Roland then took a length of twine from his pack and wrapped it around the tree, creating a torpedo-shaped bundle that would be easy to haul across the snow.

After he had finished, I asked, “How are we going to hunt for turkeys while we’re dragging that tree around?”

“We leave the tree here and come back for it when we get Mr. Turkey. It won’t take long. You will see.”

We propped the little tree up against the trunk of one of the larger pines and set back out into the woods in search of our Christmas dinner. 

I don’t know much about wild turkeys. In fact, if I’m honest, I don’t know anything about them at all. But I was skeptical we’d be able to find one with a big black bear following us around. 

We trudged through the snow for a while until we reached a thick stand of brush. Roland crouched down behind a tree within viewing distance of the thicket and motioned for me to follow. He cupped his hands around his mouth and let out a shrill warbling sound.

“Mr. Turkey will hear that and come out of the bush,” Roland whispered. “He thinks it’s his turkey friend.”

I wondered about this turkey’s friends as Roland made the sound again. But after about thirty seconds, lo and behold, a huge tom strutted out of the bushes. He was beautiful, his tail fan spread wide and majestic in an array of rich brown, iridescent purple, and green feathers. A proud bird, the tom held his head high while his yellow eyes darted from tree to tree, on the lookout for predators. As Roland aimed his rifle, the canvas shell of his parka made a slight scooching sound.

Alarmed by the noise, the turkey stood motionless in front of us. Roland squeezed the trigger. It was a bull’s eye. With a shudder, the turkey slumped to the ground. Feathers and streaks of red covered the snow. I felt like crying.

We slid the turkey into the sack we’d brought and set out to retrieve our tree. Following our own footprints in the snow, we’d made it about halfway back to the clearing when we heard gunshots ringing through the trees.

Roland hit the snow chest first and pulled me down beside him by my sleeve.

“Don’t get up,” he said. “Wait until it stops.”

Another round rang out. One of the bullets shattered a rotten tree stump just three feet from my head.

More bullets were followed by men’s voices. Then, at close range, we heard a terrible howling, the sound of an animal in pain.

“Maurice!” Roland hauled himself up from his safe position on the ground, seemingly unafraid that he would be shot himself. His brown eyes were wide, panic-stricken as he scanned the snowy woods for his bear. By the look on Roland’s face, I knew the moment he spotted Maurice, who was about fifteen feet away.

Cautiously, I got up, too.

Maurice lay on his back, his enormous body twisted slightly at the waist. His sides heaved with the effort it took him to breathe. The bear’s eyes were wild, his enormous fangs visible through his partially open mouth. Roland knelt beside Maurice, his hands gently stroking the fur on top of the bear’s head. Roland’s gloves and clothes and the surrounding snow were red with blood.

“I think he will die,” Roland said, never taking his eyes from his beloved friend. “They shoot him in the chest.”

A moment later, a man, thin and well-dressed in a clean designer parka and ski pants, emerged from the trees. He wore a fleece hat and looked freshly shaven, like he’d just stepped out of an L.L. Bean catalog. A rifle was slung over his shoulder. Behind him was another man, shorter and stockier, dressed from head to foot in hunter’s day-glow yellow.

The L.L. Bean man cocked his gun and pointed the barrel at Roland’s head. “I thought I told you not to hunt on my land, frog swine.” 

I saw Roland’s hand move slightly, as if to reach for his gun. Instead he said, “It is legal to hunt here. I have the permit.”

“I don’t give a shit about your permit or what the state says you can do with it. This is my land, and this is not the first time I’ve told you not to hunt on my property. Maybe now you’ll listen,” the man said, gesturing toward Maurice, whose breathing had become infrequent and shallow.

“It is illegal to shoot him,” Roland said. “It is poaching. He is a wild animal. It is not the season for bear.”

“Says who?” said the man. “Who’s to say I didn’t kill him in self-defense? He came right at us while I was out walking on my land, didn’t he, Troy?” he said to the man in yellow, who nodded in agreement.

Roland’s wool mitten was red with Maurice’s blood when he reached for his rifle. 

Roland aimed the gun at the man’s head.

“You kill my bear, mon ami. Now I don’t have much to care about, do I? This bear, he was my friend. You? You are the most vile of rats. Who will care if I shoot you, eh? Not even God will care to lose a man like you.”

As if in slow motion, I watched Roland’s finger bend to squeeze the trigger. At the very last fraction of a second, just before the gun fired, I lunged forward and grabbed the barrel, pointing it upward toward the sky. 

Instead of shooting the man square in the face, Roland’s bullet grazed the top of his head, blowing his fleece hat clean off. A trickle of blood dribbled down the man’s cheek and down into the collar of his fancy parka.

The man removed one of his gloves and felt the top of his head, seemingly surprised that he was still alive. Then he turned and, followed by Troy, began to walk away. “Stay off my land,” he said to Roland. “Next time it’s going to be you.”

When the two men were out of sight, Roland pressed his ear against Maurice’s chest then reached over and closed the bear’s eyes.





Chapter Six

We had a funeral for Maurice on Christmas Eve. Roland had spent most of the day before digging a grave for the bear. I offered to help him—the ground was mostly frozen, and it was pretty slow going—but Roland waved me off. At first I thought he did this because he was angry with me for intervening when he tried to shoot Maurice’s killer, and he might have been, a little, but mostly I think he was just sad. As far as I could tell, Maurice was all he had in the world.

As we gathered around the bear’s grave to pay our respects, snow began to fall. I thought it was nice: big, soft flakes drifting down through the branches of the trees. Very peaceful. CL held my hand. I kept a close eye on her to make sure she was OK. Death could freak anyone out, but I especially worried about a kid like her.

We stood there for a while staring at the mound of fresh earth, the dirt mixed up with small rocks and roots and chunks of rust-colored clay. The smell of it reminded me of spring. The snow surrounding Maurice’s grave was soiled from all the digging and had been trampled flat by Roland’s boots. The only sounds came from the snowflakes pattering on the ground, like rain, but softer. 

Eventually, Roland pulled a dog-eared Bible from his parka, his hair covered in snow. He unfolded a pair of gold-rimmed reading glasses and carefully put them on, adjusting the arms over his ears so they fit just right.

“Notre Père,” Roland began, the rims of his eyes red from the tears he had shed in private. “Take our brother Maurice and keep him safe at your side always. He was a good and loyal friend. We loved him very much, and we will miss him.”

Roland made the sign of the cross and opened the Bible. His New Brunswick French accent seemed to grow thicker as he read:

“In that day I will make a covenant for them with the beasts of the field and the birds of the air and the creatures that move along the ground. Bow and sword and battle I will abolish from the land, so that all may lie down in safety.”

I remembered our dog Simone who died of cancer a couple of years before, when I was in the eighth grade. We had to take her to the vet to have her put down when she got too sick to walk or eat.

Brushing away a small pile of snow that had accumulated on the book, Roland turned to another page.

“And to every beast of the earth and to every fowl of the heavens and to every creeper on the earth which has in it a living soul. Amen.”

Roland blessed himself again. I did the same. Then he bowed his head and started to sob, his big tears wetting the pages of Genesis.

CL gripped my hand with her mitten, and a tear slipped down my cheek, too. I couldn’t help it. The whole world had gone batshit crazy.

Roland wiped his eyes and blew his nose using a red handkerchief he kept in his pocket. He reached out and placed his hand on CL’s head and said, “Let us go home and prepare for Christmas.”

CL was in charge of decorating the Christmas tree. Roland didn’t have much in the way of decorations, other than a few red glass balls that he produced from the trunk in the living room, so she went outside to collect pinecones.

From the kitchen, I watched her plucking fat cones from the trees at the edge of Roland’s clearing, shaking the snow from them before tossing them into a steel bucket. I didn’t like her being out there by herself. I was worried the guy who shot Maurice and his henchman, Troy, would show up again. When I said this to Roland, he told me not to worry.

“Non. He only come after me.”

“But why? Who is he? Why would anyone want to do anything to you? You don’t bother anyone.”

“Is a long story, my young friend.” Roland was busy dressing the turkey we’d shot. When he was through, he arranged the bird in a large enamel-coated roasting pan.

“It’s not like I’m in a hurry,” I said, peeking out the window again. CL was running around in a circle with her tongue sticking out, trying to catch snowflakes.

“OK then, I tell you.” Roland pulled a bottle of Canadian whiskey and two glasses down from the kitchen shelf and sat at the table. He poured an inch of the amber liquid into each glass and pushed one toward me. I raised my eyebrows at him.

“It is OK,” he told me. “When I was your age, I was a man. The world has too many boys these days.”

I nodded, figuring he was right.

“The man, his name is Montgomery Davis. He is called Monty by his friends. He is a rich man who made his money in the dot com boom of the 1990s—stock options, money for nothing. He owns these woods, except for the part of my cabin. This land I win from him in a poker game—he love to drink and make large bets. 

“I met Monty almost fifteen years ago when I did some carpentry work for him at his house, a beautiful home made from logs that stretches to the tops of the trees. Monty’s wife, Yolanda, she was from Chile, a very beautiful woman, much too young for him. He does not treat her well, always yelling, never happy. One night I am in my cabin cooking dinner, and Yolanda is at my door. She is crying, saying she cannot stay with Monty any longer. She does not love him. She misses her family. So, I let her in. In a few days she is gone. I don’t know where, but Monty, he is convinced Yolanda and I have an affair, that I know where she is. He does not see that it is his own cruel ways that make her leave him.”

“They never do,” I said, feeling decidedly older as I swirled the whiskey in my glass. “So, he thinks you stole his wife. He killed Maurice to get revenge.”

“That is the story, young friend. I wish for you to never meet a black-hearted man like this. It is the kindness of others they hate most of all, and I know you are kind.”

Just then, CL burst through the door, all pink cheeks and smiles. Her bucket overflowed with pinecones.

A dark thought struck me.

“Roland,” I whispered, leaning over the table. “I don’t have anything to give to CL for Christmas. What should I do?”

“Do not worry. I have something that will be perfect.” Roland leaned backward, so that only the rear legs of his chair still made contact with the floor, and tipped back the rest of his whiskey. Setting the glass on the table, he went into his bedroom and came out with a flowered box. 

Making sure that CL was still occupied decorating the tree, he lifted the lid to show me. A blue-eyed baby doll wearing a pink dress stared up at us.

Before I could ask, Roland said, “It was for my granddaughter, but I have not met her. I think she is close to CL’s age now.”

At night the cabin felt lonely without Maurice standing sentinel on the porch. Once I woke up and thought I heard Roland crying. CL had fallen asleep under the Christmas tree with all her clothes on. She loved that tree like crazy, even with no lights on it and a bunch of pinecones for ornaments. I didn’t have the heart to wake her.

I got up and looked out the front window. In the moonlight, Roland’s clearing glowed. The cold blue light lit up the dark trunks of the trees and reflected off the snow so that I almost believed Santa Claus was about to land right there in front of the cabin, his reindeer kneeling down to rest.

Roland was the first one up in the morning, making coffee and stoking the fire to cook the turkey. He made pancakes with dried cranberries and had somehow slipped the box with the doll in it, which now had a red ribbon tied around its middle, under the tree without CL or me noticing.

I remembered what Mrs. Benoit had said to me about Christmas the day before I left Galloway. I wasn’t to celebrate the holiday or have Christmas dinner with my family because of what I’d said at the school assembly about Jesus, because I’d refused to go to Mass. I wondered if they missed me.

I missed them, especially Bit—I’d have to give her her Christmas present when I got home. But the Benoits all seemed so far away, like characters from a play written in another language, as I sat in Roland’s cabin watching CL eat pancakes, her new doll clutched to her side.

A few days after Christmas, Roland finally asked what CL and I were planning to do. I was on the porch doing a bit of target practice with Roland’s rifle, blasting holes into a dead tree about fifty feet into the woods. I was actually getting good at it.

“So, where will you go now, young friend?” he said, resting one booted foot on top of the porch railing.

Without hesitating, I said, “I’m taking CL to find her mother. We need to go to Peru, to a place called the Serenity Dome. Do you know it?” I took the gun strap off my shoulder and handed the weapon to Roland. He looked through the sight and aimed at the same tree.

“I know it,” he said. He squeezed the trigger and sent chunks of wood flying. “It is not a good place for a small girl.”

“That’s probably true. But that’s where her mother is,” I said, sitting down on the bench. “I can’t keep her with me much longer. I’m sure the police are after us.”

It occurred to me that I hadn’t told Roland anything about how I’d found CL or about my family or what had happened to me on the bus or at Ann’s. 

“Let me explain,” I started, but Roland interrupted me. 

“Non. It is better for both of us if I don’t know. But I will tell you how to get to Peru and your Serenity Dome.”

Back in the house, Roland pulled out a sheet of paper and a pencil and sat down at the table. He drew a map beginning at the spot near Route 7 where CL and I had first met him and Maurice, indicating the connecting routes we’d need to take and the major landmarks we’d pass on the way. 

“It is simple. Just three roads,” Roland said. “When you cross the town line of Peru, you will see the dome. You can’t miss it. It’s taller than the trees. Can you drive a car?” 

“I know how, but I don’t have a license. Only a learner’s permit.”

Roland rolled his eyes. “OK. That will have to do. Just don’t get caught. No speeding.”

I already didn’t like whatever plan Roland had in mind, but I decided to be quiet and listen.

“Peru is about twenty-five miles away. I will let you borrow my car.”

“You have a car?” Somehow this was not something I had considered.

“Oui. It is not a very fancy one. An old Subaru from when I lived in Boston.” 

I nodded, not sure I felt like hearing the rest of the story. But instead of telling me more Roland said, “Get your coat. I will show you.”

Roland handed me a shovel. We hiked a short distance through the woods until we came to what looked to be an old logging road, unplowed. Sitting by the side of the road under a snow-covered canvas tarp was one of the most sorry-looking motor vehicles I’d ever seen. From the look of it, the beat-up station wagon dated back to the late 1980s or early 1990s, not that I actually knew what I was talking about when it came to cars.

With a nod of his head, Roland indicated that I should start shoveling. Together, we were able to free the rusty Subaru from the snowbank in about twenty minutes. Roland was a hell of a shoveler for an old guy.

When the car had been cleared, Roland hopped into the driver’s seat and stuck the key into the ignition. Both of us were surprised when it started right up.

“Ah ha!” said Roland, his eyes gleaming with joy. “I knew this is a good car when I buy it.” He patted the Subaru’s sun-faded dashboard affectionately and pushed down slightly on the gas pedal, revving the engine. Then he tried the heater and windshield wipers to make sure they still worked.

“I have not driven this car since the autumn,” Roland said. “More than three months. The last time I go to buy supplies.” 

Wondering how anyone could go so long without going to the store, I said, “Roland, this car has a standard transmission. I don’t think I can drive it. I don’t know how.” As soon as the words left my mouth I wished I hadn’t said them.

Roland adjusted his red hat and got out of the car. “Get in. I will teach you.”

“But the road’s not even plowed. How am I supposed to drive in this snow?”

Roland made a sweeping motion with his right arm, like a maître d’ showing a diner to his table.

I buckled myself into the driver’s seat, making note of the lack of airbags. Attached to the driver’s side sun visor with a flesh-colored rubber band was a small wooden tile with an image of Saint Christopher painted on it, rough and faded, but unmistakable. At the sight of it, I relaxed a little. After all, Old Chris had gotten me this far.

Roland hopped into the passenger seat beside me. “First, we must get out of this snowbank.” 

He showed me the correct way to depress the clutch and gas at the same time and maneuver the stick shift into reverse and back into first gear again, essentially rocking the car back and forth in the snow until the tires had broken free from the ice. Once the old rust bucket seemed like it might be able to actually move forward, Roland had me point the front wheels toward the road. “Now we flip the switch,” he said, a devious grin on his face.

“What switch?” I pictured one of those low-riders with hydraulic shocks you sometimes see driving through the Hispanic neighborhoods in Galloway.

“The four wheel, bien sur,” Roland reached beneath the steering wheel and flipped a lever below the dashboard. “For the snow, mon ami. You will see.”

I shifted the car into first gear and slowly made my way out onto the logging road. I drove about a hundred feet before we got stuck.

“Is just a drift. You will be fine.” Roland showed me how to steer my way out of the snowbank. “If you really become stuck a shovel is in the back.”

I drove the car out to Route 7, near the spot where CL and I had our picnic and parked it on the side of the road.

“It will be OK here until morning,” Roland said. “Then you take your little friend to Peru.”

When we got back to the cabin, the front door was wide open. The inside of the place had been sacked. Chairs and tables lay on their sides. Clothes and supplies had been strewn across the floor.

“CL? Where are you? Are you OK?” Raw panic took over my senses when I got no reply. We had left CL alone in the cabin working on a coloring book Roland found in his old trunk. I raced through the house, overturning furniture, until I spotted a small sock-covered foot peeking out from beneath the hutch that held most of Roland’s plates and bowls. I crouched down to take a look, hoping against hope that she was alive.

“CL? It’s me, Ernie.” 

A pair of huge gray eyes appeared beneath the massive oak chest, CL’s face streaked with tears. I reached under and pulled her out.

As Roland went about trying to set the cabin to rights again and figure out if anything was missing, I tried my best to comfort CL. We sat in front of the woodstove for a long while without talking, the doll that Roland had given her clutched at her side. Finally, she said, “They are looking for you, EB. They said you are a kidnapper. I know how to hide, so they didn’t find me.”

Roland stopped what he was doing and put on his coat. “I’ll be back in an hour or two. We must know what is going on.”

