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  Chapter One


  Yesterday at sunset I drove my quad up to the lake. The day’s last light reflected off the water as it rippled under the glacial winds that swept down from the mountain. The fresh air smelled of pine and wet leaves. I stood on the big rock that I use for a summer fishing spot. The fish hadn’t been biting this year. I was too nervous, my father said; the fish could smell me.


  I held up my two hands to protect my eyes from the sun and confirmed what Tommy had said at practice that morning. We had barely jumped onto the ice when he skated up to me with his stick in one hand, braked to a stop, and lifted his visor. He looked upset, angry even: over the last couple of weeks the Company had gotten right down to the lake, he said.


  Tommy was an easygoing kind of guy but he liked to tell tall tales. To hear him talk, they’d turned the area around Lake Matamek into a kind of no man’s land. Thankfully it wasn’t as bad as I expected, but even then… Tall black spruces once lined the shore to the north; now they were gone. Suddenly, I felt betrayed.


  A couple of years ago, Tommy, me, and a few of the other guys turned it into a super spot for hockey. Up in the mountains, the lake stretches east to west, parallel to the river. Strong winds usually sweep away the snow, exposing the clear blue ice underneath as far as you can see.


  Except for last year, when we had a bad time with our open-air rink. The first snow in November fell before the lake froze over. Which meant the ice never had time to set and the lake surface was under a couple feet of slush. We shovelled fast and furious, then flooded the surface with snow we had melted up at the cabin and hauled down in metal tubs behind an old skidoo. Hope it freezes up before the first heavy snow this year. If it doesn’t, there’s no way the guys will be coming up here to play… Especially since they’ve just built a new arena in town.


  Next, I checked out the cabin. One of the porch steps was missing and there were only a few pieces of firewood left. I made a mental note to bring some up and ask my father for the stovepipe brush. Burning spruce clogs the chimney with creosote, which is a serious fire hazard. After ticking off what needed to be done before winter, I climbed back on the quad and took a last look at the lake. When I turned the key in the ignition the motor misfired. For a second I was worried. But soon enough it began to hum like normal and I took off at full speed.


  I took the trail up to the Company road. There, I saw just how bad the damage was: they had cut more trees than you could count and hauled them away, leaving debris all over a three hundred metre wide corridor that ran several kilometres up the mountainside and disappeared over the other side. I got off and walked along for awhile; I could see where the big machines had churned their way through the bush and the mud.


  It was already dark when I headed back to town, weaving my way through the maze of bush trails. No sweat; I could have found my way even in the worst pea soup fog. Then, to stretch out the ride I turned off on 3rdSide Road. When I reached the pumping station at the end of the road I gunned it, and took off.


  By now the lights of the town began to glimmer against the dark water. One hand on the handlebars, I turned up the collar of my plaid jacket to cut the cold and yanked my hat down low over my forehead.


  Just then the engine began to cough and backfire. Then died. Worried now, I tried to restart it. The starter cranked but the motor wouldn’t catch. I pulled my flashlight out of the luggage compartment and began to check the motor. Needless to say the batteries were shot and the light, which was dim to start with, went out.


  I sat there on my quad like some sort of idiot, wondering if somebody would be coming down the road. Maybe once a day somebody did, but it was already getting kind of late. I knew I was in for a long hike. After rolling the Suzuki to the side of the road, I set off at a steady clip, figuring I’d be late for supper.


  After about a minute I saw the lights of a house.


  The Pinchaults are the kind of poor folk you find in these parts, deep in the backwoods. They live in a rundown old house with a rusty roof, with an old barn leaning off to one side in the back. They’ve got some chickens and two flea-bitten horses that are so old it’s hard to believe they can still walk. There’s stuff all over the place, junk of every description scattered here and there.


  Their kid Stéphane is a guy my own age, tall and thin, with a huge nose jutting out from his acne-covered face. He’s been getting his butt kicked in the schoolyard ever since first grade. But these days, he acts so bizarre that nobody goes near him. The last time somebody got it in mind to mess with him, Stéphane started screaming like he was possessed by demons. He grabbed the guy’s throat with two hands and started choking him. It took two teachers to finally pull him off. You can tell the constant bullying he’s had to put up with over all these years has affected him. But at least nobody bothered him after that. One thing didn’t change. He spends all his time talking to himself and collecting insects and little animals.


  I’m not sure why I didn’t just go straight on home. I guess one reason was I was cold, but I also felt some kind of morbid curiosity that made me want to see for myself, even though I had goose bumps at the mere thought of setting foot in the strange house that people were always talking about down at the garage and the grocery store. I wasn’t afraid of Stéphane. For me, he was nothing more than a weirdo. It was his father, Robert, who scared me, and fascinated me too.


  I had heard nothing but bad about him ever since I was little. He was violent and alcoholic, people said. Recently he’d fallen off his horse and broken his hip, they said. The animal had had enough of his drunken rider and sent him flying. The story went that after he recovered from the accident, he beat the horse to death with a steel shovel in a blind rage. It all sounded so low-down and unreal, I just couldn’t believe it. What kind of person could be that cruel? But… still… rumours and nasty stories can get to you and there I stood, paralyzed, in the middle of the road, not knowing what to do. Finally, curiosity won out, and I started down the driveway that led to the foreboding Pinchault homestead.
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  The only front entrance was at the top of the stairs that led to the first-floor balcony, so I made my way to the door at the side of the house, which was lit by a bare bulb hanging precariously by a couple of wires. I shot a glance at the old barn before I started up the steps to the door. Before I could even ring the doorbell the door swung open with a sudden clack. Startled, I jumped back down the stairs, set to take off, picturing Robert Pinchault about to jump on me like a maniac, a steel shovel brandished over his head, about to chop off mine.


  But instead, the person who appeared in the doorway was a girl. Her looks took my breath away. She was wearing jeans and a t-shirt. Arms folded over her chest, she shivered; the movement made her long curly hair shimmer ever so slightly. Even though her face was hidden by the shadows, I could see her big eyes looking at me, questioning.


  “Hello,” she said. “Can I help you?”


  She said it like she was greeting someone selling candy bars or bingo cards door-to-door. I didn’t answer, lost in the sound of her voice, which could have belonged to an older woman. In fact, she did seem a bit older than me, maybe a year, not more than that. I could tell she was cold and beginning to get impatient. I stood at the bottom of the steps, silent and still.


  “Can I help you?” she said again.


  “I’ve broken down.”


  She motioned for me to come in, and I did, taking the steps two at a time. Then, she closed the door behind her, lightly brushing up against me as she slipped into the kitchen.


  “Come on in,” she said, standing near a table.


  I stepped into the house that I couldn’t help thinking about every time I took 3rdSide Road up to Lake Matamek. I wasn’t that surprised by what I saw: so this was what it was like when people lived close to the edge. The appliances were old and mismatched. The stove was missing an element; the kitchen table legs were held together with duct tape; the floor was missing a number of tiles; dirty pots and dishes were stacked high on the counter next to the sink.


  It was obvious she could see the effect the place had on me; her eyes were tinged with disapproval. The way my gaze lingered on every little thing in that room must have seemed either pretty rude or pretty crude.