As he closed the door behind him, I truly wondered whether I’d ever see him again, if my life would ever go back to being the way it was before I left home, before Mrs. Benoit pulled me out of Saint T’s, before John drowned—the way things were back at Saint Louis with Sister Marie, when we all did our best to love one another the way the ice-cream-cone-Jesus told us we should, and it seemed like that would always be enough. 

I pulled the Saint Christopher medal out of my shirt and held it between my thumb and forefinger. “Be safe, Roland,” I whispered. “Be safe.”





Chapter Seven

The night CL and I left Ann Clarke’s farm, Ann had gone to the police station and filed a report saying I had raped her at gunpoint. The police had found CL’s old coat in the trash at the Mobil station back in Blackwell Falls and there was some speculation as to whether or not I had kidnapped CL, or killed her, or both. Reports on the news warned that I was an armed and dangerous sexual predator, possibly a pedophile. My school photo, the same one I’d seen on the “missing” poster at the Blackwell Falls post office, was all over the goddamn media. 

Montgomery Davis, the rich scumbag who killed Maurice, saw my picture on the news and recognized me as the kid who had been with Roland that day in the woods. He called the police and told them where to find me.

The first thing I thought of was Mrs. Benoit. If she hadn’t read about my supposed criminal activities in the newspaper or watched a story about my misdeeds on the evening news, she would soon. For all her faults, I knew she loved me. She didn’t deserve to have to wonder if her son was a rapist on top of the anxiety of wondering where I was and whether I was safe. No mother did. But I had no way of letting her know the truth. 

I thought about Bit and Cecile and my father and brothers, too. I couldn’t believe what a selfish idiot I was. What the hell had I been thinking? How was I ever going to be able to go home?

Before all this happened, I’d never really wondered what it would be like to actually strangle someone. Given the chance, though, I might have tried it out on Ann and Monty.

Roland came back to the cabin holding a raft of newspapers under one arm and a brown paper bag in the other. He handed both of them to me. Inside the bag was a pint of Seagram’s whiskey.

I’d managed to get CL to calm down a bit and had helped her put on her pajamas. She was sitting in front of the woodstove on the floor drawing circles on a piece of paper with a green crayon. 

Roland pulled up a chair—luckily the cops hadn’t actually broken anything. “I know you did not do these things they say you did. But I am worried for you, mon fil. I think now is the time for you to explain things to me—and maybe then we go together to explain to the police.” 

Mon fil. My son. Here was this guy, a decent, honest man, whose nice quiet life was pretty much ruined when CL and I showed up, and now he was putting his arm around my shoulders, telling me he was going to help. I started crying like a little kid.

Roland handed me a handkerchief—a real, honest-to-God cotton hanky—and waited for me to stop. Then I told him the whole story.

When I was done, Roland picked up the bottle of Seagram’s and took a long swig. “Well, Ernest Benoit, tomorrow we go to the police and tell them what you have told me. I feel that maybe you are not the only one Ann has done this to. There is no evidence that what she says is true, and we have the girl with us so they will know what they say you have done is a lie.”

From the floor in front of the stove, the Seagram’s bottle by my side, I stared out the window at the thick blanket of stars stretching across the black sky. I thought about how, at that point, everyone I knew had most likely seen the reports about me on the news. Knowing how upset Mrs. Benoit probably was made me want to burrow into a snowdrift and let the freezing night take me away.

I drifted in and out of sleep, my head pounding from the Seagram’s. At one point, I lapsed into a strange waking dream where CL and I were romping through a field of tall grass and wildflowers with Maurice. We were looking for someone, or something, that wasn’t there.

When morning came, the sun was too bright and CL too cheerful waiting for her breakfast amid the debris in the kitchen, her small legs dangling from one of Roland’s wooden chairs. At Roland’s insistence, I cleaned myself up at the water pump by the kitchen sink, washing and combing my hair, brushing my teeth. I managed to find a clean shirt. I tucked it into my waistband and cinched it with a brown leather belt Roland had given me. It was the first time I’d dressed this way since my last day at Saint T’s.

I looked in the mirror to check my hair, which was getting much too long. It was the first time I’d seen myself in weeks. My face was thinner than I remembered. I looked older, too, especially around the eyes.

I smoothed out the front of my pants and wondered if I’d be sitting in a jail cell by the end of the day.

The three of us loaded into Roland’s sorry-looking Subaru, which was still parked by the side of the road where we’d left it after my driving lesson. It was around 8:30 a.m. The rising temperature had begun to soften the edges of the snow piles along the guardrail. A soft breeze carried with it the faintest scent of spring.

I looked in the backseat to check on CL and noticed she had her backpack with her. My own pack was beside her on the seat. A sinking feeling came over me. Even if I somehow made it out of this, CL wouldn’t be coming back. We wouldn’t be together anymore.

Roland shifted the old junker into gear, and we headed down Route 7 toward Pittsfield. Roland thought it would be better for me to turn myself in there, a city with a population of 45,000, rather than back in New Essex, the tiny cow town where Ann had filed the charges. He thought the police in a bigger department would treat me more fairly and would be better able to help CL.

It was a beautiful day. I stared out the window as we drove through thick, sun-dappled forest and passed an occasional small cabin with white smoke curling from its chimney. Suddenly, I remembered it was New Year’s Eve. If I hadn’t been such an idiot, I could have been with Cecile, helping her decorate her living room for the party she was having tonight. I could have been a normal kid with a normal life.

We’d been on the road for about twenty-five minutes when a white Hummer, coming up over the crest of the hill behind us, appeared in my side-view mirror. The ludicrous gas-guzzler was coming at us full speed, way too fast for the winding country road we were on. The driver wore a blaze orange hunter’s cap and mirrored sunglasses. The Hummer came within inches of the Subaru’s bumper before backing off a bit then riding up on us again. For some reason the guy seemed hell-bent on taking us out. In a way, I almost hoped he would.

“Est il’épais à marde!” Roland pulled onto the shoulder to let the Hummer pass, but instead of passing us it pulled over to the side of the road, too. The monster’s front tires rode up and over an enormous mound of snow and ice that had been left by the plows.

“Is Monty. He is insane.” Roland yanked the emergency brake up with such force that I wondered if we’d ever be able to disengage it. He hopped out of the car, slamming the door behind him. Then he opened the hatchback and pulled out the rifle that, last time I’d seen it, had been hanging on the wall inside the cabin.

“Mon Dieu! You want us all to die, you crazy shit? What do you want of me? What now?” Roland had the barrel of the gun pointed directly at the Hummer’s windshield. I’d seen him nail bottle caps from a hundred feet and knew, if he wanted to, Roland could easily pick off one of Monty’s earlobes.

Monty, who was a lot shorter than I remembered, hopped down from the Hummer and put his hands on his hips.

“You’re not going to shoot me, Roland. Put that thing away. All I want is the kid and the little girl. The state’s got a ten-thousand-dollar reward on that kid’s head, and it’s going to be mine. I tried looking for him at your place the other day, so we could avoid this type of thing, but obviously that didn’t work out.” 

Roland cocked back the hammer on the shotgun and brought the sight up to his eye. “I give you one chance not to die, Monty. You get back in your truck and go home. We will forget this has happened.”

Monty looked amused. “I thought you might feel this way, Roland. Since I know what kind of shot you are, and you’ve got the kid in your car already—if you can call that a car—I’m prepared to split the reward money with you. Five K each. What do you say?”

“What do I say?” Without lowering the gun, Roland said, “I say this boy is my son. He is innocent. If you touch him, I kill you. I have nothing to lose, eh, Monty? Crazy old man living in the woods. So what if I die? I almost kill you the day you shot Maurice. You would be dead now if it weren’t for that boy.”

I turned around to check on CL in the backseat. “CL, why don’t you lie down on the seat for me, OK. Pretend you’re hiding.” 

Straining to see through the salt-streaked rear window, I watched Monty reach into his coat pocket and pull something out. I was relieved to see it was a cell phone.

“Have it your way, Roland. I won’t touch a hair on the kid’s head. I’ll just go back to my truck and call the state police. Maybe they’ll impound that piece of crap you’re driving while they’re at it.” 

When Monty turned around to walk back to the Hummer, Roland squeezed the trigger on the rifle, a loud report echoing through the trees. Monty stopped dead in his tracks. Roland had shot the phone clean out of his hand.

“You will do nothing,” Roland said. “You will get back into your truck and go home.”

Monty’s features darkened. He ran at Roland and knocked him to the ground. The two men were locked together like bulls, thrashing about on the slush-covered roadside. They were so busy punching each other in the gut that neither of them noticed when they rolled out into the open road.

Trying not panic, I considered my available options: get out of the car and grab the gun before Monty does; jump into the driver’s seat, lean on the horn and holler for Roland to get in; jump on Monty and help Roland beat the piss out of the bastard; stay in the car with CL and wait to see what happens.

As it turned out, the decision was made for me. A logging truck, loaded to the top, came roaring around the corner ahead of us. Seeing Roland and Monty in the road, the driver leaned on the horn. I knew right away that the truck was going too fast to be able to stop.

Growing up, I had heard adults talk about times when something traumatic had happened to them, like a car accident, and how they remembered the crash, or whatever, as taking place in slow motion even though it had probably only lasted a few seconds. They could remember every last detail.

That wasn’t how this was. It seemed more like a dream.

When it became apparent that the logging truck was going to run Roland and Monty over, rather than covering my eyes or turning away, like I wish I had done, at the last second, right before the truck was on them, I locked eyes with Roland. I’m not sure, but I think he winked at me. At the very least, he didn’t look as concerned as you’d imagine someone would in that situation. He seemed calm, peaceful even. At least that’s the feeling that came over me at that moment. To this day, I still don’t understand it.

Another thing I still don’t understand is how Roland didn’t die. I watched with my own eyes as the logging truck ran him and Monty over. The driver—poor bastard —lost control trying to avoid them. He slammed into Monty’s Hummer, totally wasting the thing before ricocheting into the forest on the opposite side of the road. Titanic four-ton logs spilled out of the truck like drinking straws at a sorority keg.

When it was over, I got out of the car to see if there was anything I could do. I started to cross the road to see if the truck driver was OK, figuring he was probably the only one left alive, and if not, he at least most likely had a working cell phone. But as I picked my way across Route 7, hopping over logs and, horribly, coming across what was left of Monty, I heard a faint voice calling me from beneath the wreckage.

“Ernest Benoit! Mon fil! Aidez-moi.” 

“Roland! Holy shit. You’re alive.” I followed his voice and found him lying on his back on the wet pavement. One of his boots had come off, but besides a somewhat nasty-looking scrape on his forehead he seemed completely unscathed. When I stretched my arm out to help him up, he gripped my hand. 

I must have been staring at him as he put his boot back on because he said, “What? You do not know that old coureurs des bois have nine lives? Remember this, Ernest Benoit: tu es l’un d’entre nous. Your blood runs in all the rivers of this land, from Nova Scotia to the Riviere Mississippi, just like mine.”

I thought of the bus crash, how Daryl and Bonnie had dragged me to safety just before the thing went up in flames, and the Bic lighter and blankets that had mysteriously appeared in the old factory the night I found CL. For the first time in weeks, I thought about my friend John Delaney. We both should have drowned that day on the beach, but somehow I’d lived.

Roland looked up and saw the state of Monty’s Hummer, realizing then that his nemesis hadn’t survived. He blessed himself and looked up at the sky—not a cloud in it—before reaching into his parka and pulling out a stainless-steel flask. He unscrewed the cap and took a sip before raising it to the heavens.

“For you, Monty. May God deal with you as he wishes. I hope you meet again Maurice, and he takes out your eyes. Ha, ha.”

He handed the flask to me and nodded, indicating that I should take a sip, too. It wasn’t whiskey this time, but something sweeter.

“Yukon Jack,” Roland said when I handed the flask back to him. “Good friend to the woodsman.”

The driver of the logging truck appeared to be unconscious, but he was alive. Roland dialed 911 on the poor guy’s cell phone and placed it on his lap.

“It will take them a while to track the signal and send help. It will give us time to get away.”

We got back into the Subaru, which by some other miracle hadn’t been hit by a log and was still actually running. Roland shifted the car into gear, and we continued on our way down Route 7.

“Can I get up now?”

CL, who really is a great kid, had been lying down in the backseat the whole time. 

We had only been on the road a few minutes when Roland said, “I know now what we must do.”

“I thought we were going to the police station in Pittsfield?”

“Non. That is not right. I have a vision when the truck pass over me. If I take you to the police you will not be treated well. They will not believe you are innocent. It will be bad for you. They will send CL to a foster home, and she will also be treated badly. I believe this is why God let me live.”

I waited to hear what else Roland had to say about this vision, but he said nothing.

“Well, what are we going to do, then?” 

I had almost been relieved that we were going to the police because it meant that this whole batshit crazy ride would finally be over. Now I was getting the feeling that maybe it was just beginning.

“We must wait for this woman who accuse you to be proved a liar. Then you can go to the police.”

“How is that going to happen, Roland? It’s her word against mine. She’s an adult. No one’s going to believe that she’s the one who came after me, that she tried to force me to stay with her by threatening me with a gun. And what about CL? They’re saying on the news that I might have killed her. Shouldn’t we at least try to bring her to her mother?”

Roland’s face looked thoughtful for a moment as he seemed to consider these points but then he said, “We will need some supplies. We are going to Canada.”





Chapter Eight

Roland put the Subaru into four-wheel drive, and we headed down an unplowed logging road, a shortcut, he said, back to his cabin, since Route 7 was now impassable. After we’d driven what seemed like several miles, we parked by the side of the road and followed Roland through the woods. How he knew where he was going is still a mystery to me. By the time we got to the cabin, we were nearly frozen solid.

Embers from the morning’s fire were still glowing in the woodstove. CL took off her coat and boots and pressed her little body against the cast iron in an effort to thaw herself out. Roland, who didn’t seem to be cold in the least, set about opening cabinets and tossing things into bags, which, I realized, we were going to have to haul back to the car.

It took about an hour for us to gather up all the food in the cabin, three liters of Canadian whiskey, one liter of Yukon Jack, several gallons of fresh water, two boxes of ammunition, two copies of the Bible—one in French and one in English—all manner of sweaters, coats, mittens, socks, hats and scarves, and the few toys CL had been playing with, including the doll Roland had given her for Christmas, and her crayons, paper, and coloring books. We loaded it all onto a rickety wooden sled that Roland cobbled together from a couple of old pallets.

After Roland had somehow fit everything into the Subaru’s hatch, we set out to find a store where we could buy a few things we didn’t have and fill the car up with gas. We ended up at a Walmart in a sad outpost of a town called Jacob’s Bridge. 

Before going into the store, I pulled on one of Roland’s wool hats and a pair of sunglasses so no one would recognize me. I’m pretty sure I looked like a homeless person, but everyone shopping there seemed pretty destitute, so I basically blended in. A guy with an eye patch, whose winter gear consisted only of a white T-shirt and a beat-up leather vest, rummaged through a bin of DVDs. Whole families roamed the grocery section en masse, like they were on some sort of gloomy field trip. Even the little kids in that place looked depressed.

I remembered the cash I’d earned helping Daryl clean out the barn and offered to help Roland pay for the windshield washer fluid, ice scraper, and emergency blankets he had loaded into our cart. He waved me off.

“CL, is there anything you want? Are you hungry? Do you want something to play with?” I felt like I needed to do something for the poor kid, especially now that I’d had to tell her that we weren’t going to be taking her to her mother for a while longer.

CL shook her head, not seeming to care one way or the other. 

I grabbed a bag of M&Ms and paid for them myself as we were checking out. When I handed the candy to her, CL’s smile was worth a million bucks. It’s crazy how much she loves those things.

Once we were back on the road, Roland made it known that we were headed for New Brunswick, to his family’s farm in a small town called Saint-Quentin, about two hours northeast of Presque Isle, Maine.

“But we don’t have passports,” I said, finally voicing the concern I’d had ever since Roland had announced our travel plans. “And even if we did, I’m wanted by the police. They’re out looking for CL. How are we going to get over the border?”

Roland smiled. “There are ways to get across, especially where we are going. Trust me.”

Roland hadn’t failed us yet, but I have to say I was pretty skeptical. I’d been to Montréal a couple of times with my family, once for vacation and once for a wedding. Both times the border agents made sure to carefully check every single one of our passports, getting a good look at all six of us to make sure we were who we said we were. They asked all sorts of questions about where we were staying and for how long and what we were going to do once we got there. Mrs. Benoit had made it a point to speak to them in French, but it didn’t seem to make any difference.

I’d barely slept the night before, so for the moment, anyway, I thought I’d take Roland at his word. Besides, it’s not like I really had much of a choice. Still bundled up in my parka and Roland’s hat, I fell asleep as the Subaru’s heater cranked away at my feet. When I woke up a couple of hours later, I was hot and damp; my feet felt like they were cooking inside my boots. Trees and snow surrounded us on both sides, the road we were traveling down resembling a tunnel. Roland was sticking to back roads to reduce the chance of running into the police. The sky was nearly dark.

CL dozed in the back seat, playing with her doll or coloring whenever she came to. We stopped a few times to go to the bathroom and to eat some of the food we had brought, but never at a real rest stop. Roland thought they were too risky. “Rest stops are the first place they look for people traveling by road,” he said.

“We’re getting close to the border,” Roland said as we passed a sign for Presque Isle. We should be there by about eight o’clock. Then we party.”

“Party? What are you talking about? They don’t even know we’re coming.”