  “I’d like to use your phone,” I said.


  But a raspy voice shot back, “We don’t have a telephone.”


  In the adjacent living room, a man was standing in front of an old television set. His grey pants were filthy. He was wearing a brown wool overshirt and green and yellow hand-knit slippers. His face was red under a big, bushy cigarette-stained mustache. It was Robert Pinchault, and it was clear he’d been drinking.


  “If it’s not the great McKenzie,” he said provocatively.


  “He’s broken down,” his daughter curtly responded.


  “Your car’s broken down?” asked Mr. Pinchault.


  “My four-wheeler,” I answered. “The engine’s dead, it won’t start. I’d like to phone my aunt so she can come and get me.”


  “There’s no telephone. I’ll take you home.”


  Pinchault walked with a limp, proof positive that he really had fallen off his horse. He plopped down on a chair and took off his slippers, revealing a pair of old grey socks and toenails sticking through the holes. He laced up his old work boots, which were worn right down to the steel toe, threw on his hunting jacket and tugged a baseball hat down over his bald head. The door slammed behind him as he went out. I didn’t move an inch.


  “You don’t have to go with him if you don’t want to,” his daughter said to me.


  Her skin was pale, with freckles on her nose and cheeks. Her Pinchault nose was large and curved, but where on the men of the family it would be big or even grotesque, on her it was elegant and refined, and gave her beauty a fascinating quality. It was a bold intruder on the face that harboured those pale green eyes.


  “My name’s Alex,” I said, holding out my hand.


  She smiled and slid her small hand into mine, which compared with hers was huge and stained with motor oil and spruce gum.


  “I’m Jessie,” she said.


  At that moment, my attention shifted from her eyes to the top of the steps leading to the second floor. I caught sight of two legs with white socks that reached up to a pair of hairy calves. Someone was there, listening to us. Jessie turned, leaned forward and looked up the stairs.


  “Stéphane?” she said. “What are you doing up there?”


  Without an answer, the hairy legs disappeared up the stairs. I heard the car start up and I headed for the door.
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  Mr. Pinchault sat waiting for me in his big ’70svintage American car. Remembering what Jessie had said, I was weighing whether or not to walk home. But then I saw her father, who had gone to the trouble of getting dressed so he could drive me home, waving through the cracked windshield. The door hinges creaked and I sat down beside him on a blanket covering the front seat’s torn vinyl upholstery.


  “It’s a ’78Chrysler Newport,” he said, lighting up a cigarette, “400horsepower.”


  The muffler was shot and there was a god-awful roar every time Robert Pinchault gunned the big engine. Exhaust leaked into the car through the floor and we both had to keep our windows open so we could breathe. He twisted around and with one arm on the edge of the seat, backed up to the road at full speed.


  Turning on to the dirt road, he continued rolling in reverse until he pulled up even with the quad. His cigarette dangling from his mouth, he said, “Nice machine… what is it, orange?”


  “Yep.”


  “What kind is it?”


  “A Suzuki250.”


  “4x4?”


  “Yep. 15speed, diff lock…”


  “Damn,” he said.


  He threw the car in gear and spun the wheels, kicking up gravel.


  I buckled up and settled into my seat, one hand gripping the door handle. Pinchault’s cigarette smoke was getting in my eyes, so I leaned my head close to the window so I could breathe the maximum fresh air. As the big Chrysler cruised down 3rdSide Road at full speed in the middle of the night, I could hear the rocks rolling away after hurtling into the rusty floor under my feet. Every time we hit a bump the Newport swayed back and forth a couple of times: the suspension was gone.


  A couple of times I turned towards him, but didn’t say anything. I could make out the outline of his body in the darkness, his two hands on the steering wheel. The bright orange glow at the end of his cigarette lit up his big nose; the smoke curled up under his mustache.


  It must have been about then that I saw the moose on the road. But I can’t say for sure because I don’t really remember a thing.
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  I found out about the accident later.


  We went off the road into the ditch just before the railroad tracks. Nothing spectacular or really bad; just a run-of-the mill, ordinary crack-up. Except that the old Chrysler’s passenger seatbelt was shot and my head smacked into the windshield. And I lost consciousness.


  I had a big old bruise on my face, right above my eye. But that wasn’t all. The car’s underbody, just below my right foot, crunched into a huge rock. My ankle was twisted when the floor gave way. I ended up with a massive sprain.


  I came to in a room next to an old man who was coughing to beat the devil. His raspy deep cough pulled me out of a troubling dream probably brought on by the drugs. Slowly I sank to the bottom of a deep dark sea, into an abyss from which I could hear the sound of whales singing. They called to me and I didn’t know if I should try to get away or swim closer to them. All of a sudden, their cries changed into a racking cough, the old man’s cough. I took a deep breath as if I had just come up from the bottom of the ocean, and with difficulty I opened my swollen eyes.


  My eyelids were glued shut and I had to strain to unstick them. Someone was leaning over me, wiping the tears that were running down my cheeks.


  “Easy now. This won’t take long.”


  I recognized my aunt Sylvie, my father’s sister. Every time she pressed on my eye with a cotton pad to absorb the liquid, the pain was more than I could take. She must have seen me wincing since she kept apologizing.


  She was leaning over me with a smile on her face, wearing the same scarf she always wore on her head. She caressed me softly with one hand on my tummy, making circles like when I was little. Ever since I had lost my mother, she had taken care of me as if I was her own kid.


  “Hey there,” she said. “You know, you’re not looking that great.”


  I guess I must have cracked a bit of a smile. Sylvie asked me how it was going, and I had to clear my throat a few times before I could get out that I was okay. My foot was throbbing like crazy. My first thought was about the hockey season and I asked for my father. She said that Michel had left early that morning to get him at the hunting camp. If the trails weren’t too soft after all the rain we’d had, he’d be back later on in the day.


  “They’re going to keep you under observation until noon,” said Sylvie. “The doctor’s coming by to look at you. Then, we’ll head home. But before that, the police would like to see you.”


  “How come?”


  “To ask you some questions about the accident.”


  A worried expression came over her face, and I could tell that she too would like to ask me “some questions.” I closed my eyes; finally the drugs were starting to take effect. Then I drifted off to sleep, her warm hand still on my stomach.


  A nurse woke me up. My aunt had run out to do some errands and would be back to pick me up around noon, she said. A little later I saw the doctor, who asked me how I was feeling and poked me all over, looked in my eyes and ears and examined my ankle. I felt my throat tighten when I saw my swollen foot, red and blue with some yellow spots. The doctor could see I was troubled. I had been lucky not to tear the ligament, he told me; I’d be back on my feet in no time.


  When the nurse changed the bandage on my face, I could see the wound above my eye in the mirror. I had really smacked myself. A long cut ran from my hairline to just above my eyebrow. There was definitely going to be a noticeable scar.


  “Does it hurt?” she asked.


  I shrugged my shoulders, as if to say it was no big deal.
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  I was slouched down in the waiting room when I sensed someone close by. Suddenly a feminine silhouette had materialized to my side. I shook myself out of the daze I was in to see Jessie standing shyly in front of me. Quick as I could, I pulled myself together and sat up in my chair.