I began to wonder if Roland had lost his mind when the logging truck ran over him when he said, “It’s New Year’s Eve. Of course there is a party.”

I couldn’t even tell you when we passed over the border. The landscape didn’t change. There was no checkpoint, no border agent. The only way I knew we were in New Brunswick was because the road signs were suddenly in both English and French and the speed limits were posted in kilometers instead of miles.

We arrived at Roland’s family home in Saint-Quentin just after eight p.m. His family’s enormous old farmhouse was lit up with Christmas decorations. One of those oversize light-up Nativity sets, replete with a camel and sheep, had been thoughtfully arranged on the front lawn. The area surrounding the house was packed with cars and pickup trucks parked every which way.

“The whole village must be here,” Roland said as he pulled the Subaru into an empty space between a Ford F-150 and a farm tractor. The festive sounds of fiddles, accordions, and delighted laughter carried across the field.

We left most of our stuff in the car and trudged through the snow up to the wide front porch. The freezing air stung the back of my neck and the tops of my ears but it felt good after spending so many hours in the hot car. I knocked the snow from my boots as Roland rang the doorbell.

A slim middle-aged man who looked eerily like Roland opened the front door.

The man looked at Roland for a few seconds as if he was trying to figure out where he’d seen him before.

“Réjean, c’est moi. Ton frère.”

A look of recognition flashed across the man’s face. “Roland! Mon Dieu!”

Roland’s brother stepped out onto the porch and embraced him, tears rolling down his red cheeks.

When they had stopped hugging each other, Roland said in English, “This is Ernest and CL. They are my adopted children. We need a place to stay for a while.”

Réjean clapped me on the shoulder with one powerful work-worn hand. His broad smile revealed a set of nearly perfect, very white teeth. Réjean bent down to get a look at CL, who was hiding behind me. “You are all welcome in this house as long as you like. Roland, come in and show your face to Maman.”

Inside, the house had taken on the type of steamy atmosphere that indoor winter parties have. It was wall-to-wall people, everyone eating and drinking and laughing.

Réjean put his index fingers on either side of his mouth and let out a shrieking whistle, the same way Roland had called Maurice. Most of the people standing nearby stopped talking. When the musicians realized what was happening they stopped playing and stood to listen.

“This is a very special night,” Réjean said. “My brother Roland has returned home. He has not been in this house for thirty years. Let us all welcome him and his children, Ernest and CL.”

A woman at the back of the room squealed with joy. She pushed her way through the crowd until she reached the spot where Roland stood still holding the bag of supplies we had picked up at Walmart.

“God has blessed us,” she said, wrapping her arms around Roland’s neck and kissing him on the cheek. She looked over to me and said, “I am your father’s sister Sabine. We are so happy you are here.”

I considered mentioning that Roland wasn’t actually my father, but she seemed so happy. I didn’t want to ruin the moment.

Sabine led us through the party to a formal parlor at the back of the house. It was obviously a room for company, not meant for everyday use. Mrs. Benoit had a room just like it at home.

A small woman with a shock of white hair sat in an upholstered rocking chair in the corner of the room. A birch log crackled in the fireplace beside her. She was deep in conversation with two women about Roland’s age who were perched on the edge of a stiff-looking sofa. 

A wooden crucifix hung on the wall alongside a portrait of Our Lady of the Assumption, a strand of rosary beads looped around the top right corner of its wooden frame. A large French language Bible bound in white leather—a family Bible by the look of it—sat in the middle of the coffee table.

The women stopped talking when they noticed us standing in the doorway. Sabine said, “Maman, Roland est à la maison.”

Roland’s tiny mother looked up and adjusted her glasses. Gripping the arms of the rocking chair, she pulled herself up into a standing position. The women on the couch, who I later learned were Roland’s two other sisters, sat in shocked silence.

Striding across the room to help his mother up, Roland looked like a boy who’d been caught stealing cookies from the nuns, bracing himself for the bit of hell he was about to have unleashed on him.

I flinched when Mèmére Laliberté slapped Roland across the face, her jaw set in such a way that there could be no doubt about her feelings toward her eldest son, who had left her, his six siblings, and a variety of cousins, uncles, and aunts thirty years before to marry an American, never once bothering to send them as much as a postcard to let them know he was alive.

I looked toward the spot where CL had been standing, hoping she hadn’t seen Roland’s mother slap him. Exposure to random violence was definitely not what the kid needed, and I wasn’t really up for explaining the situation, not that I fully understood it myself.

She was gone.

Worried about her wandering around a strange house full of people we knew nothing about, I backed out of the parlor and scanned the area for CL’s green backpack, which she had been wearing. I found it perched on top of one of the kitchen counters. CL and Roland’s sister Sabine were sitting at the kitchen island together. CL had an enormous plate of food in front of her, her little hand gripping a silver fork.

“She is hungry,” Sabine said to me as CL launched into her tourtière and pot-en-pot. “You should eat something, too, after your long drive.”

She was right. After seeing and smelling the food, I was suddenly starving, and almost instantly homesick. The familiar smells of the food and the murmur of French conversation and laughter made me think of family holidays, Mrs. Benoit manning the stove in her Lily Pulitzer apron like the commander of a battleship at war.

I grabbed a plate and served myself a fat slice of the tourtière. I balanced a slice of raisin pie beside it and pulled out a chair next to the spot where CL was sitting.

I had only eaten a few bites of the wonderful meat pie when the most beautiful girl I had ever seen walked into the kitchen.

She was taller than most girls I knew, which for me was a definite plus. Her long strawberry blonde hair was held back with a green velvet headband that matched the sweater she was wearing. Her eyes were green, too, with tiny gold flecks dotting the irises. She looked to be about sixteen or seventeen. I felt my heart rate go up when she sat down next to me.

“I’m Joëlle,” she said. “My father is Roland’s cousin. We live down the road, on the next farm.”

She spoke English perfectly, with barely a trace of the French New Brunswick accent Roland and his siblings had.

“I’m Ernest. My friends call me Ernie.”

“Like on Sesame Street,” CL interjected, her mouth full of gravy and dumplings.

Joëlle smiled. “Is she your sister?”

“Something like that,” I said.

“He’s my hero,” CL said, which made me blush and Joëlle raise her eyebrows, nodding her head slightly to show she was impressed.

“Do you like the raisin pie? I made it yesterday with my Maman,” Joëlle said.

In truth, I love raisin pie no matter who makes it. Mrs. Benoit’s is unsurpassed in deliciousness. Even better, none of my siblings can stand it, so I can usually get a whole pie to myself.

“You made this? It’s fantastic. It’s just as good as my Maman’s.” 

Now it was Joëlle who was blushing. 

I tried to think of more things to talk about so that Joëlle might decide to sit with me a bit longer. But as it turned out, I didn’t need to worry about that. Joëlle and I sat in the kitchen and talked most of the night, sipping bottles of Moosehead she slipped from her father’s stash.

I told her about going to school at Saint T’s and my family and friends and even Mrs. Benoit, and how I thought Mrs. Benoit would really like her (A true fact: Mrs. Benoit would have loved Joëlle). I didn’t bother to mention Cecile, which made me feel sort of sly and like a huge jerk all at the same time.

We ate the rest of the raisin pie. Just before the stroke of midnight, when Réjean, who had been playing the accordion, had almost finished counting down the seconds to the New Year, I put my arms around Joëlle and kissed her like it was the last thing I would ever do. Afterward, she just looked at me and smiled, like she had been thinking of doing the same thing.

Right after that, all hell seemed to break loose.

Réjean, Roland, and Roland’s other brothers Georges and Serge—all of them more or less in the bag from all the whiskey they’d drunk—started harassing and cajoling all the men in the house in an effort to get them to participate in their family’s traditional New Year’s polar bear swim. Even some of the women participated in the hazing, making it known that any man who wouldn’t subject himself to such misery was in no way man enough for them. 

Mind you, it was well below freezing outside and any body of water that this feat could have been accomplished in was very likely covered in a substantial layer of ice. This fact didn’t seem to deter any of them in the least.

“Hide me,” I said to Joëlle, knowing if Roland spotted me, I would have no choice but to strip naked on a snowdrift and plunge my shivering body into an icy lake. “Don’t make me go out there.”

Joëlle frowned. “You’re not man enough? I’m not sure I like that.”

I had almost resigned myself to the freezing depths when she said, “Come on. I know someplace we can go.”

She led me upstairs to a sparse little bedroom on the third floor whose only furniture consisted of a narrow cot and a rustic set of drawers made of sturdy white pine. The room’s only adornments were a hand-braided rug and a portrait of the Virgin Mary. Because the room was located in the eaves of the house, its ceiling was slanted at the same angle as the roof, making it impossible for me to stand up straight. 

“This is a secret room,” Joëlle said. “We used to play here when we were kids. No one ever uses it.” She sat down on the bed and patted the mattress beside her, motioning for me to sit.

Heat poured out of the register set into the painted wooden floor, making the small space wonderfully warm and inviting. A low-set window offered a stunning view of the moonlit cornfield behind the house. In the distance, we could hear the hooting and hollering of the men as they jumped into the Lalibertés’ icy pond.

Joëlle took my hand and pulled my arm over her shoulder—her way of letting me know she wanted me to kiss her again. So, I did.

We spent the rest of the night together in that little bedroom, trying our best to keep quiet when we made love, whispering secrets to each other in the dark. I will never forget the way Joëlle’s hair spilled across the pillow, its reddish-blonde splendor transformed into pure magic by the moonlight. She smelled like flowers and apples and swirling fall leaves, and the sound she made when I entered her, that sweet, mournful sigh, still haunts me to this day. 

Never in my wildest dreams had I imagined being with a girl—sex—could be like this. That night, a space no more remarkable than a monk’s cell in the attic of an old farmhouse, set on a spit of frozen Acadian farmland, became my paradise.





Chapter Nine

On the morning of New Year’s Day, we were woken up by Mèmére Laliberté and Roland’s sister Marie-Claire banging pots and pans with wooden spoons. They marched up and down the hallways of the old house hammering away and shouting, in French, for everyone to get up and come downstairs for the New Year’s blessing.

I was struck by a moment of panic when I realized I hadn’t checked on CL even once the entire night. The last time I’d seen her, Sabine was teaching her a dance step in the kitchen. It must have been before midnight.

I hopped out of bed, gathering my clothes from where they had landed on the floor. The room was freezing. Daryl’s Saint Christopher medal hung like a sliver of ice against my chest. The tiny, drafty window rattled with the wind outside. 

Joëlle, who somehow hadn’t been woken up by all the banging and shouting, rolled over in her sleep, her body filling the space where mine had just been.

I’d always imagined sharing a moment like this with Cecile, both of us sleepy and happy after a night of making love. I’d thought about it so many times I could almost make myself believe that it had actually happened. I never thought I’d be waking up beside another girl, especially one I barely knew.

I nudged her shoulder. “Joëlle, wake up. We have to go downstairs. I don’t want anyone to come looking for us up here.”

She rolled over and opened her eyes, stretching her arms over her head. “Don’t worry. Everyone is so hung over it will be at least a half hour before they start looking for us.”

She sat up and put her feet on the floor, wrapping herself in the sheet for modesty. She looked so beautiful in the early morning sunlight I almost couldn’t breathe.

It occurred to me then that this was something that John would never get to experience. That my life, however screwed up it was at the moment, was moving forward, and his never would. He had been killed in an instant, there one moment and gone the next. The same thing could happen to me or to anyone.

Joëlle and I agreed it would be best if we went downstairs separately, so while she got dressed, I went to find out where CL had spent the night.

It didn’t take long. I was halfway down the stairs when I ran into Sabine.

“Bonne Année, Ernest!” Sabine pronounced my name with the same heavy New Brunswick accent as Roland. And like Roland, she was thin as a reed, the hair at her temples just beginning to turn gray. She had been widowed when she was still in her twenties, her husband yet another victim of the logging industry that made up a big part of the economy in western New Brunswick. She had never remarried and had no kids. When she wasn’t working for one of the Lalibertés’ family businesses, Sabine helped care for her nieces and nephews, and her mother.

“Bonne Année,” I said, almost forgetting it was New Year’s Day. “I’m just looking for CL. I don’t know where she ended up last night.”

“She is sleeping in the back bedroom with the other kids. I tried to find you last night to let you know, but you disappeared.” She gave me a sideways look that more or less confirmed she knew I’d spent the night with Joëlle.

Flustered, I blurted out, “Thanks. I guess I was tired from the long drive. I must have fallen asleep.”

It’s traditional in some parts of French Canada for the oldest male member of a household to bless his family on New Year’s Day. Growing up, my pépère came to our house every New Year’s morning to bless us. My father, for some reason, never felt comfortable doing it himself even though it should have been his job. I never thought to ask why.

Because he was the oldest male, Roland was supposed to do the blessing that morning. He and Réjean argued about it for a few minutes, though, while everyone waited. Roland insisted that Réjean should do the blessing, as he had every year since their father had been killed in a logging accident, which, from what I could gather, had happened a few years after Roland had moved to Boston. Réjean maintained that now that he was home, it was Roland’s job.

Probably to keep the peace more than anything else, Roland finally gave in. Everyone knelt down in the place where they had been standing and bowed their heads.

Roland cleared his throat and made the sign of the cross.

“May God bless you and grant you health and happiness throughout the coming year, in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.”

When he had finished, most of the women, and some of the men, began putting on their coats and hats to go to Mass. January first is the Feast of Mary, Mother of God—a definite drag if you’ve had too many white russians the night before.

I had begun making my way toward the kitchen to look for something to eat when Joëlle appeared, her coat draped over her arm.

“Aren’t you going to church? We should leave or we’ll be late.”

This, I can assure you, was not at all something I’d expected. The day I left home I vowed never to set foot in a church again. If I had believed in God, and lately I was beginning to wonder, I would have said he was playing a joke on me—and a pretty good one, too.

“I don’t think I’m going to go,” I said to her. “I’m pretty tired. I need to go check on CL.” This excuse sounded incredibly lame, even to me.

“Really?” Joëlle said. “You don’t want to come? You can sit with me.”

The next thing I knew I was crammed into the backseat of Joëlle’s older brother’s truck beside her two younger siblings, thirteen-year-old twins Henri and Nathalie. For the second time in two days I found myself feeling horribly homesick, wondering if my own brother Henri and my own twin, Bit, were riding in a car someplace on their way to Mass, too.

On the ride to church, Joëlle and her brother Paul, who was driving, gave me a brief tour of the town. When we passed an enormous bronze statue of a maple leaf, Paul said that Saint-Quentin was the “Maple Capital of Atlantic Canada.” He also said that most people in Saint-Quentin worked as farmers or in sawmills and spoke French, even though New Brunswick is technically a bilingual province. Joëlle and her siblings all spoke perfect English because they went to public school.

Église Trés Saint-Sacrement is located on Canada Street just outside Saint-Quentin’s downtown. Made of fieldstone, Joëlle said the small church was built in the 1940s to replace an older building that was destroyed by fire. Her parents were married there, and she and her three siblings had been baptized there. Out in front of the church was a fountain, closed for the winter, a statue of the Virgin Mary steadfast at its center.

We sat in a pew near the rear of the church. In spite of being raised in a nut job Catholic family, I hadn’t been inside many churches besides Saint T’s. Saint-Sacrement had the look of a place that had been built by and for working people. The pews were made from the knotty white pine that grew in the surrounding forest, the stained-glass windows all paid for by the laborers who risked their lives working in the area’s sawmills and lumber camps.

A statue of Saint Joseph, patron saint of workers, stood sentry at the front of the nave surrounded by candles burning in red glass. The stepfather of Our Lord was ready and waiting to hear the prayers of the farmers and woodsmen and hardworking women who offered up their coins.

Joëlle knelt down and crossed herself. It was a thing I’d done, too, thousands of times, but when I knelt down beside her and did the same, the motions felt strangely foreign, like I was moving someone else’s hand. 

The priest was much younger than I expected, maybe in his thirties, which, where I come from, is almost unheard of. I don’t think I’ve ever known a priest who was younger than fifty.

The Mass was in French. Trying to translate it gave me something to concentrate on other than the Mass itself, which was a welcome distraction. The other very good thing was the warmth of Joëlle’s thigh pressed against mine. By the time we recited the Our Father, I was thinking I might consider going to Mass on a regular basis if I knew I could sit next to her. I was practically delirious by the time we stood up to take communion.

CL was up and dressed when we got back to the farm. Sabine had made her breakfast, and they were sitting together on the sofa in the parlor looking at a French picture book. I heard Sabine carefully pronouncing words in French, and CL repeating them: le chat, les fleurs, la parapluie.

When she saw me, Sabine got up and came into the kitchen.

“Ernest, I need to ask you something. I would not normally ask such a personal question so soon after meeting someone but I believe I must.”

I sat down at the kitchen island, already knowing what she was going to say.

A vertical line formed between Sabine’s eyes, just above the bridge of her nose. She looked genuinely troubled. “I helped CL take a bath and get dressed this morning. How did she get the scars on her arms and legs? Who would do this to a child?”

I’m not sure why—I could have said any number of things and no one would have known the difference—but I told Sabine the truth, the whole story about how I had rescued CL from the Blackwell River back in Western Mass.—how her aunt had tried to kill her—and how I bought her a new coat and clothes at that creepy consignment shop and set out to help her find her real mother, who was some kind of brainwashed hippie living in a quasi-religious New Age commune. I stopped when I got to the part where we met Roland.

“Her real name is Crystal Lee,” I said. “I have no idea what her last name is. She’s really smart but she wasn’t allowed to go to school. I’m not even sure how old she is. She told me that last time she went to school she was in the second grade.” 

“Why did you not take her to the police?” Sabine said.

A perfectly logical question. I’d often wondered why this was, too. If I’d taken her to the police right away, I most likely wouldn’t be in the mess I was in.

“I thought they might take her back to the people who hurt her or maybe they’d blame me for doing it. I wanted her to be with her real mother. Every kid deserves that. To be with their own family, the people who love them.”





Chapter Ten

In spite of knowing her background, Sabine took it upon herself to register CL for school and buy her a bunch of new clothes. CL joined the second grade class at Sainte Jeanne d’Arc, the Catholic elementary school in the village, the second week of January. The school’s principal, Soeur Priscille, had been a bridesmaid in Sabine’s wedding, back before she became a nun. Sabine told her every word of what I had told her about CL. Within a week, CL had a Canadian birth certificate and a New Brunswick health card. Her new name was Claire-Madeleine Laliberté, CL for short. Sabine was listed as her mother. To this day, I don’t know how they did it, and I’m not sure I want to.

The day after New Year’s, Joëlle went back to school, and I went to work with Roland and Réjean at the Lalibertés’ sawmill. Roland woke me up at 4:30 a.m. Sabine had given me a fleece-lined work coat and canvas pants that had belonged to her late husband. I got dressed, laced up my boots and met Roland in the kitchen. He handed me a mug of black coffee and a breakfast sandwich he had put together using leftovers he found in the fridge.

Réjean joined us, and we all climbed into Réjean’s truck. The sawmill was a twenty-minute drive away along winding forest-lined roads. The sky was star-filled and as still and as dark as midnight when we arrived. Roland and Réjean went to work in the office, leaving me in the care of a twitchy, wiry foreman named René. 

René had worked at the mill since he was my age, he told me in broken English. He’d never missed a day of work due to being sick or hungover, and he expected the same of his men. The pinky finger on his left hand was missing above the knuckle.

I soon learned that my job training would consist of me working at every station in the mill for two weeks. My first assignment was to learn how to operate the hydraulic beast that stripped the raw logs of their bark.

Felled trees were fed through a hole in the side of the corrugated steel building by a gargantuan claw. Using razor-sharp hooks, I guided them into the mouth of the stripper. After being assaulted by pressurized water jets and passed through a terrifying halo of hardened steel, the logs came out the other side naked as babies.

Laliberté Scierie produced lumber to fill custom orders placed by builders and contractors, generally for high-end construction projects like luxury condos and office towers. There was even a special millwork building where they produced custom moldings and trim for finish work. But the sawmill was loud and dusty and more dangerous than any other place I’d ever been in my life. To this day, it’s still more or less the closest thing to hell I have ever encountered. 

René was one tough bastard. Never in my life have I known anyone who could work such long hours with the intensity he did. He seemed to be in every part of the mill at once and could tell by the sound a saw made whether the finished lumber would be of high quality or would need to be sent to the scrap pile. He knew by your posture whether you were doing your job right, or whether you were daydreaming or possibly doing something that could get you, and maybe everyone else, killed. He could cleave an oak bough in two with one swing of an axe and lift logs twice his size over his head, his only sustenance seeming to be the thick black coffee he chugged from a silver thermos all day long. When he needed it to, his voice could cut right through the screaming saws like a bowie knife through butter. René might have only been a little over five feet tall, but he was more of a man than many I’ve met since.

By the end of February, I could speak French almost as well as any of the guys I worked with. I had learned how to properly stack finished lumber out in the yard and how to load the trucks within their weight limit so that every available inch of space was used. I could operate the machine that milled lumber in custom sizes and could tell the difference between oak, maple, and birch by the smell of their sawdust.

Most days on our way home from work, Roland and Réjean would drop me off at Joëlle’s family’s farm. I was there so often that her mother got into the habit of setting a place for me at the table. On days I came over late, I would always find dinner waiting for me in the oven. 

Whenever we could find an excuse, Joëlle and I made love out in the barn, usually on an old blanket in one of the empty horse stalls. Her parents, tired after working all day, never batted an eyelid at us being gone for an hour or more, even though we usually told them we were going out to feed the hens or for an evening walk.

When I think of those nights, I mostly remember the warmth of Joëlle’s body against the cold night air and the way she would sometimes smile at me when she thought I’d said something funny, usually something I didn’t think was funny at all. I also remember feeling loved, a feeling so big and wide and tender—and how astonishing it was to me that no one had ever made me feel that way before, not even Cecile. It was the feeling I imagine some people must have when they believe themselves to be in the presence of God.

The last week of February, Roland, Réjean, and I took a break from working at the sawmill for maple sugaring season. Roland came into my room before dawn the morning we were to start work on the trees with a pair of snowshoes in one hand and a mug of steaming coffee in the other.

“Wake up, Ernest! The trees are waiting for us. There is work to do and le sirop d’érable will not make itself.” He set the mug down on the table beside my bed and danced a little jig holding one snowshoe in each hand. He was like a little kid on Christmas morning.

Réjean cooked us a heroic breakfast of buckwheat pancakes, scrambled eggs, pea meal bacon, and enough black coffee to wake the dead. By the time we climbed onto the snowmobiles that would take us out to the Lalibertés’ sugar bush. I was so full I could hardly walk.

Before coming to Saint-Quentin. I had never ridden a snowmobile, nor would I ever have thought of doing so. The whole idea of driving a six-hundred-pound machine at thirty-plus miles per hour though thick-growth forest would have seemed reckless. It wasn’t until I was faced with the need to cross seemingly endless acres of hip-deep snow that I understood how ingenious an invention snowmobiles are. I also gained a lot of respect for les coureurs des bois—the old French-Canadian woodsmen—and the maple syrup makers who used to cross the landscape on foot back in the day.

Still, I grew up in the suburbs. I drove my snowmobile at a virtual crawl behind Roland and Réjean, terrified that a tree would suddenly appear in my path. For them, operating the mechanical brutes was no more intimidating than riding a bike. They’d ridden them through forests, up and down mountains, and across vast farmland during whiteout blizzards since before they were old enough to shave.

The sugar bush was almost a mile away from the main house. An abandoned-looking log shack, somewhat tilted on its foundation, stood at the edge of an immense grove of sugar maple trees. Roland turned off his snowmobile and removed the stout padlock and chain that had secured the front door of the cabane à sucre since the previous spring. In spite of its seedy outward appearance, inside the small building was hygienic and organized. A shiny stainless steel sap boiler and hood filled the center of the main room. Neat stacks of firewood lined the walls.

I followed the brothers into a back room where miles of blue plastic tubing had been stored after having been sanitized the year before. After cleaning, it had been wrapped around the type of giant wooden spools that the telephone company uses to store wire. It was through this hose that the sap would run from the trees down into holding tanks in the sugar shack. From there, it would be transferred to the boiler where it would cook for twelve hours or more until the sap was transformed into the sweet amber delight Saint-Quentin was famous for, the liquid gold that so many farmers depended on for extra income.

Our first job was to tap the trees and install the tubing so that it ran downhill, allowing gravity to do the hard work of getting the sap where we needed it to be, a task, I would come to learn, that would actually take several days. We strapped on our snowshoes and got to work.

The following week was something of a blur. Though I had gotten used to working hard at the sawmill, nothing could have prepared me for days of hauling hundreds of pounds of tubing through deep snow. Because of my height and size, I had a hard time walking in the snowshoes. My thighs and hips ached like hell when I went to bed every night.

“Why don’t you leave the tubing up all the time, like some of the other farmers in town do?” I asked Réjean on our third day tapping trees. I had seen spider webs of blue tubing criss-crossing the woods in various places around Saint-Quentin since the day I arrived.

He started to say something about the tubing being a hazard to wildlife and the possibility of it being damaged by falling tree limbs. Then he stopped and said, “I don’t like the way it looks when it’s left up all the time. It’s a lazy man’s way of doing things.”

In the end, when the sap started pouring in on those first mild late winter days, all our hard labor was worth it.

We took turns tending the boiler and the wood fire beneath it twenty-four hours a day. Roland brought whiskey and told stories about his younger days, when he had survived by playing poker and shooting squirrels for their meat. The other Laliberté bothers, Georges and Serge, came to the cabane in the evenings after work, both of them taking turns chopping wood and tending to the boiling sap. Réjean brought his fiddle and played the old chansons late into the night, his voice as rich and smooth as the sweet syrup.





Chapter Eleven

On April sixteenth, a few days after Easter, I celebrated my seventeenth birthday. Thanks to months of hard labor and the hearty meals cooked for me by Sabine and Mèmére Laliberté, not to mention Joëlle’s mother, I had grown almost another inch. I had gained weight, too. The muscles in my arms and chest seemed to grow larger and stronger with every load of lumber I hauled. I did odd jobs around the house for Sabine, too: chopping wood for the stove, shoveling snow, taking the dogs for walks. It got to be so, if I didn’t think about it too much, I could make myself believe I had always lived there, that these people were my family.

Roland had changed, too. Since he’d been home, he had lost many of his feral ways. He seemed content to sit in the parlor at night watching the television news or playing cards with his mother. He hardly ever shot his gun anymore, except once or twice when he and Réjean drank too much Seagram’s and stayed up all night shooting beer cans off the stone wall. Occasionally, Roland would visit a woman who owned the magasin général in town. He’d make some excuse or other to go in, saying he had to buy a newspaper or pouch of pipe tobacco. He’d be in there forever, leaving me in the unheated truck to fend for myself. When he came back, he’d be smiling ear to ear, the smell of his aftershave so strong I’d have to crack the window.

CL was thriving, too. Like me, she had grown. The clothes I bought her before Christmas were already too small. She absolutely loved school and, no surprise to me, was getting top marks in all her subjects. She took to being called Claire-Madeleine like it was the name her mother had given her, and I guess in a way it was. In just a few short months, Sabine had become the mother CL never had.

One Saturday in late April, when the wide fields that made up the Lalibertés’ farm were just beginning to turn green, I was out on the porch enjoying the sun when CL came out and sat down next to me.

She reached her little arm around my back and gave me a squeeze before handing me a drawing she had done in school.

“I made this for you.” 

On an ordinary piece of printer paper, curling at the edges, CL had drawn a forest with a road cut through it. Two figures, a little girl holding the hand of a much taller boy, stood in the foreground, both of them smiling.

“That’s you and me.” 

“Thanks, CL. This is great,” I said.

I would have said more, but just then a police car turned into the driveway. Not the local boys, either. This was the RCMP.

“Why don’t you go in the house, CL. I have to talk to the policemen.”

She nodded her head and turned to leave. I know she was thinking the same thing that I was.

Two clean-shaven, pink-skinned cops got out of the car. I got up from my chair and stood with my hands on my hips, waiting for them to get close enough for me to holler a greeting in French—the less American I seemed, the better.

The Canadian and Acadian flags flapped in the wind on the flagpole out in front of the farmhouse. It was the only sound I heard besides the cops’ boots crunching on the gravel.

“Bonjour! Comment puis-je vous aidez?” I said, trying my best to mimic the Acadian accent of the guys at the sawmill.

To my great relief, one of the cops replied in English. I’m not sure how long I could have kept it up without a mistake giving me away.

“Good afternoon. We are looking for a couple of kids from the States. Maybe you can help?”

“Ouais.” Trying to speak English the way Roland does, I said, “I will do what I can.”

I was half expecting one of them to pull out the photo of me that had been all over the news, but instead the cop on the left handed me a pair of computer-generated police sketches.

“We’re looking for a teenage boy, about sixteen years, and a young girl, maybe about seven years old. The boy has a warrant out for his arrest in Massachusetts.”

I glanced at the drawings. There was some resemblance between the kid in the sketch and me, but the girl looked nothing like CL, especially now that she’d grown a bit and had some meat on her bones. 

I decided to try throwing them off track. “How would two kids from the States get over the border, especially if one of them is wanted by the police?”

“That’s a good question,” said the officer on the right, a husky red-headed guy with a small chip in his front tooth. “But it seems as if they might have found a way. We’ve had a few reports of a couple of young people fitting their description showing up in Saint-Quentin quite suddenly. A few told us they saw them at a New Year’s Eve party at this house.”

At least that explained why they had come to the farm.

“I don’t remember anyone here that night matching that description,” I said, trying to fight off the panic rising in my throat.

Just then, Réjean came out of the house. Leaning over the porch railing, he said, “Can I help you gentlemen?”

I struggled to control my sigh of relief.

I turned to go back inside when one of the officers, the one on the left, said to me, “What is your name? I will need it to put with your statement.”

Without thinking I gave him my brother’s name, the name I had mostly used since I left Galloway. “Henri. Henri Laliberté.”

He nodded, and I went into the house and collapsed into a chair, peering out the window every few seconds until I was sure they were gone.

Later that night, I was woken up by the sound of Roland and Réjean arguing. Most of it was in French and hard to make out through the thick walls and floors of the old farmhouse, but the gist of it, from what I could hear, had to do with CL and me. Réjean was upset that the police had showed up looking for us. Apparently, the cops had filled him in on the reason I was wanted by the police, something Roland had neglected to tell him. He was afraid that he and the others in the family could be charged as accomplices for having CL and me in their home. Roland insisted I was innocent of the charges against me, which Réjean appeared to believe, but that, nonetheless, did not seem to settle his mind.

The next morning, I got up at my usual time to go to work. Roland came into my room as I was getting dressed.

“Réjean is worried about you and CL living here. He doesn’t think it’s a good idea for you to work in the mill anymore in case the police come to look for you there and ask for your work papers. I told him it was better for you to work than to be hanging around the house all day, attracting attention from the neighbors. He has agreed with me for now. I wanted you to know this.”

Roland’s shoulders sagged as he left the room. He had done so much to help CL and me, and it had cost him nearly everything.

We rode to the mill in silence. While their favorite pastime was usually teasing and roasting one another, and sometimes me, Réjean and Roland both stared straight ahead out the windshield, sipping at their travel mugs. I sat in the back, twirling the chain of my Saint Christopher medal around my index finger as the bud-covered trees whizzed by. I felt depressed and overcome with a sudden longing to see Bit, Cecile and, more than anyone, my friend John. 

Nearly all my earliest memories are of Bit. Because we are twins, we did everything together. As infants, we shared the same crib. Up until we went to school, I can’t remember a time when I couldn’t reach out and touch her arm or grab her hand when something frightened or bothered me. As toddlers, we had our own cushion on the couch where no one else was allowed to sit. It was our own little piece of the world, complete with blankets and juice boxes and Goldfish crackers and Bit’s favorite stuffed dog, Buster. Both of us had grown far too big to fit on that cushion by the time we gave it up.

I loved being with Joëlle. We had fun together, and she was beautiful, but in the back of my mind I knew that she and I would never have the kind of relationship I had with Cecile. Joëlle didn’t really know who I was or a thing about why I was in Saint-Quentin, and it wasn’t like I could tell her. As far she knew, I was some distant relative of the Lalibertés’ from the States who’d come to help out at the farm and sawmill.

Once I started seeing Joëlle, I hardly ever thought about Cecile. I know that makes me sound like a jerk, and I kind of feel like one talking about it now, but once I did start thinking about Cecile again, I could hardly get her out of my head. I wondered what she was doing. Had she found a new boyfriend? Would she even want to talk to me?

I’d always been able to tell Cecile anything. After John died, I went to her house almost every day just so I could talk about how much I missed him and how sad I was. Most of the time, in the months after he died, I pretended I was fine when people asked how I was doing. But when I was with Cecile, I could cry like a baby. She always listened, no matter how many times I told her the same exact thing. 

Since I’d left home in December, I had tried not to think too much about John, though he showed up sometimes in my dreams. When he was alive, he was one of the only people besides Cecile that I could talk to. He was a great listener, and he always gave fair advice, even if it meant pissing me off. There were times lately when I got the idea to give him a call and ask him to meet me down by the basketball courts at Saint T’s, only to remember that I couldn’t. I was in New Brunswick, and John was dead.

It was like I became another person when I crossed the Canadian border, like I was now two people, really. There was Ernest Benoit from Galloway who didn’t believe in God, whose best friend had drowned, who was Cecile’s boyfriend and a sophomore at Saint T’s, and then there was Ernest Benoit from Saint-Quentin, the kid who’d saved a little girl from drowning, who could hit a target with a rifle from fifty feet away, who could speak French and worked in a sawmill and did odd jobs on a farm. He went to Mass and said Grace at meals without much thought or complaint. And lately, he wondered more often than not whether the Ernest Benoit from Galloway had gotten a few things wrong.

Over the next few weeks, things gradually got back to normal at the Laliberté farm. Roland starting seeing his lady friend, whose name was Martine, more regularly, often showering and changing the minute we got home from work so he could meet her for dinner or take her to a movie. 

Réjean, realizing the situation I was in wasn’t my fault—it was Roland who had chosen to take CL and me to Saint-Quentin, after all—began treating me like a kid nephew, yelling at me to pick up my laundry and offering unsolicited advice about sex and girls whenever I went to visit Joëlle.

Still, I found myself becoming obsessed with the idea of talking to Bit for just a few minutes so I could tell her what had really happened and why I wasn’t able to come home. 

The second week of May, Roland came home with big news. He had asked Martine to marry him. Without saying a word, Réjean got off the couch and wrapped his arms around his brother. When he let go, there were tears running down both of their cheeks, and I think also down the cheeks of most of the other people in the room. Réjean hooted for joy like he was in the stands at a Canadiens playoff game before running down the cellar stairs and returning with two bottles of Champagne.