  She wore a long blue coat hanging down over jeans tucked inside of calf-hugging boots. Her hair was tied back behind her head and her body swung from left to right like a pendulum. She smiled, forlornly.


  I couldn’t avoid noticing her subtle fragrance when she sat down next to me.


  “My father’s having a really hard time,” she said with difficulty.


  “Is he hurt?”


  “No, he’s okay. It’s just that…”


  She went on, looking at the ground.


  “… I’m afraid of what might happen.”


  She’d had a tough life, growing up with her mother in Quebec City. If it wasn’t alcohol it was hard drugs, and now her mom was back in a rehab again. Which was why Jessie had made up her mind to come back to the Côte-Nord for a while. It would be better to live with her dad, she figured, than end up in a group home.


  I’d lost my mom when I was just a kid, so I could feel a lot of empathy for Jessie when she talked about her past. I managed to blurt out a few comforting words, nothing brilliant, and I promised her that everything was going to work out. Even if I couldn’t explain how.


  She smiled sweetly at me. I wanted to kiss her and tell her I liked her. But then, all of a sudden, she stood up. She thanked me and said she had to be going. Then awkwardly headed out the door without a backward glance, leaving me wondering what I’d done wrong. But I hadn’t even made a move on her. Soon enough, Sylvie showed up with a Dollarama shopping bag in hand. She showed me the tablecloth she had bought to cover the cracked melamine on the kitchen table.


  “Who was that?”


  “Umm… a girl.”


  “A girlfriend, eh,” she said, winking at me.


  From me, nothing.
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  I’m actually pretty good with crutches. I got down the hospital steps hopping on one foot, then swung myself across the crosswalk in three giant strides. Out in the parking lot, navigating between cars, I could cover a lot of ground. Sylvie was behind me, getting all worked up and hollering at me to be careful.


  To be honest, I have to admit I was hurting, plus it wasn’t so easy to squeeze into my aunt’s little Toyota.


  The long drive home from the hospital in Baie-Comeau wasn’t my idea of a good time. Not like I was worried about the138, which we took every day. It’s just that Sylvie is a woman who really likes to talk a lot about anything and everything. And if you didn’t have some reason, real or imagined, to be somewhere else, you’d be in for hours of listening to her.


  And when you got to the point where you couldn’t take it anymore, all you could do was quietly slip away, forget the reasons or explanations. Unless you’re like my father, who’s an expert in faking sleep.


  “Has he been asleep for a long time?” Sylvia had asked me, last spring it was. We had just returned from a gathering expedition.


  I shrugged, keeping my eyes glued to the TV, fingers crossed hoping she wasn’t going to treat me to a discussion of the new mushroom patch she’d uncovered upstream from Lake Whatsits. My father, slumped on the big green couch, was pounding it away while the Canadiens nursed a 2-1 lead over the Bruins eight minutes into the third period. Yeah, right. Even Sylvie had a hard time believing that, rolling her eyes as she went off to bed.


  “She’s beginning to clue in, I think,” I told my father. “I don’t think it’s working anymore, your little act.”


  “Did she say anything about it?” he asked.


  “Nope.”


  “I’m telling you, it’s still working.”


  And he pumped his fist. A goal for Subban. Montreal was up, 3-1.


  My aunt is a seamstress at a Betty Brite in the mall. She hems workpants and replaces broken zippers. Besides that she runs a gathering business, selling mushrooms and berries to restaurants on the Côte-Nord and in Quebec City. But what sells best are the savory herbs she picks along the shore. The little business was rolling so well that she offered me a job, and so I worked for her all summer. Even if strawberries and raspberries can get a little boring, I must admit that I like picking herbs in September. I take Sylvie behind me on the quad and we head off down the big sandy beach. When she taps me on the shoulder, it means she’s found a good spot. We put on our rubber boots and spend the day filling our pails. I love the river; it’s like the sea, with the wind and the sound of the waves. Sometimes, when Sylvie moves off in the distance, out of sight and caught up in her work, I lie down on the sand and daydream, looking out over the water. I could watch the clouds fly by for hours, especially when sky and water merge and you can’t tell where one ends and the other begins.


  Highway138 rolled by under the wheels of the little car, while my aunt dodged the astronomical number of potholes that pit the pavement. Then we got stuck behind an 18-wheeler loaded with logs. Normally that was all Sylvie needed to get cranked up over the pulp and paper companies that were clear-cutting the forests. She’d go on and on with the same rant she’d been repeating ever since I was old enough to toss in my two cents worth. But, to my surprise, she didn’t say much after we left the hospital. Including not a word about the rape of the boreal forest.


  I looked at her; she had both hands on the steering wheel and a serious expression on her face.


  “What do the police want?” I asked.


  “To ask you some questions about the accident.”


  “What is there to talk about, it was an accident.”


  “They want to know if Robert Pinchault was drinking.”


  After the old Chrysler had gone off the road, Mr. Pinchault had hurried over to a neighbour’s, Jean St-Pierre, to get help. I was unconscious, and the cut on my forehead was bleeding pretty badly. The two of them carried me to Jean’s car. Jean wanted to take Robert Pinchault to the hospital too, but no matter what St-Pierre said, he just wanted to go home.


  They made me wait a bit at the police station before directing me to a small office whose occupant was a big chap named Gagnon. He had a round red face and wore a shirt that was too small for him; the buttons over his stomach seemed about to pop. As usually happens in these parts, we already knew each other.


  “That’s pretty bad luck, with the season just getting underway.”


  “Yeah,” I said, shrugging my shoulders.


  “Maxime tells me you’re leading the league in scoring.”


  I shrugged again. What good was it to be the leading scorer if your team loses all its games, I felt like asking him. But I decided to keep my mouth shut. He perched his glasses on the tip of his nose and typed something into his computer.


  “Can you remember if Robert Pinchault had been drinking?” he asked.


  “ No.”


  “Did he have alcohol on his breath?”


  “No.”


  “When you were at his place… did you see any open beer bottles or anything that would suggest he had been drinking?”


  “No.”


  He frowned, joining his hands on top of his desk.


  “What I don’t get is that Jean St-Pierre’s testimony seems to suggest the exact opposite.”


  Once again, I shrugged.


  “So how did the accident happen?”


  “There was a moose on the road.”
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  Chapter Two


  No sooner did we get home than I had my head in the fridge and four slices of cheese in my hand, ready to cook up a couple of grilled-cheese sandwiches. I was waiting for the cast iron frying pan to heat up when I heard my father’s big red pick-up roll up the driveway and come to a stop on the gravel. Through the kitchen window I could see the cloud of dust. I looked up at the ceiling.


  As soon as I heard the truck door slam shut, I knew my sandwiches would have to wait. I turned off the stove and leaned against the counter, hands in my pockets.


  The house shook as his heavy hunting boots thudded up the steps. He opened the front door and slammed it shut, yelling at the top of his deep voice:


  “ALEX!”


  Louis McKenzie is one big dude: six feet four, more than two hundred and fifty pounds. He’s a hunter, a guy who loves to eat wild game and he’s been working for the logging Company since he was fifteen. Most of the time he’s quiet and easy-going, but sometimes he can really blow his stack.