Sabine lined up Mèmére Laliberté’s best glasses on the kitchen island, and Réjean filled them. Even CL got to have one. 

Réjean raised his glass. “To my dear older brother. May you and Martine be blessed by God and find happiness in each other always. Here is to having a new Laliberté sister. “Félicitations!”

“Félicitations,” we all said, holding up our glasses.

Réjean dragged his accordion out of the hall closet and began to play a reel. Before I knew it, the Champagne was gone and someone had produced a bottle of Seagram’s and a case of Moosehead. A knock at the front door brought Martine herself into the house and there was even more cheering, hugging, and crying.

When I saw her and Roland standing in the kitchen with their arms around each other, I felt a sudden pang of jealousy. It was me he said he loved like a son. I was the reason he had come back to Saint-Quentin. Now he had his family around him and would soon have a wife, and I had nothing, no one. I didn’t even have CL anymore, I realized, as I watched Sabine shooing her upstairs to bed like a fussy hen.

Once I met Martine, though, it wasn’t hard to see why Roland had fallen in love with her. In her late thirties or early forties, she was petite and curvy with a long blonde ponytail and dark eyes that smiled at you all on their own. She had run the general store in the village for the past five years, inheriting it from her father when he passed away. She had family in Maine, Massachusetts, and Québec and was seamlessly bilingual. She knew how to shoot a rifle, skin a deer, and start a campfire using only a flint. She was definitely Roland’s kind of girl.

When Roland had finished introducing Martine, telling everyone they were planning to get married in mid-June, just a month away, Mèmére Laliberté insisted they have the wedding at the farm.

This started a lengthy and excited conversation among the women, prompting the men to retire to the parlor with their whiskey. I used it as an opportunity to go upstairs to one of the empty bedrooms and call my sister.

My heart was hammering in my chest as I closed the door behind me with a soft click, not wanting to alert anyone to the fact I was in there. It was late, but I knew that Bit slept with her phone next to her. I was taking a risk because the caller ID would reveal I was in New Brunswick, but I trusted Bit. If there was anyone in the world I could trust, it was her.

My hand trembled as I pushed the numbers on the phone and put the receiver to my ear. It rang three times before Bit picked up.

“Hello.” Her voice was groggy. I had woken her up.

“Bit? It’s me, Ernest.”

“Ernie? Oh my God. Is it really you? Where are you? Are you OK?” 

I could hear her sitting up in bed, the squeak of the mattress springs.

“I’m OK, Bit. I miss you so much. I had to hear your voice. How’s Henri and Joe and Annie? I feel so awful for leaving the way I did, for making all of you worry about me. I’m so sorry. I was a selfish jerk. I wish I could take it all back and start over again. Have you talked to Cecile?” 

“Ernie, where are you? The police are looking for you. Please tell me you didn’t do those things they say you did. I know you would never do those things.”

“No, I didn’t do anything. It’s a long story. I can’t tell you about it or where I am right now, but I wanted you to know that I’m OK. I’m going to do my best to come home soon. I’m not sure how or when, but I’m going to try. Please let Mom know that I’m OK, that I haven’t hurt anyone. Tell her and Dad that I love them, and that I’m sorry. God, I’m so sorry.”

“OK, Ernie. I miss you. Mom misses you. She’s really sad most of the time. I hear her crying at night in her room. She thinks it’s her fault that you ran away. It’s not the same here with you gone. No one is happy. Mom and Dad are always arguing. Henri got in trouble for breaking into cars. He’s been hanging out with a group of shady kids.”

My heart sank.

“You need to delete this number from your phone after we hang up, OK? I’ll try to call you again soon, and I’ll fill you in on what’s been going on.”

“OK, Ernie. I’ll delete the number because you asked, but I wish I didn’t have to. I love you.”

When I went to bed that night, I knew that no matter what the consequences might be, I had to find a way to go home.





Chapter Twelve

Roland and Martine’s wedding date was set for June 15, a Saturday. Father Hébert, the baby-faced priest from Église Trés Saint-Sacrement, was going to perform the ceremony out in the front field. The entire Laliberté family shifted into overdrive.

Sabine and Mèmére Laliberté cleaned the entire house from floor to ceiling, actually scrubbing down the walls and moving the furniture around so they could clean underneath it. Réjean took extra care with the lawn and flowerbeds near the house and had me help him plant several new shrubs and spiff up the farmers porch with a fresh coat of paint. Roland, of course, was not allowed to help—it was bad luck—but he tried his best by making runs for beer and to the hardware store.

Those of Roland’s siblings who didn’t live in the house seemed to be there constantly. Although they barely contributed to the preparation efforts, and possibly created even more work for everyone else, it seemed they had a need to be part of it, to share in the anticipatory joy.

Georges and Serge came over in the evenings with their wives and kids. The adults sat on the porch sipping beer and whiskey while the kids—God knows there were a ton of them—ran around in the field in front of the house, occasionally forcing Réjean to yell at them to stay away from his landscaping.

Roland’s sisters Marie-Claire and Danielle came over on the weekends, joining Sabine, CL, and Mèmére Laliberté in the kitchen where they dreamed up and discussed the merits and shortcomings of countless culinary delights to be served to the wedding guests. In between, they hatched plans to construct a wedding cake that Martine had found in a bridal magazine. This required separate instructions for each baker and decorator, paper patterns and diagrams, and the mail-ordering of a collection of plastic rods that would be used to hold the finished cake’s layers in place.

One evening when it was actually quiet, I found time to sit out on the porch by myself. The week before, I had bought one of those prepaid cell phones at Martine’s general store and called Bit a few more times. I told her about most of the things that had happened over the last six months, even how fucking scared to death I was when Ann jumped me out in her barn. Once, I even tried calling Cecile, but I hung up on the second ring when I realized I had no idea what to say.

The stars had just begun to twinkle on the western horizon when Roland came out and sat next to me. Even though it was dark I could see in his face a trace of what he must have looked like as a young man, the robust and handsome voyageur who had set out from home to find true love and adventure.

“I have called Armand, my son,” Roland said. “I have invited him and his family to the wedding. He says they will come.”

Hearing this, I felt instantly wretched and resentful, though I knew I should have been happy for him.

“You will get to meet your granddaughter,” I said.

“Yes, I am nervous. I am not sure what I will say to any of them.”

This from a man who had survived being run over by a logging truck and who had committed a felony in two countries by sneaking CL and me into Canada.

“You don’t have to say anything. Just hug them. Everything else will happen on its own. He wouldn’t have agreed to come if he didn’t want to see you. Besides, I’m sure the rest of your family will have plenty to say to them.”

Roland was quiet for a minute. “You have become wise in your old age, Ernest Benoit. Of course, you are right. Now I must ask you a question. Would you do me the honor of being my best man?”

“What about Réjean? Or Georges or Serge? They are your brothers. Shouldn’t it be one of them?”

“They are my brothers, and I love them, but I would not be getting married if it were not for you. I would have died an old man, alone in my cabin. Now I have my family back, my home. I have happiness I never believed I would find again in my lifetime.”

I had spent so much time worrying about myself and my problems that I hadn’t stopped to consider that Roland could have done anything but made an enormous sacrifice by coming to Saint-Quentin with CL and me. “OK, Roland,” I said. “I would be proud to be your best man.” 

Days later, I was helping Réjean mix concrete to repair a set of broken steps at the back of the house when Joëlle pulled up in her brother’s pickup truck. She was wearing a pair of tight-fitting jeans with a hole in the knee and a green flannel shirt untucked at the waist. Her long strawberry hair hung loose down her back as she walked down the driveway to meet me.

My arms and clothes were covered with cement. I wished I’d known she was coming so I could have changed. Not wanting to mess her up, I leaned forward and gave her a kiss on the cheek, making sure the rest of me didn’t come in contact with her.

Joëlle sat down on an upturned five-gallon bucket. “I haven’t heard from you in a few days. I wanted to come over and see how you were—and I need to talk to you about something.”

It was true that since I’d started talking to Bit on the phone at night I’d almost completely ignored Joëlle. I’d been trying to think of a good way to tell Joëlle the real reason I was in Saint-Quentin, to let her know that, at some point, I needed to go home.

“There are a few things I need to tell you, too,” I said, pulling up another bucket. Joëlle began to say something, but before she could I blurted out, “I’m not really related to Roland, and CL isn’t my sister.” 

I paused and took a deep breath. “I ran away from home to get away from my parents and ended up saving CL’s life after her aunt tried to drown her in a river. I tried taking her back to her mother, but we got caught up with a woman who sexually molested me and then told the police I’d raped her after we were finally able to get away. Roland helped us. He took care of us and brought us here so we would be safe until I could get things figured out. At home, I have two brothers and a twin sister and a girlfriend named Cecile. My mother sells real estate, and my father is an accountant, and my best friend drowned when we were on vacation at the beach last summer. The police came to the farm a few weeks ago looking for me.”

Joëlle looked at me and said, “I’m pregnant.”

Only twice in my life have I felt time stop dead. The first was the moment I realized John wasn’t coming out of the water on the day he died. I just stared out at the horizon over the ocean as the rescue workers scrambled up and down the beach hollering. It was like the earth had stopped turning and all of us were stuck in that terrible moment forever. This time, it felt more like being outside during the lull before a thunderstorm. Birds stopped singing. There was no sound but the red-hot pounding of my pulse inside my skull.

There was no way in hell I could be someone’s father, and yet here it was looking like that was going to be the case.

“Have you told anyone else?”

“No, I wanted to tell you first. Ernie, what are we going to do?”

I could tell Joëlle was about to start sobbing, which wouldn’t have been good at all with Réjean working just around the corner.

“Let’s go for a walk.”

I had used a condom every time but once. I would buy them at the pharmacy in town or else Joëlle would steal them from her brother. The time I hadn’t used one, we were in Joëlle’s bedroom, stuffed animals all over the place. Her parents were having dinner at a friend’s house. Joëlle said to go ahead and do it anyway; it would be OK. I didn’t say no. I could have, but I didn’t.

We strolled along the edge of the front field, the Lalibertés’ woodlands to our left.

“You have to have an abortion,” I said.

Joëlle looked at me like I’d slapped her. She turned around and stormed back to Paul’s truck, leaving me standing in the field calling her name as she slammed the door and sped down the dirt driveway leaving a cloud of dust behind her.

Part of me wished we were older. More than anything that day, I wished I could have told her that I would take care of her, that everything would be OK. But I knew it wouldn’t be OK, not ever again. 

That night, I half expected Joëlle’s brother Paul or her father, Roland’s cousin, to come to the farm to get me. Kill me maybe or hold a gun to my head and make me promise to marry her. I would spend the rest of my life working in the sawmill, maybe die in an industrial accident like Sabine’s husband and Roland’s father had. I sat in my room most of the night twisting a gum wrapper into a string, watching the road for headlights.

I should have called Joëlle the next day. But I didn’t know what to say to her. I hated myself for it, but secretly I hoped she would take care of things on her own, that I would wake up one morning and life would be back to normal, as least as normal as it could be under the circumstances.

I debated talking to Roland about it, asking for his advice, but it didn’t seem right to dump something so serious on him right before his wedding. And truth be told, I couldn’t bear the idea of seeing the disappointed look on his face.

One afternoon, a few days after Joëlle had come by, I was on break at the sawmill, sitting outside at one of the picnic tables we used at lunchtime, when Joëlle pulled up in Paul’s truck. As a rule, wives and girlfriends never came to the sawmill during work hours. Immediately, imaging what René would have to say about her being there, and the scene it might cause, I stared to panic.

I got up from the table thinking I’d head back into the building before she saw me, but I was too slow. 

“Ernie!” 

I shaded my brow with my hand and waved for her to join me. When she got to where I was standing, I pulled her into my arms.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

For a minute Joëlle said nothing. Then, wiping a tear from the corner of her eye, she said, “You’re right. I need to get an abortion. I want you to come with me.”

Joëlle didn’t want to go to a local clinic in case she ran into someone she knew, so we made the decision to go to a clinic in Montréal the day after Roland and Martine’s wedding, which was a week and a half away. Making the trip before the wedding would be too difficult, especially considering that, as best man, I had things I needed to do, like getting fitted for my tux and helping Réjean plan Roland’s bachelor party. 

Joëlle did all the research about what clinic to go to and made the appointment. She told her parents she was going to visit an old girlfriend who had moved to Montréal from Saint-Quentin the year before. Since it was summertime, no one questioned it. Paul even offered to let her use his truck as long as she paid for the gas.

On my end, things were much tougher. I didn’t have any old friends in Montréal, and even if I had, no one was supposed to know where I was. And I obviously couldn’t just come out and say I was going to Montréal with Joëlle. I would have to think of something though, even if part of me wished Joëlle would just come out and say she’d changed her mind about wanting me to go with her. 

The truth is, I was scared to death about seeing her sad and hurting, knowing it was my fault. I didn’t want to think about what was really going to happen, that we had by some awful incredible miracle created another life and that soon it would be gone, like some tiny, beautiful light snuffed out by the wind. And once it was gone, I knew it wouldn’t be as if it had never existed. A deep hole would be left in the world where it had been. More than anything, I was terrified of looking into that abyss.





Chapter Thirteen

For all his strong points, Réjean wasn’t much of a party planner. When I asked him how things were coming along for Roland’s bachelor party, he sort of shrugged and said he thought he would pick up a few cases of Moosehead and some burgers to throw on the grill. He tried asking Sabine for help, but she was in charge of the food for the wedding and pretty busy. She gave him a few suggestions, and then more or less told him he was on his own.

“Shouldn’t we get a cake or something? It’s kind of a special occasion,” I said, swirling what was left of my morning coffee around in the bottom of the mug. “What about appetizers? Maybe we can serve those little sausages and some chips or one of those raw vegetable platters.” I realized as the words left my mouth that Mrs. Benoit had had a bigger influence on me than I’d thought.

“Good idea,” Réjean said. “You can be in charge of those things. We will also need to discuss the entertainment.”

“You mean like a stripper?” I could feel my cheeks start to burn as soon as I asked the question. I was very much hoping this was not what he meant. Hiring a stripper was not something I wanted to be put in charge of. 

“No, I don’t think that is what Roland would like. He is too old-fashioned. I was thinking maybe we go shooting.” 

A few cases of beer and some guns. What could go wrong?

Roland’s bachelor party was on a Friday night, the week before the wedding. Réjean had made good on his promise of burgers and Moosehead, opting for a keg due to the large number of people on the guest list. CL helped me pour chips into bowls and put paper plates and napkins out on the tables Réjean had set up in the yard. As I watched her arranging the stuff on the tables, her face rapt with concentration, it was hard to believe she was the same kid I’d pulled from the river almost seven months before. She was so much bigger and taller and had a light in her eyes that made me crack a smile every time I looked at her.

Cars started pulling up at about six o’clock. Some of the people I recognized from the New Year’s party the night CL and I had arrived or just from around town. All the guys from the sawmill were there, even crazy René, who I had a hard time warming up to out of context. As he relaxed on a lawn chair, dressed in a recently ironed pair of dress jeans and a crisp button-down shirt, I realized it was the first time I’d seen him wearing anything besides his grimy work coveralls and hat.

Joëlle’s father and brother Paul came over from their farm next door. When I saw them walking across the field, rifles resting on their shoulders, I had to stifle the urge to run. But then Paul came over and sat down next to me, handing me a beer.

“Bunch of old guys, eh?” he said, looking around the yard. 

Paul was twenty, three years older than me, and a business major at the local community college. He had no intention of ever being a farmer or working in a sawmill. Unlike most of the guys there, who looked uncomfortable in their weekend dress up clothes, Paul had the clean-cut, edgy Euro look of a guy who’d just stepped off rue Sainte-Catherine in Montréal—all hair gel and pressed lapels and two-hundred-dollar shoes.

“They’re good guys, though,” I said. “Roland and Réjean have done a lot for me. They’re like family.”

“Yeah, but I can think of a few things I’d rather be doing tonight,” Paul said, pulling a cigarette from a silver case he kept in the pocket of his sport coat. “My girlfriend’s parents are away, for one thing. What about you? This can’t be your idea of a good time.”

For a second, I thought he was going to remind me that my idea of a good time was being at his house with Joëlle when his parents weren’t home. I imagined him grabbing me by the throat and wrestling me to the ground. Even though I was about eight inches taller and much bigger, I had no doubt he’d be able to kill me. Despite his fashion-forward veneer, Paul had the same wild look in his eyes as René, a look I’d seen in Roland’s eyes, too, that day Monty was killed by the logging truck, when we’d left what remained of him and his Hummer on the side of the road and less than twelve hours later found ourselves living in Canada.

A guy in his forties, who most definitely looked like someone’s dad, got up on one of the picnic tables and started hollering in French about going shooting before it got too dark or everyone got too drunk or both. So, we all picked up our rifles—I had borrowed one of Roland’s—and followed Réjean about a quarter-mile into the woods where he had set up a mean-looking target range.

Réjean had somehow attached a series of bulls’ eyes to a long row of sugar maples, about twelve feet off the ground. Some of the trees also held small objects, like aluminum cans and bottle caps. I knew Roland could hit a bottle cap from a hundred feet away, maybe even more, but I doubted any of the other guys could.

The men took turns trying to hit the targets in the trees. Almost everyone was able to hit at least a couple of the bulls’ eyes. I decided to sit out target practice, chatting on the sidelines with Paul and one of Roland and Réjean’s second cousins, a guy in his thirties named Philippe. Finally, everyone had had a go at it except Roland, who Réjean said had to go last because he was so much better than everyone else.