  When he saw me in the kitchen, he looked me over sheepishly. Then, with an awkward but touching gesture, he walked over and hugged me. Sure he meant it, but I knew him too well. It wouldn’t last.


  He took off his orange hat and let his grey-streaked hair tumble down his back. My father is an Innu. A man who’s proud of his roots. He’s always worn his hair long and likes to tie it with leather strips. When people tried to get under his skin he always maintained his dignity. Not to mention that, six feet four inches and two hundred and fifty pounds can produce a certain level of respect in other people.


  He looked at my ankle and I answered his questioning glance.


  “It’ll be a couple of weeks before I’m back on the ice.” He cursed and punched the wall with his big fist. Sylvie yelled out his name from her bedroom, upstairs.


  My father has spent all his life in the bush. Born into a desperately poor family, he quit school young and went to work for a logging company when he was fifteen. He got his foot mangled by a machine and after that, he became a foreman for a mill subsidiary that marked trees for cutting. Later on, the Company shut down the subsidiary and hired the guys back as subcontractors. That’s one way to cut costs. For my father, who was always hungry for freedom, it was an acceptable solution. Did he really have any choice? There was only one employer in the whole area: the logging Company.


  He always dreamed of a better future for me. My natural talent for hockey had always brought him a lot of hope. That’s why my ankle injury had kind of morphed into “his” ankle injury, the one that had turned him into a cripple who walked with a limp and made him grimace with pain whenever the weather was damp and grey. That had to be the reason he punched the kitchen wall.


  “What in the world were you thinking, going off with that drunkard?”


  “He wasn’t drunk. It was a moose.”


  “A moose?”


  “There was a bull in the middle of the road and we went in the ditch.”


  “In the middle of hunting season? The whole North Shore is crawling with hunters. Guns are going off all over the place, and you, you see a moose right on 3rdSide Road?”


  “Un-huh.”


  “For two weeks I’m perched in my hideout, three hundred miles away from here, and you’re telling me that all I really have to do is to ‘park’ right beside the tracks?”


  “I guess so.”


  My father, shaking his head from left to right, went to the fridge and poured himself a tall glass of Pepsi and sat down at the table. He was still steaming, tapping his index finger on the shiny melamine. I could tell it was going to be a while before I’d be able to eat my grilled-cheese sandwiches.


  “Mike said that he just left you on the road.”


  “He didn’t just leave me, Papa. He left me with St-Pierre who drove me to the hospital. He wasn’t feeling good and just wanted to go home”


  “To sober up.”


  “He wasn’t drunk.”


  “I’m going to go over to Pinchault’s, and I’m going to give him a piece of my mind.” He smacked the table with his empty glass, got up, and put on his hat. I told him not to do it, that it wasn’t worth it, that Robert Pinchault was down and out, nothing more. Mind your own business, he told me.


  I followed him outside. Three 45-footers passed by on the138, one right after the other, the Jake brakes making an earsplitting racket. I grabbed my father’s arm to hold him back. We were a sight to see, him with his mangled foot and me with my sprained ankle. He looked at my hand on his arm, and then gave me a withering look. I let go. He told me to get back inside. Leaning on my crutch, I told him right to his face:


  “You promised that the Company would never cut the trees up at the lake!”


  “What lake? What are you talking about?”


  “You know damn well what lake I’m talking about. Your lake. I was up there yesterday. They’ve cut right down to it. There’s no more spruce on the north shore.”


  “The government decided to sell off the land. There was no choice, we knew it was going to happen.”


  “And your inheritance? Your beaver traps? Your natau-assi… I guess that’s no big deal,” I added.


  And at that, he turned red as a beet; I knew then I’d pushed him too far. I took a couple of steps back onto the porch, ready to escape into the house on my crutches, convinced he was about to give it to me good. But he turned on his heels and climbed into his pickup. Fuming, he spun the wheels in the gravel before squealing onto the highway like a madman, the passing cars honking and jamming on the brakes to make way for him.


  Sylvie came to see what was happening. She put her hand on my shoulder. Now it was my turn to fume. I was grinding my jaws like I wanted a mouthful of broken teeth.


  “Are you going to be alright?” she asked me.


  “He wants to make Pinchault pay… the jerk.”


  “Look,” she said. “You know your father can fly off the handle. He’s probably going to stop off at one of his pals’, have a beer and calm down. Louis isn’t much of a fighter, you know that.”


  I nodded in agreement.


  But Sylvie didn’t know what I’d told him about all the clear-cutting, my father’s beaver traps and his family inheritance. I had touched something so deep down in his heart, something so painful to do with his heritage and all the contradictions he’d gone through as a foreman for a paper company, that he’d jumped into his pickup and headed up 3rdSide Road to kick the shit out of Robert Pinchault. After he left, I finally ate my grilled-cheese sandwiches and fell asleep on the old green couch. It was dark when I finally woke up. All the lights were out and it was quiet upstairs. I lay there a long time, arms crossed behind my head, looking at the ceiling and listening to the trucks rolling down the highway and rattling the house. One thing was bothering me: my quad. I dressed warmly and started down the138 on my crutches.


  Cars and trucks whipped by me on the shiny black pavement. The wind was blowing hard off the open water and I had to lean into my crutches to avoid being blown backwards. A few cars stopped; people from the village, and some acquaintances, asked if they could give me a lift. I was just out for a walk, I told them, that was it. I kept on until I reached town and the Rue du Quai. Turning at the red light, I arrived at Michel’s.


  Mike, my mechanic, is a family friend. He was the first person Sylvie had phoned when I had my accident. And it was Mike who hit the road at three in the morning to go get my father up at his hunting lodge. He’s a little strange, a solitary guy who gets along better with engines and bodywork than with people. He’s tall and thin, with long blond hair that’s turning grey. He always wears a Maple Leafs hat and a vest with a logo from some old heavy metal band like Black Sabbath or Iron Maiden.


  When I got to his shop, I saw that all the lights were on, which was no surprise. Mike is the kind of guy who never sleeps. Whether you stop in at six in the morning or at midnight, he’s always in his garage working. He lives in a little house set back from the main drag. It’s at the back of the yard, behind a children’s clothing store and next to a woodworking shop. The house isn’t much more than a shed. I think there’s just one room on the ground floor and one room upstairs. And as far as I know, he’s never there. Just to sleep, and that’s it. He even eats out all the time, at Chez Lisette.


  I knew my hunch was good when I saw my Suzuki parked in the yard behind the workshop, just up the street from the wharf. The place was jammed full of engines and vehicles of every description. I came up to the fence and Nuliaq started barking as loud as she could. After sniffing my hand, she calmed down enough to be able to stick her nose though the chain link fence and lick me enthusiastically. Nuliaq is a husky, over thirty years old. Whatever she came down with, it had almost completely blinded her.


  After a couple of minutes of fooling around with the old husky, I went into Michel’s workshop, a big double garage with a 15-foot high ceiling. Tools were piled everywhere you look, on workbenches, lining the walls and lying on the floor too. Jacks, soldering irons, metal benders, everything. You name it, think of a tool, any tool: for sure Mike will find it somewhere in all that mess.