The guests fell silent as Roland stepped up to the mark, located a target in his sight and prepared to pull the trigger. Instead of shooting, though, he stopped and lowered the gun to his side. “My best man has not yet had a turn. I will wait until Ernest Benoit has had his chance.”

I really didn’t feel like doing it. I’m really not a big fan of guns, to be completely honest. But it’s not like I could say no, especially in front of all Roland’s friends. I picked up my rifle and stood beside Roland.

“Aim for that,” he said, pointing to a silver bottle cap nailed to a tree about seventy-five feet away. “I think you will hit it.”

I had never tried hitting a target that far away. I could barely even see the thing, but figuring it would go a lot faster if I didn’t argue, I aimed my rifle and squeezed the trigger, releasing a shower of exploding bark.

“Il l’a fait!” Roland bellowed, thrusting his fist into the air when it became clear that I’d hit the mark. “Ernest Benoit, you have made me very proud.” He handed me the bottle of whiskey he’d been keeping in his pocket and draped his right arm around my shoulders. “This boy is my true son.”

~

The smell of food cooking in the kitchen woke me before dawn the morning of Roland and Martine’s wedding. The day before, a crew of eight guys had come to the farm and set up a massive white tent in the front field, where the reception would be held. Rows of white folding chairs decorated with lavender bows, where the guests would be seated during the ceremony, had been arranged near the entrance to the tent on the side closest to the house. Sabine and CL had spent a couple of hours the previous night decorating the lattice archway, now decked out in tea roses and ivy, where Roland and Martine would say their vows.

I’d only spoken to Joëlle a few times since the afternoon she’d come to the sawmill, mostly to discuss arrangements for our trip to Montréal. We hadn’t actually come out and said to one another that our relationship was over—that would have been too awkward—but both of us knew that it was. Something enormous and terrifying had shifted into our path the day Joëlle told me she was pregnant, and neither of us were strong enough to push it aside. In fact, we wouldn’t have been able to move it even if we’d worked together. 

I had asked Réjean the day before if I could have a few days off after the wedding to take a fishing trip with Paul, Joëlle’s brother, and a few other guys. 

“Summers here are short,” he said. “You should go. Just be careful to stay away from the police and cameras.”

Now, the only possible snags were that I hadn’t mentioned anything to Paul about using him as an alibi—he still had no idea what was really going on, and I desperately wanted to keep it that way—and the fact that Montréal was loaded with cops and security cameras.

I was getting dressed in my room when CL knocked on the door. The ceremony wasn’t until four o’clock, but I had to be downstairs by two for pictures. I had thirty minutes.

CL had on a lilac chiffon dress. Sabine had done up her hair in a fancy braid intertwined with the same tea roses they’d used to decorate the archway. The color of the dress brought out the gray tones in CL’s eyes, making them look even bigger and more beautiful than usual. Sabine had made sure that CL’s dress had sheer sleeves—in contrast to the sleeveless dresses the other women in the family were wearing—to cover up her scars, something that made me feel both grateful and angry at the same time.

“You look great,” I said when CL came into the room. She sat down on the bed, setting aside the tiny clutch handbag Sabine had given her for the occasion. “You will have to save a dance for me tonight.”

At that, CL got up and twirled around in a circle, letting the hem of her gown fly. “I never had a dress so fancy, EB. I feel like a princess!”

“You look like a princess,” I said, returning to the mirror to work on my bow tie. Roland and Réjean had insisted on real bow ties. No clip-ons for the Lalibertés.

“I’m supposed to let you know that Armand is here. Roland’s son. He wants you to meet him,” CL said.

“OK, tell him I’ll be right down.”

CL scooted out of the room, grabbing her purse mid-stride.

When I descended the stairs a few minutes later, I was surprised to find that I was nervous. When I got out onto the porch, I discovered a full-scale family reunion taking place in the side yard. Réjean had a bottle of Champagne clutched in his right hand, his left arm draped around the shoulders of a slim dark-haired woman wearing a stunning red dress, who I could only guess was Armand’s wife.

The whole Laliberté family was out there, all the siblings, nieces, nephews, and cousins, and Mèmére Laliberté in her best dress and pearls. CL was holding hands with a little girl who looked to be a few years younger than she was, most likely Roland’s granddaughter. The girls were laughing at one of Sabine’s fat tabby cats. The animal was rolling around on its back in the grass, warming itself in the sun beside the house.

Roland stood to the side of the group, talking to a younger man who looked so much like him I had to do a double take. When Roland spotted me on the porch, he motioned for me to join them.

“Ernest, this is Armand Laliberté, my son. He lives in Massachusetts, near Boston.”

Armand, smiling, reached out to shake my hand. When our eyes connected a flash of recognition darkened his expression, his chestnut eyes narrowing.

Looking back, that moment was when I knew, deep in my gut, that I was done for, the way you know you’re getting a cold at the first twinge of a sore throat. It was a sign. But I brushed it off, telling myself I was being paranoid.

“It’s nice to finally meet you,” I said. “Roland talks about you all the time.” 

Just then the photographer showed up—a sinewy dude with a thick shock of white hair swept back across his head, dressed head-to-toe in black. Before he even announced himself, he started snapping shots of the family hugging one another, drinking, laughing. He began barking orders in French for me to stand next to Roland, act like I’m adjusting his boutonnière, shake his hand—all while Armand was eyeing me from his spot on the lawn, trying to remember where he’d seen me before.

Luckily, after a few more photos with Martine and her maid of honor, Geneviève, Roland handed me the wedding rings for safe keeping, and I was dismissed, left to my own devices until it was time for me to report to Father Hébert at the altar.

The last time I’d served as a groomsman, when my brother Joe had gotten married, it seemed like the ceremony would never end. We stood up at the altar for the full Mass, my brother Henri continually bumping me in the ribs with his elbow in an attempt to break up the monotony, Mrs. Benoit glaring at us from the front pew. Roland and Marine’s wedding couldn’t have been more different. 

A smiling Father Hébert wore a tea rose in his lapel as he read the wedding vows to Roland and Martine, who were facing each other, holding hands. Martine had walked down the aisle by herself, and rather than a traditional white dress that looked like a puffed merengue, like Joe’s wife Annie had worn, she wore a simple ivory gown accented with lace. Roland seemed years younger than he had the day CL and I met him and his bear, Maurice, out in the snowy woods.

Geneviève cried the entire time. She didn’t even seem to care that her makeup was ruined. I felt bad and wished I had a tissue to give to her. I had a pretty hard time not crying, too.

As I followed Roland and Martine, now husband and wife, down the aisle, I found myself hoping that someday I would have a wedding like theirs, with homemade food and simple flowers and a wild, wailing fiddle lifting all the love and joy in the air up to the gods, my family and friends standing up and hollering and applauding at the end.

The party got underway immediately. There was none of that “cocktail hour” nonsense that Mrs. Benoit had insisted on at Joe’s wedding, where Henri and Bit and I had to drink sparkling grape juice out of Champagne flutes and talk to our old matantes about how we were doing in school. The minute we entered the tent, the band started up—a bunch of old guys from town who had offered to play for free as long as whiskey and dinner were involved, which they most definitely were.

I sat at a table with Sabine and CL and Réjean and a few of the Laliberté cousins who’d driven over from Québec the day before. CL spent more time dancing and running around than she did eating, which concerned me a little, but Sabine assured me that she was fine.

The band played traditional reels and waltzes on fiddles and accordions and a strange looking wooden instrument that a guy turned with a crank, called a hurdy-gurdy. Everyone there knew all the words to all the songs. For a few minutes, I found myself wishing I could stay there forever, that I could be a Laliberté, too.

While most of the guests were occupied on the dance floor or at the bar, Joëlle came over and sat down next to me in Réjean’s empty chair. She pushed a loose lock of hair out of her face and leaned over and spoke right into my ear, so that I could hear her over the music. The smell of her perfume made me giddy, so much so that for a second I actually considered asking her if she wanted to sneak up to my bedroom.

“Are you ready to go tomorrow? I want to leave early, by eight if we can. My appointment is first thing Monday morning. I want to be able to get settled in and get some rest,” she said.

I nodded.

“Paul is going to come pick you up and take you back to our place. I told him the truth about why we’re going—I had to—and I told him what you told Réjean about the fishing trip, just in case. Everything should work out OK.” 

Although she hadn’t meant to, by the end of it Joëlle was practically yelling. I hoped no one nearby had heard her.

Joëlle had been right to tell Paul. We needed someone on our side. But my heart sank when I thought about him picking me up in the morning. I had no idea what I was going to say to him or whether he would be understanding or maybe just punch me in the gut.

“Do you want to dance?” I asked Joëlle, hoping she would say yes. I’m not much of a dancer, but right then both of us needed an excuse to be close to one another.

Although I tried to stay away from the whiskey, the Laliberté brothers, all four of them, plus Roland’s son, Armand, rounded me up just before midnight for one last toast. I was sitting at the table by myself, going over what I would say to Paul in the morning, when Roland tapped me on the shoulder.

“The night is still young, Ernest Benoit!” he said with such enthusiasm that I was sure it was the whiskey talking, especially considering what time it was. “Come celebrate one last drink. I will not see you again for almost two weeks.”

Everyone had chipped in to pay for Roland and Martine to stay in a bed and breakfast up in Newfoundland on their honeymoon, which I guess is supposed to be beautiful that time of year. They were leaving in the morning.

Réjean, Serge, Georges, and Armand were seated at a table near the rear of the tent when Roland and I got there, a bottle of Seagram’s and six glasses in the center. They had all taken off their jackets and bow ties hours before and looked slightly disheveled with their shirts unbuttoned at the neck and their sleeves rolled up. Georges, who was the youngest of the brothers, took the bottle and began pouring. When everyone had a glass in their hand, he lifted his and said, “Á Roland et Martine. Félicitacions!”

“Félicitacions!” we all said, raising our glasses. But while everyone else downed their whiskey in a single swig, I only took a sip. I needed to be clearheaded for what I had to do the next day. 

Roland, noticing this, said, “Ernest, why do you not drink with us? Please, Georges, another round. It will be bad luck for me if we all do not drink together.”

I finished what was in my glass and let Georges refill it. Forty-five minutes and four whiskeys later, Georges and Réjean had to help me to my room. I was only grateful that all the wedding guests had left by then, and that CL had gone to bed.





Chapter Fourteen

Somehow, I remembered to set my alarm. Morning came all too quickly, and I was feeling exactly the opposite of the way I had wanted to feel—fuzzy, shaky, and hungry—when Paul pulled up in his truck. I was on the porch waiting for him. As soon as he engaged the parking brake, I walked over and tossed my bag in the back. Climbing into the cab, I noticed two cups of Tim Horton’s coffee sitting in the cup holders between the front seats. He handed one of them to me.

“I figured you could use this after last night,” he said. Then he reached over and put his hand on my shoulder.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I won’t say anything. As far as anyone will know, you are on a fishing trip with me and a few of my friends. I’m actually using the opportunity to spend the weekend with my girlfriend, so I have to thank you for that.”

He put the truck in gear, and we began rolling down the dirt driveway.

“Thanks for doing the right thing and taking care of my sister,” he continued once we were out on the main road. “This is for the best. You’ll see.”

I nodded, pretending to be in deep thought, when all I wanted to do was scream with relief. “Thanks. Don’t worry. I’ll take good care of her,” I said.

When we got to the farm, Joëlle was waiting at the end of the driveway with both her and Paul’s stuff. She was talking to Paul’s girlfriend, Annette, who was sitting by the side of the road in her car, waiting for Paul.

Paul pulled up behind Annette, hopped out of the truck, and grabbed the bag that Joëlle had been watching for him. He tossed it into the back of Annette’s car and picked up Joëlle’s bag and put it next to mine in the back of the truck.

Paul hugged his sister. “Everything is going to be OK. Don’t worry. Call me if you need to.” Joëlle nodded, walked over to the truck, and climbed into the driver’s seat. 

Then Paul gave me a sort of half wave as he hopped into Annette’s car and they drove away.

Now alone with Joëlle, I reached over and hugged her. “He’s right, you know. Everything will be OK.”

“That’s easy for you to say,” she said, putting the truck in gear. And without saying anything else, we started heading south toward Route 17.

For a while, we drove right along the U.S. border on Route 2. We might have been able to get to Montréal faster if we had driven across Maine rather than over the top of it, but under the circumstances there was no way we could cross the border. Even so, I couldn’t help turning around to look at the road behind us every few minutes, half expecting to find a dozen police cruisers in hot pursuit.

“Don’t forget to change your watch,” Joëlle said when we passed over the Québec line.

“Right. Thanks.” I’d forgotten that New Brunswick was in a different time zone.

We didn’t talk much during the drive, except to discuss how to get to the youth hostel where we were staying and to decide what the plan would be for the next day—whether I should hang out in the waiting room at the clinic or just pick her up when she was ready to leave.

We drove south along the eastern bank of the Saint Lawrence River for a long stretch. At a gas station just outside of Québec City, I took over the driving. The river was wide and majestic and fringed by green hills on both sides. The water glittered in the June sun. Barges from around the world floated up and down the river on their way to and from Montréal and the Great Lakes. I imagined the sailors aboard these ships—far from home, tired, excited, adventurous, lonely—and felt a little better knowing I wasn’t the only stranger in this place.

We crossed the Jacques Cartier Bridge into Montréal about three hours later. Right away, I felt sad that I wouldn’t get to see more of the city. Montréal, with its glass and steel skyscrapers and luxury apartment houses, was everything that Saint-Quentin and Galloway were not. I could only imagine all the interesting people I would never meet, the amazing sites I wouldn’t see, the delicious food I wouldn’t get to try. 

The only other big city I’d ever been to was Boston. But even on those visits we would quickly scoot in and out of the city, usually to see a Red Sox game or visit the Museum of Science. Mrs. Benoit is terrified of cities and all their dirt and ungodly goings on. She always made sure we were exposed to as little of Boston’s ambient sin as possible.

When I looked over at Joëlle, I saw that she was asleep. I didn’t have the heart to wake her up. I was going to have to navigate to the hostel on my own.

Using the directions Joëlle had printed out, I did pretty well for a while. But Montréal is no place for an old farm truck, and between all the one-way streets and my inexperience with cities, it wasn’t long before I got lost. I drove around blind for a while, taking in the scenery, until eventually I decided to pull into an empty parking spot on a street called Saint-Laurent to try to figure out what to do.

It was a funky area, full of fashion boutiques, cafés, used bookstores, and sushi joints. People covered in tattoos in their twenties and thirties, and even older, strolled down the street, their hair purple and blue and cut at abrupt angles. I felt like I was on a movie set.

With the truck no longer moving, Joëlle began to wake up. She stretched her arms out in front of her and let out a big yawn. “Where are we?” she said, looking around.

“I have no idea, but it looks like a cool neighborhood. I got lost. I didn’t want to wake you.”

Joëlle opened the door and hopped out of the truck. “We’re in The Plateau. You somehow managed to find the coolest neighborhood in the city. Nice work, Ernie. Let’s get something to eat. I’m starving.”

I put on the baseball cap and sunglasses I’d brought, hoping that wearing them might prevent me from being recognized. Then I paid the parking meter and tried not to look as out of place as I felt walking down the street. I shouldn’t have worried. After a few minutes, I realized there were just as many normal looking people walking around as freaky ones, all of them just going about their business. 

We sat down outside at a little café called Le Spot. The air was warm and soft. A slight breeze from the north brought with it just a hint of coolness. From our table we could see the giant cross on top of Mont Royal, and I wondered what it would be like to climb up to it, how far it would be. A few other people—all of them stylish and relaxed in an avant-garde sort of way that made me think of someplace European like Paris or Rome—sat at the tables around us, sipping coffee and sangria and talking in low voices. If the circumstances had been different, Le Spot would have been the most romantic place in the world.

When the waitress came over, Joëlle ordered us drinks in French then leaned back in her chair and sighed. “Let me see the directions. We need to figure this out before it gets too late.”

I handed her the printout.

She ran her finger along the blurred gray streets on the map and said, “The hostel is on Sherbrooke, only a few blocks from here. You didn’t get us as lost as you thought.”

Suddenly, I was bone-tired. The drive, the whiskey the night before, Joëlle’s appointment the next day: all of it seemed to crash down on me at once. To top it off, I realized it was the first time I’d been away from CL since the day I pulled her from the river. I missed her, and I wondered if she missed me. In a lot of ways that kid was the reason I was sitting in that café right then, instead of back at home in Galloway where I belonged, but she was worth it.

I ate my sandwich without really tasting it, even though I’m sure it was delicious. Joëlle and I didn’t talk much, other than to make comments about the food and the neighborhood, and what we might do for fun if we could.

Le Gîte du Plateau Mont-Royal was only a few blocks away from the café, just like Joëlle said. She checked us in at the front desk while I figured out what to do with the truck. The signs explaining the rules for parking on the street were maddening. Parking was allowed, but not on Wednesdays and Fridays between 7 a.m. and 10 a.m. or between December 1 and April 1. Some spots required you to be a resident of the city, which I figured we couldn’t even fake with a New Brunswick plate. Eventually, I found a lot a couple of blocks away that only cost fourteen dollars a day—a bargain—and hoofed it back toward the hostel as quickly as I could.