  He was lying underneath a formula one style racing skidoo propped up on hydraulic jacks. He slid out on his creeper and waved hello, then got up, grabbed his Leafs hat from the seat of the skidoo and put it on his blond head. He had lost some weight. His face was long and gaunt.


  “I knew it was you,” he said.


  “Why’s that?”


  “Nuliaq usually won’t stop yapping until I come outside.”


  “How come she’s outside?”


  “She’s shedding,” he said, pointing to a clump of fur mixed in with some used motor oil in the corner. “It’s gross! It’s all over the place. She’s gone senile. She’ll bark for hours at a tractor tire.”


  He opened the door; Nuliaq came in and lay down in her corner, imagining she’d better be good and obey if she wanted to stay inside. Poor mutt. How could she know that it was because she would shed a ton of hair twice a year that she ended up in quarantine?


  I leaned up against a sawhorse while Michel put away his tools. I couldn’t help noticing the new Stihl calendar with Miss October dressed in a pink bathing suit and straddling a tree trunk, holding a big chainsaw.


  “Did your father tell you it was me who brought in your quad?”


  “No, but I guessed it anyway.”


  “Know what this is?” he said, tossing me a spark plug.


  I didn’t answer, tapping the object with the tip of my finger. The electrodes that ignited the gasoline vapour in the cylinder were completely burnt out. The way he was looking at me, I couldn’t tell if Mike was going to give me a lecture or burst out laughing. I shrugged my shoulders; he was right. I should have checked the plugs. There was no excuse for not carrying a spare. Besides that, I should never have gone into the bush without a survival kit: first aid, matches, water, blanket and flashlight with fresh batteries. And definitely, spare parts and some tools. Unfortunately, I’ll probably never be that disciplined, and Michel will always be giving me that look.


  He flicked a switch and the big floodlights that lighted the yard went on. We went outside and found ourselves immediately on the biggest playground you could ever imagine. For a mechanic like Mike, that is.


  You could find anything and everything in his junkyard, as he referred to it. Old cars, boats, motors, tractors, you name it. If you think he likes tinkering with skidoos and motorcycles in his free time, his real baby was sheltered up against the side of the garage: an awesome dune buggy he had been working on forever. He’d gone over it from top to bottom. It was purple with flames painted on both sides. During summer, “The Mike” can be seen rolling at top speed down our beaches that stretch forever.


  Besides all the scrap metal stacked on big rusty shelves under a tarp, there were parts for repairing boats: transmissions, diesel engines, and so on. Michel was a handyman and a compulsive tinkerer, but he actually made his living repairing fishing boat engines.


  On the ground, next to my Suzuki lay a huge bronze propeller.


  We both looked at it. The name of the boat that it had previously belonged to, Marie-Belle, was engraved on it. It had come into Mike’s hands after he had done some work on the boat. The fishing boat’s owner, short on cash, had given it to him as payment for his work.


  “Is it worth a lot?” I asked.


  “You bet. But it needs some work. It’s unbalanced. I’m going to try to heat it up and whack it into shape with a hammer. If that doesn’t work, too bad. I’ll hang it over the door the way some folks hang up moose antlers.”


  While Mike opened the gate, I hung my crutches on the back of the quad and turned the key. The engine started up like a charm. I turned around at the back of the yard before heading out when my headlight flashed on something strange.


  There was a curious machine parked behind Michel’s garage. Squeezing out a little gas I rolled forward slowly, then I cut the engine and coasted until the quad came to a stop in the mud, in front of the machine. My headlight, still on, lit up the strange contraption. It looked like a cross between a skidoo and a pickle.


  “Not bad, eh?” Mike said proudly, wiping his hands on a rag.


  “What is this baby?”


  “A 1970Skiroule SX-440.”


  “Never heard of it.”


  “Made in Quebec, at Wickham. A Ski-Doo competitor. A collector’s item, hard to find. I had to go all the way to Northern Ontario to find it. A guy from Témiscamingue told me that his father had one that had been sitting out on his land for years.”


  It must have been there for that long. The metal was rusted through and big swatches of green paint were peeling off all over. The headlight was smashed in. The leather seat was torn and mice had gotten into the foam that had spilled out. Steel rods, bent every which way, stuck out from the vehicle’s track, which was cut in half and stuffed with hay. Even though it was dark and I couldn’t see very well, I was pretty sure I could make out a bird’s nest in the carburetor.


  “Gilles Villeneuve raced in one of these.”


  “One of these?”


  “Actually, he used an RTX, not this model. They’re not as fast as what’s around today, but damn close.”


  “I don’t see myself running around in a rig like that.”


  “Wait ’til I’m done getting it in shape… You’ll be jealous.”


  I shook his hand, wished him good luck with his project, and left. It felt good to be back on my quad, and the time I had spent with Michel had helped me chase away the blues. I rolled down to the port, looking at a fishing boat. In a few days, it would be heading for dry dock in Sept-Îles for the winter.


  It was low tide and I took the boat launch ramp down to the beach. I drove slowly, taking in the salty air. Off to one side was the dark mass of the sea. On the other, the lights to the town. I cranked the gas and cruised down the damp packed sand as far as Brown’s Road, and took it back to my place. A fine mist came slanting in, driven by the autumn wind. I was cold and soaking wet, my pant cuffs full of sand and mud. The sock that protected my injured foot was drenched. I parked the quad in the garage and hopped up the stairs to the porch, crutches under my arm. Sylvie was waiting for me at the door, wrapped in her bathrobe.


  She heaved a sigh as she went into the house. She didn’t say a word, but I’m sure she wanted to tell me that I shouldn’t be riding the quad, that I was hurt, but… The only person who could have stopped me was my father, who had gone back to his hunting cabin. I hoped he’d never get him, the moose I mean.


  When I got out of the shower, I went in to Sylvie’s room and sat down at the foot of her bed. She was wearing her glasses on the tip of her nose, reading a novel. After a minute, she put down her book and looked up at me.


  “How come you broke up with Mike?” I said.


  “He’s not my type.”


  “But he’s a good guy.”


  “Yeah, but you need to be more than a good guy to get somewhere in life. Me and Michel, it never worked and it never will.”


  “Never?”


  “What am I supposed to do with a guy who’s always either fixing a machine, talking about machines or smelling like machines? That’s all he knows; that’s all he can do. It can get as boring as hell.”


  “But that’s the way he is. That’s him.”


  “Yeah, but there’s a limit. He’s getting kind of old for that stuff. You know, his dog’s named Nuliaq.”


  “So? That’s a nice name.”


  “Look, that’s the Inuit word for ‘wife’. So fine, let him stay with his dog. I’ve got other fish to fry.”


  I smiled. She asked me why but I didn’t feel like saying. She grabbed the pillow from behind her head and hit me with it. I left the room laughing while Sylvie, on all fours on the bed, kept asking me what was so funny. I closed the door just in the nick of time. The pillow she tossed at me hit it instead.


  I can’t figure out why they’re not together. But I’ve got to admit I get a kick out of seeing my aunt come unglued every time I bring up Michel.
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  I love the sound of skates on the ice, slap shots, the puck ricocheting off the boards. I swung slowly on my crutches down the corridor the players take to get to the ice. I moved as quietly as I could, as if I were in a museum or a library. As if I didn’t want anyone to hear me or to even know I was there.


  It was seven in the morning. I swung my crutches along the rubber mat that protected the players’ skates. Just as I thought I was in the clear, I heard a door open behind me.


  “McKenzie!” called a voice that I knew only too well. It was my coach, Larry. His real name is Laurent. But everybody calls him Larry. He’s a decent guy, but we don’t hit it off, him and me. For one thing, he’s too loud. And for another, he must have bionic ears, ’cause every time I walk past his office, he hears me. I thought he would have been out on the ice with my teammates.


  “Salut,” I said, feigning innocence.


  “What happened to our big ‘star’?”


  “I had an accident. You know that.”


  “That’s what I heard. But I would have rather you called me and told me yourself. I’m your coach, Alex, and I’ve got a right to know. I’ve got a workout to plan. We have a game tomorrow night.”


  One thing I’ve known since I was a kid is how it works around here: in less than twelve hours, everybody knows what you were up to the day before; who you were with, what you did, why. There was no doubt in my mind that Larry knew what had happened to me. It wouldn’t even have surprised me if he brought up the grilled-cheese sandwiches.


  “Sorry,” I said.


  “We’re a team, McKenzie. Are you aware of that? We live together and we die together. When a soldier falls in battle, the commander has to know so he can reorganize his troops. Otherwise everyone’s going down, down to defeat. You’re not on your own, McKenzie. Get it?”


  I nodded without saying anything. I never have anything to say to Larry. He’s pretty uptight, and the fact that I’m the team’s best player drives him wild. A long time ago, he was the best player on his team. He was a local star who played in Major Junior hockey with the Cataractes of Shawinigan. He was drafted 228th in I don’t know what year. Then he did a couple of training camps with the Philadelphia Flyers before crashing and burning in the American League, unable to make the big leagues. Regional disappointment.


  He joined the Army and became a blue beret in Bosnia-Herzegovina. But he came back completely off the wall. He went into coaching with big dreams for the future. But he never became anything more than an uptight guy whose idea of coaching was to push his players to the limit to get them to perform. The problem with me is that he knows that I don’t really give much of a damn. Every time he jaws at me in the locker room and I shrug my shoulders, I get the feeling that he’s going to pick up a stick and break it over my head. But I’m his best player, so he can’t do it. But whenever he gets a chance to take me down a few notches, like at the present moment, he’ll jump at the chance.


  He especially likes to give the impression that he has cracked the secret of my success: luck. He gets all worked up at the thought of it. In my own humble opinion I’m no better than anyone else. I’m an average skater. I’ve got an average slap shot, a pretty good wrist shot. What they say about me is that I’m always in the right place at the right time, that my stick’s where it should be, that even my prayer shots end up buried in the back of the net, that opposing defencemen put their turnovers right on my stick, sending me off on breakaways that bring the crowd to its feet. Which is surely what Larry will say one day, when to his delight he can tell everybody what a rotten no-show I really am. Him, he’d known it all along; he’d never gone for the head fake. And that soon, any day now, it would all turn bad for me, like it did for him, back when.


  “Hey, McKenzie!” he said. “I’m talking to you. Where’s your head at, anyway?”


  I shrugged my shoulders and I swear I could see smoke coming out of his ears. He went back into his office slamming the door behind him.


  I slid slowly along the boards on my crutches, trying not to slip on the cement floor, when a puck ricocheted violently off the glass above my head. The impact was deafening. I just about had a heart attack. I dropped a crutch and, awkwardly hopping on one leg, leaned over to pick it up. When I raised my head, I saw Tommy and the others: Samuel, J.-F. and Félix, goofing off, walking with their hockey sticks as if they were cripples. I flipped them my middle finger and they started skating in my direction ready to shoot more pucks at me. Just then a shrill whistle blast echoed through the arena. It was Larry, making his entrance. He started chewing my friends out, which really cracked me up. After giving them a mouthful, he started skating like crazy, circling the ice dipsy-doodling just to show everyone who was the best. After his little song and dance, he made the team work up a sweat, doing stop-and-go’s.


  I sat in the stands and watched them work out, glad I wasn’t out there, and daydreaming about riding my quad into the bush up the trail to Flat Top Mountain. There’s a sweet little river up there and a path that’ll get you to the top if you use the spruce growing in the rocks as handgrips. From high up, the view of the St. Lawrence is awesome. Autumn is great. It’s cool and there’re no bugs. The birch are all yellow and orange. I love it. It’d be cool if they made hockey players get in shape by climbing mountains.


  A blast from the whistle pulled me back to the present. Larry stood at centre ice, surrounded by the team. You could tell the guys were beat. He started talking loudly, his voice audible anywhere in the building.


  “Okay guys, listen up. McKenzie won’t be suiting up for a while. But that doesn’t change a thing. If we stick to the plan, we’ll win our share of games.”
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  Finally it happened. Just what I was most afraid of. And why I’d been so hard on my father. At school, Jessie wouldn’t speak to me. She was so embarrassed she wouldn’t even look me in the eye. But to tell the truth, it was me who was dying of shame.


  It turned out that my father never actually hit Mr. Pinchault, but he gave him hell in front of his own children, who had to watch their father break down in tears and apologize. What a mess! Totally off the wall.


  I left the arena as soon as practice was over, not stopping to say goodbye to the guys in the locker room. I knew that Larry was ticked off at me and that he would get back in my face the next time he saw me. But I was really hoping to get to school early, just in case she might already be there. The kids that take the bus often get there early, sometimes as much as half an hour before school starts. At the risk of seeming like someone who didn’t care about his team, I snuck out the emergency exit. I started up the quad, turning the key slowly as if that would make the engine run more quietly, then took the path behind the arena that led to the school.


  I went in the main entrance, waved to the secretary in her glass cubicle, and headed towards the cafeteria. The rubber tip of my crutches squeaked on the linoleum like fresh cheese. When I got there I gave a quick look around. Two people I barely knew came over to me to see how the injury was doing and when I’d be back on the ice. What a bummer, they said; I was their favourite player. But I wasn’t exactly what you would call friendly, barely looking at them, eyes darting to and fro in search of Jessie, who was nowhere to be found. I was worried that people might think badly about her family. That they might blame her and her brother, Stéphane. I argued as hard as I could that it was nobody’s fault, there had been a moose on the road.


  I had barely taken two steps when two guys on the basketball team came up to me giving me high fives. I repeated my story once again, carefully choosing each word, telling how Robert Pinchault had been super friendly and how it had been a stupid accident.


  “So why did your father go to bust him in the chops?” asked the six-foot-four blond-haired guy with the thick glasses.


  “Maybe you’d like me to bust you in the chops?” I answered back.


  They started backpedalling, hands held out, making like it was nothing, calming me down. But I was already over it. Some girls were laughing behind me. I headed over to them and finally spotted her, sitting in a corner of the café, studying with the boys and girls in Sauvé’s gang. I started to walk in circles on my crutches, not sure what I should do.