On the way, I came across an old church, its front doors open wide to let out the summer heat. It looked so peaceful. No one seemed to be around, so I climbed the stairs and poked my head inside. Along the walls, candles burned in their glass holders. The stained-glass windows on the building’s west side glowed in the afternoon sun. The church smelled faintly of incense and smoke and wax, the cool scent of naked earth rising up from the stone floor. 

I’m not sure what made me do it, but I wandered over to one of the tables and slipped a two-dollar coin into a metal box attached to the wall. I lit a match using the flame from one of the candles and used it to light a candle of my own.

Taking the medal Daryl had given me out from inside my shirt—I almost never took it off—I said a prayer to Saint Christopher, the patron saint of travelers, savior of the Christ child.

I thanked him for saving me from being killed in the bus accident and for Bonnie and Daryl, who took care of me, and for helping me rescue CL and keeping us alive that night in the abandoned textile mill when we were wet and cold and could have easily frozen to death. I thanked him for helping us escape from Ann’s farm and for bringing us to Roland. I asked him to keep Joëlle and me safe while we were in Montréal and to help her through what she had to do the next day. Even though the Catholic Church is against abortion, I knew Saint Christopher would understand.

I also asked him to help me get home to my family as soon as possible, to help me cross back over that river by any means necessary, carry me on his back if he had to, because I was beginning to believe I’d drown if I tried to make it on my own.

When I left the church, I felt warm inside. It was a cozy sensation, like someone had wrapped me in a fleece blanket. I can’t really explain it, but I had the feeling that everything would be OK.

~

By some kind of miracle, or maybe because it was Sunday and there weren’t many people around, Joëlle managed to get us a private room. I had never stayed in a hostel before but I had heard stories and had looked at some reviews online, and they all seemed to involve some type of communal sleeping arrangement. Our room had two twin beds and a small desk and chair with a lamp. The window looked out onto rue Sherbrooke and all its bustling traffic. I dropped my bag on the floor and crashed onto one of the beds face-first.

Joëlle, who had been staring out the window, turned the chair she was sitting in so that she was facing me. She covered her face with her hands and started to cry.

The warm feeling I had after left the church disappeared. I realized that I had never stopped to think about how Joëlle was feeling or had even asked her. For all my feeling sorry for myself, all I really had to do was sit around and wait.

I got up and put my arm around her shoulders. I had to kind of squat down because I’m so tall and she was sitting. It was awkward. I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t tell her that everything would be all right, even though I knew it would be in some ways, at least eventually, because I didn’t know if it really would be all right for her, not really, or for me either for that matter. So, I didn’t say anything.

In the morning I fetched the truck and drove Joëlle to the clinic. We left early because it was Monday, and we didn’t know what the rush hour traffic would be like. We thought about taking the Metro, but I didn’t want her taking the subway back to the hostel after the procedure. We decided that I would drop her off at the clinic door and go park the truck, and then I’d hang out in the waiting room until she was done.

Joëlle looked sort of pale during the ride to the clinic but she wasn’t supposed to eat anything because she had opted to have general anesthesia, so I wasn’t sure how to help her other than to reach over and put my hand on her knee when we stopped at a red light. She put her hand on top of mine. It felt like a feather had drifted down and landed on me. Thinking back, her touching me like that was probably the best thing that happened the entire day.

If I was worried about finding the clinic, I shouldn’t have been. About a dozen protestors were gathered near the entrance, holding up signs with enormous pictures of dead babies on them. A few of them, mostly old ladies and one fat guy in a wheelchair, were holding hands, like maybe they were praying. A couple of nuns wearing traditional habits were handing out pamphlets to the women entering the building, right by the spot where I pulled up the curb to let Joëlle out.

“Are you going to be OK? You can come park the truck with me and we can walk in together,” I said, as she opened the passenger door.

“No, I’m fine. Just hurry up. I’ll let them know you’re coming.”

It took longer than I wanted to find a parking spot. There was nothing on the street nearby and in any case all the street spots had a two-hour limit, and I wasn’t sure how long we were going to be. Eventually, I found a garage a few blocks away where you took a ticket from a guy in a glass booth before you parked. I pulled into a space between a BMW and a Mercedes, cringing at how awful the beat-up farm truck looked as I walked away.

I made my way back to the clinic at a slight jog, not wanting to keep Joëlle waiting. When I got within a half block of the building, I could see that the protester situation had escalated. A group of pro-choice counter-protesters had set up shop beside the pro-lifers. A few of them were arguing with the anti-abortion people, telling them they should leave because they were causing the patients undue stress and endangering their health. Then a couple of these counter-protesters, who looked like college guys to me, starting harassing the nuns, who honestly really weren’t bothering anybody.

I hurried over to where the nuns were standing and squeezed myself between them and the pro-choice guys. In French, I shouted, “Leave the sisters alone! They aren’t hurting anyone. Have some respect.”

The two guys looked at me like I was nuts. One of them started hollering at me in English about how the sisters were harassing the women with their pamphlets. I didn’t have time to argue with these idiots. I needed to get inside to see Joëlle. So, I pushed past them. I shoved one of them, the shorter of the two, square in the chest, nearly knocking him to the ground.

“T’es une osti de vidange,” I whispered under my breath as I took a step toward the clinic door. It was the worst insult I knew in French.

Before I’d walked three feet, I felt someone grab me by the back of my collar. One of the guys, the taller of the two, who was still about a foot shorter than me, pulled me toward him and sucker punched me in the face.

“Speak English when you’re talking to me, you racist frog.” The guy punched me in the face again, hitting me in the nose, which made a sickening cracking noise. Before I knew it, the shorter one, the one I’d pushed, was kicking me in the ribs. I was bent over with my arms covering my head, trying to fend off the blows. “Get the fuck out of my country, you French fuck. Get out and don’t come back,” the bigger guy was yelling.

A few of the protesters, both pro-life and pro-choice, tried prying them off me, but since they were mostly old ladies and nuns they had a hard time with it. Someone called the police. By the time they arrived, I was laid out on the sidewalk looking like I’d gone twelve rounds. The guys who had beat me up were long gone.

God help me if I didn’t try to get up and get my sorry ass into the clinic in an attempt to convince the police I was OK. But I wasn’t OK, and the two officers who showed up at the scene told me that they were going to have to call an ambulance. I needed X-rays, they said, and maybe stitches.

Somehow, I remembered to ask someone to give the keys to the truck and the ticket from the garage to the receptionist so that Joëlle would at least be able to get back on her own if she had to, though one of the police officers, a woman, assured me that they would make sure she got back to the hostel OK.

Maybe it’s because I was beaten up so badly, but it wasn’t until I was in the back of that ambulance, one of the EMTs wrapping a blood pressure cuff around my arm, that I realized I probably wasn’t going to see Joëlle—or Roland or Réjean or Sabine or CL—again, not for a very long time.





Chapter Fifteen

They took me to Montréal General Hospital. I don’t remember much about when I arrived except for one of the nurses saying, “Christ, what happened to that guy?” as they wheeled me into one of the rooms. I was sent to get X-rays and then back to the emergency ward. By the time anyone actually came to see me, the incident I was involved in had already aired on all the local television news stations.

“Hi, I’m Dr. Seigel.” A petite woman with huge breasts and gray streaks running through her mousy brown ponytail poked her head through the curtain. The inside of my mouth tasted like blood and my sides were killing me where the short kid had kicked me.

“Looks like you have a couple of cracked ribs and a broken nose,” she said, looking at my chart. “We’ll be keeping you here for a twenty-four-hour observation period because you also have a pretty nasty concussion. A plastic surgeon, Dr. Marx, is going to come look at your nose but I’m afraid your ribs are going to have to heal on their own. We’ll give you something to help with the pain.”

I nodded. “How long until I can leave? I need to make sure my girlfriend is OK. She was at the clinic when …”

“I’m afraid I can’t answer that. There are a couple of police officers here who want to talk to you. I’ve been making them wait until we were sure you were stable, but I’m going to have to let them in now that it looks like you’re going to live.” She offered a tight-lipped smile, as if to say she was sorry but there was nothing she could do.

I’d be lying if I told you I hadn’t imagined this exact moment a thousand times. Endless scenarios detailing how and when I’d finally get caught—because I always knew I eventually would—had run through my head over and over again, ever since the day Roland had brought me the newspaper article saying Ann had accused me of sexually assaulting her. But I’d never imagined this was how it would be: lying in a hospital bed in Montréal, my face all purple and swollen. The mug shots were going to look great.

About fifteen minutes after the doctor left, two police officers, a man and a woman, came into the curtained-off area where my bed was. A woman wearing a gray suit, her red hair pulled back into a bun, was with them. There was no place to sit, so all of them stood crammed shoulder to shoulder.

The female officer spoke first, in English with a heavy Québécois accent. “Hi, Ernest. I’m Officer Ducharmes. This is Officer Gagné and Ms. Sweeney. Ms. Sweeney is a juvenile officer from Immigration, Refugees, and Citizenship Canada. Are you feeling well enough to talk with us?” 

I nodded. Her voice was gentle and soothing, and she had a pleasant face. Even Officer Gagné didn’t look too unfriendly. He was on the short side but had strong attractive features and large dark eyes that reminded me of a friendly dog’s.

Officer Ducharmes continued, “Ernest, we know you’re an American and that you entered Canada illegally. We also know that there’s a warrant out for your arrest in Massachusetts.” She paused and looked over her shoulder at her two colleagues, as if she was wondering whether to continue. Ms. Sweeney nodded.

“Because you are a minor, we have contacted your parents. We expect them to be arriving shortly. We have also contacted the authorities in Massachusetts to let them know we have you in custody.”

“How did you know who I was?” My voice slightly slurred.

“A person matching your description was reported by an American visiting New Brunswick a couple of days ago,” Ms. Sweeney said. 

Armand. It had to be.

“Also, there was a Massachusetts driver’s permit in your wallet with your name on it. Is there anything you want to tell us before your parents get here?” Ms. Sweeney asked. “You can talk to me without the officers present if you like.”

I nodded yes. 

After the cops left, Ms. Sweeney moved closer to my bedside, her notebook pulled in close to her chest. “I didn’t do any of those things they say I did,” I told her. “None of it is true.”

“OK,” Ms. Sweeney said, patting my hand. “Get some rest. We’ll talk more when your parents get here.”

After she left, I stared up at the ceiling. My limbs felt like bags of sand, my brain muddled from the pain meds. I needed to be able to think. How could I explain how I got into Canada illegally without getting Roland in trouble? Without telling them about CL? The poor kid finally had a life worth living. The last thing I wanted to do was take that away from her.

At some point, a couple of nurses came in and slid me onto a gurney. A few minutes later, a young Middle Eastern guy wearing baby blue scrubs came in to wheel me to a regular hospital room. He had a thick accent I couldn’t place and smelled like he’d taken a shower in cologne. His spicy scent filled the elevator and wafted through the hospital’s wards as we rolled past.

“You like sport?” he asked.

“Sport?”

“You know, like hockey, football, tennis.”

“Oh, sports. Yeah, I guess so. Sometimes I watch the Red Sox with my brothers and my dad.”

“Ahh, Red Sox. You must hate Yankees,” he said with enthusiasm, as if he’d stumbled upon an exotic cultural gem he hadn’t believed existed.

“Not really. I guess I don’t think about them that much. Some people really hate them though.”

A cute blond nurse passed us in the hallway and flashed the guy a toothy smile, briefly touching his shoulder. He winked at her. I might have said something sarcastic if I hadn’t been on so many drugs.

“Here is your room,” the guy said, stopping abruptly and turning the gurney ninety degrees to the left.

At first, I was relieved to see that I didn’t have a roommate. Then I noticed the cop sitting over by the window, a beefy white guy with a shaved head. They were keeping me under watch to make sure I didn’t run away.

Looking back, I think the drugs were actually a good thing. They kept me from panicking when I heard Mrs. Benoit out in the hallway. 

“He’s in the third room on the left,” I heard someone say. Then, my mother’s voice, “Merci.” She was always polite even under the worst of circumstances.

Mrs. Benoit hesitated before coming into the room. Maybe because I was so beat up. She seemed to be alone. I wondered where my father was and became instantly annoyed. He was always making her do difficult things on her own.

She stepped over to the side of my bed, hardly making a sound. Then she took one of my hands in hers and leaned over and kissed me on the forehead.

She wasn’t wearing any makeup, not even mascara. Her hair was pulled into a short ponytail at the base of her neck. She wore yoga pants and the special walking sneakers she’d bought on clearance at Macy’s the last time she’d taken Bit and me shopping for clothes. Her eyes looked red and puffy, like she had been crying.

“Where’s Dad?” I said, almost immediately regretting it. I didn’t want her to think I didn’t want her there, that she wasn’t enough.

“He’s parking the car. We flew up and got a rental at the airport.”

I don’t know what happened then, but I started to cry. The cop over in the corner stood up and mumbled something about getting a coffee.

She pulled up a chair and held my hand, the one without the IV. I cried and sobbed and used up the entire lame box of scratchy hospital tissues that came with the room. When I finally stopped, my dad was sitting in the chair where the cop had been.

“Bit told us everything,” my dad said. “She said you’ve been calling her. We’re going to help you, Ern. We know you didn’t do those things that woman is accusing you of doing. We’ll get to the bottom of this. I only wish you had called us and asked us for help sooner.”

It was exactly the kind of thing my dad would say.

I almost started to cry again but a nurse came in and said it was time to check my vital signs. By the time she left, I had pulled myself together and Mrs. Benoit was out in the hallway demanding that someone get an ice pack for my face.

When Dr. Marx, the plastic surgeon, came in to reset my nose, Mrs. Benoit insisted on staying, observing the whole gruesome procedure like a Roman sentry at the Crucifixion. She riddled the poor man with questions about how I was going to look once it healed.

“He might have a slight bump at the base of his nose,” Dr. Marx said, chuckling, “but he’ll still be a good-looking kid.”

I could tell Mrs. Benoit was not amused by the fact that he was taking the situation so lightly, but she nodded and said nothing.

When I was discharged from the hospital, the Montréal Police released me into my parents’ custody. I changed into the clean shorts and polo shirt that Mrs. Benoit had brought for me, and we headed directly from the hospital parking garage to the airport. My parents hadn’t slept and had barely eaten since they’d arrived.

“Blackie DesRoches is going to meet us at the airport in Boston,” my dad said as we sat at a red light. 

Blackie DesRoches is my parents’ lawyer. He’d been high school pals with my dad. He kept a dingy little office in downtown Galloway near the courthouse and was always showing up at family barbecues and weddings. Blackie was one of those guys who would push in front of everyone in the buffet line so he could have first dibs on the good cuts of meat, the sort of guy who’d tease you as a kid, making fun of your hair or your shirt, or give you a hard time about liking some girl. He’d always think it was hilarious when he’d finally pissed you off and you went stomping upstairs to your room. Blackie DesRoches was an asshole, but he was a good defense lawyer. One of the best around, according to my dad.

It wasn’t until we were on the plane that it really hit me: I was going home, really home, not back to Saint-Quentin, not back to Roland’s cabin in the woods. I felt a sharp twinge behind my breastbone when I thought about how I hadn’t had a chance to say goodbye to any of them, those good, kind people who had fed me and had given me a home, who had loved me like one of their own. 

I hoped Joëlle had gotten back to the hostel OK, that she’d make it back to Saint-Quentin. I hoped she wasn’t mad at me. I hoped Roland, and most especially CL, would understand.





Chapter Sixteen

When your plane is coming in for a landing at Boston’s Logan Airport, the first thing you see is water. For a few minutes it actually looks like you’re going to land in the harbor, like there’s been some kind of colossal screw-up. But then, just like that, the airplane’s wheels touch down on solid ground, and you’re taxiing toward the gate. In the time since I returned from Saint-Quentin, I’ve frequently thought that life could also be this way. Often, just when it seems like all is lost, something solid and unexpected rises up beneath you.

Standing right beside Blackie DesRoches on the other side of the airport security barrier was my remarkable twin sister, Bit. Somehow, she had convinced him to let her tag along.

Bit came running over as we passed through the gate, throwing her arms around me, nearly killing me by crushing my bruised and cracked ribs. The pain made tears well up in the corners of my eyes, but I managed not to cry out in agony. The top of Bit’s head barely reached my shoulders, but right then she was the biggest and maybe the best part of me.

My exhausted parents left me in the care of Blackie, who had assured them repeatedly that things were best left in his hands. He promptly escorted me and Bit, who insisted on coming along, to his gleaming Mercedes S-Class. He was taking me to the Massachusetts State Police barracks in Andover so I could “turn myself in like a responsible citizen,” as he put it. He had pre-arranged the whole thing with one of the cops there so that right afterward I would have a quick court hearing and be released, possibly on bail, depending on how things went, into my family’s custody.

Bit had filled Blackie in on the facts she knew about my time on the lam, something I discovered once we were on the road. Remarkably, Blackie had formulated a somewhat detailed defense plan based on Bit’s intelligence and from what he had learned about my case in the news. 

Rather than heading to the police station right away, Blackie brought us to a Starbucks where he ordered us coffee drinks and one of just about every sandwich, cookie, and cake they had, nearly all of which I consumed within twenty minutes.

“Tell me about this CL girl,” Blackie said, stirring his latte with a wooden stick. “I need to know everything, the whole story. Don’t leave anything out.”