  Jonathan Sauvé is a tall junior who’s into gangsta rap. He wears long baggy pants and a baseball hat turned backwards. Despite a certain awkwardness, he’s smart, calm, collected, and softspoken. But he’s a dealer and has the reputation of flying off the handle and getting involved in some pretty uncool things. In a word, a small time boss man.


  I wasn’t up to facing up to the whole gang just so I could talk with Jessie. There I stood, with all these considerations running through my head, not moving, looking at them, for just a tick too long. I must have looked like a real idiot with my crutches, and my foot all wrapped up in a sock. Suddenly, they all stopped talking and laughing among themselves to look at me in wonderment; everyone except her that is; she’d turned away and was staring at the wall.


  Jonathan Sauvé, acting in his capacity as leader of the gang, questioned me with his eyes. Then, making one of his a bit-too-laid-back hip-hop moves, said to me:


  “Hey, hockey man. Why don’t you come sit with us?”


  … as if he was inviting me to go to church with his family.


  I turned him down. From the way Jessie reacted, I could tell she was hurting over her father’s humiliation. I swung my weight onto my crutches and left without saying a word, head down, realizing that any effort to approach her, the person who had occupied my every waking thought since the moment I had met her, would probably accomplish nothing or make things worse.


  That day, I got tossed out of class for talking back to the teacher. The principal sent me to the library, where I was to stay until school was out. A little before 3:30 he came to ask me what was going on. I started to defend myself by saying that the teacher had been looking for trouble, but it was useless trying to talk about it and my rudeness was inexcusable in any case. He said that I shouldn’t worry, that what I was going through was tough, that my ankle would heal quicker than I thought. Intrigued as much as discouraged, I wondered as he left the library: Is that all anybody cares about is hockey?


  The rest of the week, I stayed in the yard slap-shooting rubber balls, tennis balls, practice pucks anything I could find at targets hung on the net, like I wanted to destroy them. Aunt Sylvie came out to tell me that it was 10o’clock and I should call it a night and hit the sack. But I was like a man possessed, shooting and shooting by the light of the streetlight. Friday, at dinnertime, my father came back from hunting. He hadn’t killed his bull moose this year and should have been in a bad mood. But seeing me practice like that, with such intensity, made him happy and he smiled. He came over to me and said hello. I shrugged, not saying anything, and I made a move like in the Kovalev video, juggling the puck on my blade and flicking it up to the back of my neck while leaning forward. I let it roll down my back and turned, ready to strike before it hit the ground. My father broke out laughing, shaking his head from left to right as if he didn’t believe it. He reached out to tousle my hair, but I sidestepped him, shooting a couple of balls at the targets on the goal.


  As he went up the stairs, I shot a puck that thwacked against the metal wall of the garage. Louis turned to look at me for a long moment without a word. His look was more interrogative than severe. I looked down. He went in the house while I kept juggling pucks on my stick.


  I was tired. But I couldn’t sleep. I hadn’t been able to get Jessie off my mind all week. I had to find a way to see her alone to explain how everything had been a terrible mistake: the car accident, my father’s anger, everything. There had to be some way to make sense out of it all. I was sure of it. And I was determined beyond measure to find that way, up to and including making myself look ridiculous.
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  My ankle had completely healed after a couple of weeks, to my great pleasure, and to the surprise of my doctor who hadn’t believed it would mend so quickly. He cautioned me to hold off a bit all the same. But I felt good. So good that I started skating a week before he gave me the go-ahead. My father and Sylvie were against it. They said it was a bad idea; I should wait, otherwise there was a danger of making it worse.


  “At your age, you’ve got to be cautious with an injury like that,” said my aunt, probing my ankle. “You’re still growing. Imagine if you had to sit out a whole year…”


  “That could mess up your career,” my father went on, playing the role of the wise old man.


  But none of it stuck. With both of them on my case, I felt like I never wanted to play hockey again. But that’s a crock. Skating’s in my blood. That same morning I had secretly taken the quad, hiding my skates in the luggage compartment. When school was over, I was planning to go to the arena and work out by myself.


  The new arena’s ice is fast, wicked fast. It seemed like I could go end to end twice as fast when I was in full flight. They had torn down the old arena to build this one. In the old building that dated back to the ’60s my father was three years old the ice was too soft on account of the obsolete cooling system. The pucks slid sluggishly and passes were always a bit off. And the carooms off the boards were so unpredictable and sometimes so ridiculous that it had turned into a standing joke in the league; visiting teams treated us like a bunch of losers. It had become a real embarrassment for the municipality and one of the main issues in the last elections. The townspeople might argue bitterly when it came to the governments they’re supposed to elect, the ideas they’re supposed to come up with and the money they’re supposed to spend, but when it came to the arena, everyone was on board.


  I skated for fifteen minutes circling first one way then the other, getting pumped up by the effort. As I repeated the exercise, the rhythm of my skates became so natural that I was able to do a couple of laps around the rink with my eyes closed, knowing exactly where I had to turn and how much strength I should put into each stroke.


  I was shooting pucks at the net from the red line when I saw a light go on in the hallway leading to the locker room. I wasn’t supposed to be there and I felt a bit uneasy. Of course, the person headed towards me was the last person in the world I wanted to see: Larry, my coach. But there he was, dressed in his customary light blue jogging suit, baseball hat on his head. I couldn’t see his face, just the blue tinted glasses that reflected the arena’s overhead lights.


  “You’ve started skating, McKenzie?” he said.


  “Yes,” I answered, gliding up to him on my good ankle.


  “Is your ankle still sore?”


  “No. I’m being careful.”


  “When did you start skating?”


  I shrugged my shoulders…


  “When did you start?” he repeated. He still had his hat on, and didn’t look too classy with his two hands tucked into the front pockets of his coat. He had just come in from outside and was cold. His glasses were fogged. I don’t even know how he could see me.


  “On Monday,” I answered. “But I’m going to take it easy and watch out that I don’t reinjure myself.”


  “And it’s already Thursday and it never crossed your mind that we should talk? Don’t you think your coach should be informed when his star player gets back on the ice?”


  “Yes…”


  “Just like you were too busy to show up for team practice last week. You think you can do whatever you want, whenever you want, without thinking about anyone else, is that it?”


  “No…”


  “I’m gonna tell you something, McKenzie, I’ve seen guys coming up in my day, guys like you; underachievers that grew up faster than the others and could do what they wanted on the ice. Some of them, a few, have made it to the Major Junior League. But not one has made it to the NHL. Do you know why?”


  “No…”


  “Heart, McKenzie. They don’t have heart. So far, they had it easy. But when it comes time to give it everything they’ve got, leave it all on the ice, show that they’re a notch above the others, they can’t cut it. They get creamed. They lose face; they lose the war, their personal war. And then what happens, do you know what?”


  Then, I swear, I almost said that those are the guys that become coaches in minor hockey… but I kept it to myself. I was afraid of getting him even more ticked off. The whole time he was jawing at me his face was grimacing and his upper lip was quivering.


  “You know what happens to them?” he repeated.


  “No,” I said.


  “They work in a factory or sell insurance door-to-door. And not a day goes by when they don’t regret not having done what they had to when they had to do it. Do you get what I’m saying?”


  “Uh…. I guess.”