So, I told him. All of it, from the night I left Galloway to the moment my parents showed up at Montréal General Hospital. Bit sat across the table from us, completely absorbed in the tale, gasping when I told them about how I’d survived the bus accident, found CL in the river, and how I’d planned to come home after I’d taken her to her mother. She grimaced when I talked about how Ann Clarke had sexually molested me, the near-catastrophes at the Lalibertés’  sawmill, and the logging truck accident that had killed Roland’s nemesis, Montgomery Davis. Bit’s eyes grew wide when I told Blackie about how I had gotten Joëlle pregnant, that I’d been the best man at Roland’s wedding, and that CL had been adopted by Sabine and was now living a good, happy life with nutritious food and clean clothes in a loving home.

When I was through, Blackie looked at his watch and said, “Sounds like you’ve been busy. Do what I say and everything will be fine.”

Everything went the way Blackie said it would. The cops read me my rights and formally arrested me. Then Blackie handed me a garment bag.

“Get changed,” he said. “I’m not letting you see the judge looking like that. Wash your face and comb your hair while you’re at it.”

In the men’s room, I put on the fresh white shirt, suit, and tie Blackie brought me, along with a shiny pair of loafers and sheer black socks of the same type that Blackie himself wore. I did what I could with my hair, but my face was more or less a lost cause. I had two inky shiners that were rapidly becoming darker. My nose resembled a purple water balloon that had sprung a leak: Dr. Marx had placed white surgical tape across the bridge to keep it from being accidentally knocked out of place again.

I stuffed my clothes and sneakers into the garment bag and met Blackie and Bit out in the hallway.

“That’s quite an improvement,” Blackie said.

The cops took me across town to the courthouse in the back of a cruiser. The judge, a man in his sixties with a red face and sagging jowls, nodded as the bailiff read the charges against me: aggravated sexual assault and child abduction.

“How do you plead to these charges?” the judge asked me when the bailiff had finished.

“Not guilty, Your Honor,” I said quietly and respectfully, the way Blackie had instructed.

Before the judge could speak again, Blackie said, “Your Honor, if I may, Ann Clarke, the woman who has accused my client of these crimes, is known to be sexually licentious with younger men. I have brought with me several sworn witness statements to support this fact. The record will also show that she has in fact accused other young men of sexual misconduct, all of whom were later exonerated of the charges. Ms. Clarke did not seek medical treatment after the alleged assault took place. There is no physical evidence connecting her to my client whatsoever. 

“As for the abduction charge, there is also no evidence that my client was ever acquainted with the missing child in question, Miss Crystal Lee Dunn. Miss Dunn’s guardian, her maternal aunt, Michelle McNally Franklin, has a lengthy criminal record, including charges of child neglect, petty larceny, insurance fraud, welfare fraud, and assault and battery. 

“My client has no previous criminal record, Your Honor, nor has Mr. Benoit ever been arrested or had even a minor run-in with law enforcement. He is an honor roll student at Sainte-Therese High School in Galloway and has excellent prospects for a bright future. The injuries he has recently sustained were suffered while Mr. Benoit attempted to protect a Catholic nun from a pair of ruffians. His family are upstanding members of the community. I respectfully request that this court drop the charges against my client due to lack of evidence, taking into consideration my client’s clean record and upstanding moral character.”

The judge leaned back in his chair, glanced at the ceiling and said, “Counselors, please approach the bench.”

Blackie and the prosecutor spoke to the judge in hushed voices for several minutes. After they had finished speaking and Blackie had returned to his former place, the judge said, “It is the opinion of this court that the charges against the defendant, Mr. Ernest Benoit, be dropped due to lack of evidence and the defendant’s lack of a criminal record. Mr. Benoit, I sincerely hope never to see you in this courtroom again. I expect you to return home to your studies and your family and avoid trouble from now on.”

Just like that, the whole thing was over. I was free to put the past seven months of my life behind me as if they’d never happened.

No one had mentioned I’d evaded arrest by illegally crossing the border into Canada or that I had gotten a girl pregnant and had only been caught because I’d taken her to a clinic to get an abortion. Nobody had brought up the fact that I’d run away from home. I’m still not sure why this was, but if I had to bet on it, I’d say it had more than a little to do with Blackie DesRoches.

After the judge left the courtroom, Blackie loosened his tie. “Let’s go, kids. Uncle Blackie needs a drink.” 





Chapter Seventeen

I slept for three days straight, getting up only to eat and go to the bathroom. Occasionally, I would wake to find Bit or Mrs. Benoit, and once even Henri, sitting in the chair in my room watching me sleep, as if they were afraid I might disappear again if they let me out of their sight.

Gradually, I began to appreciate how much they had missed me, how my running off had hurt all of them. I felt like such a complete asshole, like an utterly useless excuse for a human being, especially when I thought about Bit, how sad she must have been when I left. To make matters worse, I couldn’t stop thinking about all the ways I’d disappointed Roland and Joëlle and Réjean and Sabine, even the guys at the sawmill who had depended on me, and especially CL. 

I felt so awful that I decided not to get out of bed, even when I wasn’t tired anymore. I stayed in my room all day, every day, staring at the wall or out the window. I watched the kids across the street playing baseball and squirting each other with the garden hose, and I hated that I used to be like them. Their lives were so simple and happy and carefree, and they had no idea what it was really like out in the world. I started to hate them.

I thought about my friend John Delaney and how it had been almost exactly a year since he had drowned. Sometimes I thought he was lucky because he’d never have to deal with any of the crap I was going through, but more than anything I wished I could talk to him. I wanted to tell him about Roland and Maurice the bear and how I’d learned how to shoot a bottle cap out of a tree. I wanted to show him how well I could speak French and chop wood and drive a truck and tell him about Joëlle and how beautiful she was.

About a month after I got home, Bit came into my room without knocking and yanked up the blinds, letting the afternoon sun stream in. I sat up in bed. I wasn’t wearing anything but boxers, but Bit didn’t care.

“What the hell are you doing?” I said, shielding my eyes.

It was almost four o’clock in the afternoon.

“Jesus Christ, Ern. This place is a pigsty.” She kicked aside a pile of dirty laundry and perched her hands on her skinny hips. “Cecile is downstairs. She wants to see you. What do you want me to tell her?”

I’d been meaning to call Cecile ever since I’d gotten home, but I didn’t know what to say to her. I didn’t even know where to start. Part of me had hoped she hated me and never wanted to see me again.

I groaned. I didn’t really mean to, but the sound came out of my mouth before I could do anything about it. The next thing I knew, Bit had taken a half full can of Diet Coke from the table beside my bed and hurled it my head. She missed. The can hit the wall behind me with a tinny thwack, warm soda flying everywhere.

“You suck!” she yelled, reaching for another projectile. “You don’t care about anyone’s feelings but your own! You self-centered prick! Go back where you came from and don’t come back until you find my brother!” 

Bit crumpled into a little ball on the floor. My first thought was to worry that she’d get some kind of crap on her outfit because the place really was disgusting, but I knew she was right. I dragged myself out of bed, boxers and all, and pulled her up.

“I’m sorry. I know. You’re right. I’m sorry.” 

When Bit had stopped crying, I looked over and saw Cecile standing in the doorway.

Bit wiped her eyes, straightened out her T-shirt, and smoothed down her hair. “Good luck,” she said to Cecile as she walked out of the room.

Cecile tiptoed over the piles of dirty socks and crusty dishes and looked around for a place to sit. I rushed over to clear off the only chair in the room, almost completely forgetting that I was in my underwear.

“Here, have a seat. I just need to put some pants on.”

I opened the bottom drawer of my bureau and pulled out a pair of sweatpants from my Saint T’s gym uniform. I tried like hell to look both cool and modest while pulling them on. For good measure, I picked a T-shirt up off the floor and put that on, too.

I pulled the covers up over my mattress to give the bed the appearance of having been made and sat down.

“Are you done?” Cecile said, a hint of annoyance in her voice.

I nodded.

She exhaled like she was nervous, put her hands in her lap, and said, “Ernie, what the hell happened? Why didn’t you ever call me? Everyone thought you’d been abducted, or that you were dead, or lying in an alley with a needle in your arm. And then all the stuff on the news. Holy shit, Ern. What am I supposed to think?”

I could tell she was working hard to maintain an even tone of voice and not yell at me or get emotional. It was like she’d practiced what she was going to say. Maybe she had.

“I loved you, you know, Ernie. You were everything to me. Every day I used to wake up and smile thinking about seeing you in school, what we were going to do on the weekend. I thought we really had something special, you know. You could have asked me to come with you. I would have, you know. I would have done it in a second.”

I started to try to explain about my cell phone battery, that there is no service in some places in the Berkshires, but I stopped myself. I could have called her once I got to Saint-Quentin. I’d called Bit, after all. The truth was that I hadn’t known what to say to her because things weren’t the same anymore. I couldn’t be the person I’d been the day I left Galloway last December, back when I’d been her boyfriend, when I was just Mrs. Benoit’s troublemaking atheist son. I’d never be that guy again. I’m not even sure who he was.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I really did love you. More than I can ever say.”





Chapter Eighteen

Even though my parents said I could stay at Saint T’s if I wanted to, I started school at Saint Ignatius right after Labor Day. I wanted to be someplace where people didn’t know me, where they didn’t know my best friend had drowned or that I had been on the run from the police. I felt like I needed to be away from Cecile, too, away from girls in general, really. I hadn’t talked to Cecile since the afternoon she came to my house. Part of me still really loved her. I just wasn’t sure what part of me it was.

I had to repeat the tenth grade because I’d missed the second half of school the year before. I was OK with that, though. I know now that there are plenty of things worse than having to sit through Latin II a second time.

My roommate, Remi, was a kid from Haiti who was at Saint Ignatius on a scholarship. The day I moved into the dorm, he was losing his mind because the leaves on some of the maple trees on campus were starting to turn red. He’d never seen anything like it.

Remi was cool because he spoke French, and we could have conversations that none of the other students could understand. He told me all about Haiti and his brothers and sisters and how poor most of the people were. He had been lucky because his family was middle class. Remi was a devout Catholic. I admired that about him, that he could have faith the way he did when he’d seen so much poverty and death and suffering. 

I still hadn’t gotten in touch with Joëlle, not even to see how she was doing or whether she had gotten home from Montréal OK, or even to let her know what had happened to me. I hadn’t talked to anyone from Saint-Quentin. The more time that passed, the harder it became to reach out to them, the more they all seemed like characters from some distant, foggy dream.

My parents insisted on me seeing a therapist while I was away at school. Mrs. Benoit cried and said she felt like it was her fault that I had acted out in school and had run away. She said she should have taken me to see someone after John died, that things might have been different if she had. She blamed herself for not seeing how depressed I was. 

I didn’t feel like talking to anyone, but finally I agreed because I could see how upset Mrs. Benoit was about it. I didn’t want to make things any worse for her than I already had.

My therapist at Saint Ignatius was Brother Mike. He wasn’t a real therapist, but one of the Christian brothers who lived and worked at the school. He was a licensed social worker who had an office in the guidance department. It was his job to help kids who were having a tough time adjusting to being away from home or who’d had a traumatic experience. He also taught AP sociology and psychology classes. 

Brother Mike was built like a lumberjack and had a huge bushy beard that reminded me of something you’d see on a documentary about the Vikings. To tell you the truth, he looked like he’d be more at home straddling a Harley than roaming the halls of an all-boys Catholic high school. A lot of kids were afraid of him. But he was nice. I liked him.

The first couple of times I saw him, Brother Mike just asked me a lot of questions, trying to get me to open up and talk about what happened the day John died as well as what had happened while I was away from home. I told him about CL and Ann and Joëlle and how the reason the police had finally caught me was because I’d gone with her to a clinic so she could get an abortion. I told him it was bothering me that I hadn’t gotten in touch with her. I felt like a total jerk, but every time I picked up the phone to call her, I went into panic mode.

Brother Mike was pretty cool about this. He never mentioned anything about premarital sex or abortion or sin. He said, “Why don’t you try writing her a letter? Send it to her in the mail, the old-fashioned way. It will give you a chance to get all your thoughts down on paper, and it will make you feel better.” 

I didn’t have anything to write a letter on besides notebook paper, which I didn’t want to use because I felt like it would send the wrong message, like I really didn’t care that much. So, I went to the school store to see what I could find.

The Saint Ignatius school store is located in the basement of the library and is mainly staffed by volunteers, who are mostly people’s moms, and sometimes by students who are on work-study. They sell school supplies and printer ink and sweatshirts and stuff like that, but they also have a section where you can find envelopes and writing paper. I bought a set of stationery with the school logo on it to write my letter to Joëlle. It was the nicest thing they had.

The stationery sat on my desk for a few days—even the idea of writing to Joëlle made me feel panicky. But one afternoon after classes were over, I finally decided what I wanted to say to her:

Dear Joëlle,

I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to write to you. I feel like a jerk about it but I’ve had a lot going on since that day at the clinic. I’m sure you’ve heard by now that I got beaten up and taken to the hospital. The police found out who I was and called my parents to come get me. I didn’t have a chance to get in touch with you before I left. I was in pretty bad shape, and there were always cops and other people around.

After I got home, I felt really sad. I didn’t feel like the same person anymore. My house and my family seemed different, too. I missed everyone in Saint-Quentin, but I didn’t know what to say to anybody, so I didn’t say anything.

I’ve been thinking about you, though, and hoping you are OK. I feel bad about what you had to go through, and if I could have done it for you, I hope you believe that I would have.

I want you to know that I really loved you, and I think what we had was something special. I will never forget you.

Love,

Ernie

When I was finished writing, I put the letter in an envelope, wrote Joëlle’s address on it, and walked all the way over to the student center in the rain to mail it.

That night, I felt better than I had in a long time. I went to the dining hall and ate two servings of roast beef, green beans, mashed potatoes, and a big slice of chocolate cake. It was the most food I’d eaten at one time since I’d left Saint-Quentin.

I still had a lot of stationery left, so the next day I wrote letters to Roland, Réjean, Sabine, CL, and Bonnie and Daryl, too. I thanked them for everything they did for me and apologized for not getting in touch sooner. I told them about Saint Ignatius and my classes and the new people I was meeting. I told them they could write to me if they wanted to.

When I told him about all the letters I’d written and how much better I felt afterward, Brother Mike suggested I think about writing letters to my family and to Cecile and to anyone else who might be on my mind. He said it would help me make a clean start, to put the past behind me. I didn’t do anything about it for a week or so. Eventually, though, I decided he was probably right. 

I wrote to Cecile, Bit, and my brothers, mostly to apologize for making them worry about me and for how sad I made them. Those letters were pretty hard to write, but not as hard as the one I wrote to my mother:

Chére Maman,

I have been doing a lot of thinking since I’ve been away at school. I wanted to let you know that I don’t blame you for me running away or for anything that happened afterward. You have always done your best to be a good mother to me and to Bit, Henri, and Joe, too. I’m sorry about everything I put you through. You didn’t deserve it.

I still don’t think I believe in God, at least not in the way I used to when I was a little kid, but I think miracles can happen. Once, in Montréal, I went into a church and lit a candle and said a prayer to Saint Christopher. That prayer came true because right afterward you and Dad came to take me home.

When I come home for Thanksgiving, I want to tell you about the people I met while I was away, especially about CL, a little girl I rescued from drowning in a river. If I hadn’t been there that day she would have died. I also want to tell you about Roland, who let CL and me live in his cabin in the woods, and about his bear, Maurice. 

I saw a man die, Maman, and watched as a man who should have died somehow didn’t. I met a beautiful girl and fell in love with her. I learned to speak French, to shoot a rifle, and to make maple syrup.

I went to Mass when I was in New Brunswick, and I didn’t really mind it. You would have liked the church in Saint-Quentin. Someday, maybe we can go there together.

One thing I’ve realized is that I’m a lot more like you than I thought I was, and that most of the good things about me come from you. The day I saved CL from the river, I felt like you were with me. 

I thought about you every day I was away from home. Sometimes I worried that I’d never see you again. I’m sorry for all the pain and sadness I caused you, and I promise I will try to be a better son from now on.

I love you,

Ernest

After I wrote the letter, I couldn’t get myself to mail it. I hid it in my desk among all my notebooks and school supplies like it was some kind of girly magazine I was afraid of getting caught with and left it there. It wasn’t because I didn’t mean the things I wrote. I did, with all my heart. And it wasn’t because I was afraid that Mrs. Benoit wouldn’t like the letter. It was because I knew that she very much would.

I felt like sending her that letter would almost be like waving a white flag, surrendering to the enemy, and I wasn’t sure I was ready to do it. I didn’t know how to have a real relationship with my mother, the way I had with other adults like Roland and Réjean, and I didn’t know if I wanted to learn. I wasn’t sure whether I wanted her to know the things about me I’d written in the letter, either. The things that had happened to me and the people I’d met while I was away felt personal. They had become a secret part of who I was, and I wanted to put that part of myself in a box on a shelf where no one else could reach it. 

What I had written would probably also lead Mrs. Benoit to ask questions I might not feel comfortable answering. Maybe she’d even start telling me things about herself.

It all sounds pretty stupid, I know. Kids are always bitching about how their parents don’t understand them but maybe that’s just the way things are supposed to be.

I promised myself I’d talk to Brother Mike about it the next time I saw him. He says I put too much pressure on myself sometimes, that I tend to overthink situations and imagine that the worst will happen, but I’m not really sure if that’s true. A lot of bad things do happen whether you think about them or not.

In the meantime, I’m just doing my best to get good grades and not be a jerk. I’m even trying to be nice to the annoying jocks at Saint Ignatius, even though most of them are morons who only get to go to school here because their fathers and grandfathers did. Sometimes it’s not easy, but it’s what Sister Marie told us to do when we were little kids. Love one another. That’s always the right thing.
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