  He looked me up and down through his no-longer fogged up glasses. Hat still atop his head, Larry calmed down slowly, no doubt proud to have said his piece, and put me in my place. He turned away and walked nonchalantly down the corridor to his office. Maybe he was hoping I was going to thank him the next time I scored a goal.


  For a week now I’d been skating every day, getting ready to rejoin the team. I hadn’t missed one day practicing shooting in our yard. I could have told him that. Told him that’s what I love doing and that that was enough reason. That his G.I. Joe lectures were one big waste of time. But I kept quiet. It was none of his business, it was nobody’s business. Except mine. And besides, what could I have said? That since I got injured, the team had lost all five games and had been shut out twice?


  I took my skates off and left.
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  I don’t know why I keep doing it. Actually, I do know, and it’s completely nuts, but I do it anyway. On a regular basis, during my three-week convalescence, I went by the Pinchaults’ on 3rdSide Road, I mean like, plenty of times. Up and down the dirt road I went, pretending I was just doing what I always did, watching out of the corner of my eye to see if Jessie was somewhere on the porch, in the fields, or what I was really hoping for, walking along the road.


  She would have decided to go for a walk after dinner, by herself. Just when I would have been passing by. I would have stopped to say hello, and she would have smiled like she used to do. We would have talked a bit, then she would have asked me what I was doing there, and I would have explained that I was coming back from getting the cabin ready for winter. She would have said that she’d like to see it and I would have invited her to climb on behind me. Up at the cabin, she would have gone down to the lake to watch the sunset over the mountain. I would have watched her for a minute, walking towards the shimmering water, the bottom of her jeans caked with mud, her colourful scarf wrapped around her neck and her long curly hair rippling down her back, before going inside to throw a couple of logs in the stove. Then she would have been standing at the bottom of the stairs, asking me if that was the same quad that had broken down before. I would have said yes, a little embarrassed, not really understanding what she was getting at. She would have said that she hoped that it wasn’t going to happen again, with a conspiratorial glance. I would have come close to her…


  OK, that’s pretty over the top.


  I never saw Jessie walking along the road. Didn’t see a soul any of the six times I went by her place. Unless you count Stéphane Pinchault, who I saw twice down in the field next to the house in the middle of all the trash that was lying around.


  If there was one thing that did get through to me from Larry’s useless little speech, it was that time was my own worst enemy and that the longer I waited, the more I risked missing my chance. I had to go to the net. I had to talk with her. So, fed or more like stuffed by the obsession that made me want to see her so badly, I jumped on the quad and cruised down 3rdSide Road.


  I accelerated past the railroad tracks, gulping in the fresh air that smelled like the forest. The day was drawing to a close and the sun shone with a dull gleam that said winter was on its way. The birches and spruce bent down to pay their respects. In the distance, the Pinchaults’ unkempt homestead began to emerge through the trees. As I got closer, I was able to make out the car that was parked behind Robert Pinchault’s. It was big Sauvé’s chopped and lowered Honda.


  Sitting on the quad’s seat, one hand on the handlebar half-heartedly feeding it some gas, I could see Jonathan Sauvé getting into his car. He looked up and saw me. I raised myself off the seat, tucked my chin into my hunting jacket and blew by the house, looking off in the other direction.


  I headed home with the definite impression I was the all-time king of the losers. As I rolled along I could see the streetlights coming on as night fell, forming the royal passage for the king of the jerks; unable to grasp why everything was slipping away from me like sand through my fingers, only the harder I tried to tighten them the faster the sand flowed.
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  I was really dragging my ass when I came in the house. I hung my jacket on a hook and smelled something that gave me a warm feeling inside. Sylvie was cooking dinner. I plunked down on the green couch and watched some guy yakking away on television. I couldn’t understand a thing he said. He was even more idiotic than me, and that made me feel a bit better.


  I was about to turn in when I heard the oven door open with its distinctive creak. I got up to go to the kitchen, sliding my feet into my slippers. There was Sylvie, her scarf on her head, holding a huge casserole of shepherd’s pie. She winked at me, licking her lips, and asked me to put some ketchup on the table.


  “Look. I put some paprika on to redden up the top. Not bad, eh?”


  I nodded and sat down, a bottle of ketchup in my hand. My problems seemed to fade to nothing in front of a big thwack of shepherd’s pie.


  We had each started in on a big serving when we heard my father return from work. He came in, thumping his feet, and slowly stripped off his outdoor clothing while we ate silently. He muttered a few incomprehensible words at the television and then came to join us in the kitchen. He was limping more than usual. You could tell his foot was hurting him. He had spent the whole day in the bush where it was wet and cold. In autumn, his injury always acted up.


  He grabbed a beer from the fridge, got a plate from the cupboard, and sat down across from us without a word. Sylvie and I watched as he took a huge swig of beer and then plopped a scoop of pie onto his plate. He drenched it with an unbelievable quantity of ketchup, so that you couldn’t see anything else, unless it was a couple of pieces of corn floating in a big red puddle.


  “You really can’t stand shepherd’s pie, can you?” asked Sylvie, teasingly.


  He shrugged his shoulders. And right at that moment, he reminded me of myself when I don’t feel like answering. I was just about to mention it to him, but he looked so beat that I decided not to and went on eating in silence.


  “How’s it going?” asked his sister.


  “Hard day,” he answered, his mouth full.


  “Your foot’s hurting you?”


  “Yeah. And I’m heading out next week to do some marking, up above the reservoir.”


  “That’s not exactly close by.”


  “A twelve-hour drive.”


  “That’s a long way to go to cut some trees.”


  “You could say that.”


  “Is that what’s got your back up?”


  “Not really. This afternoon, the guys were talking about the mill closing again.”


  It wasn’t the first time that the mill closing down had been discussed, both in town and around our table. Two years back, my father had been laid off for almost five months. And then, no sooner had the mill reopened, and no sooner had new machinery been purchased with government money, than they were back to talking about closing the mill. I’ll never figure it out; Aunt Sylvie has. But she keeps her mouth shut around my father, who would just accuse her of being a tree-hugger.


  Whenever they start talking about closing the mill, there’s this unbelievable malaise that hangs over every house in town. People get anxious. When the mill was shut down two years ago, some mighty unpleasant things went down. Crime went up, and certain things happened that were so bad you can’t even speak about them. Guys who people looked up to turned into full-time alcoholics. Popular girls left for Quebec City or Montreal.


  My father works as a subcontractor for the Company. He marks trees for cutting. All his tools belong to him. He owns his big new truck. And if there aren’t any more contracts or money even to pay for a beer…


  “It’s going to work out,” said Sylvie, the eternal optimist.


  “Maybe I should start picking mushrooms with you,” said my father.


  “Why not? I made two hundred dollars the other day picking chanterelles.” She went to put the kettle on for tea while my father grumbled that you can’t pick chanterelles all year round. She was in the midst of explaining that a well-organized person, gathering wild berries and mushrooms from April to October, could live comfortably and just take the whole winter off, when she suddenly stopped and grabbed a big brown package that was on top of the fridge. She brought it to the table.


  “I almost forgot. The book you ordered on eBay came in.”


  I pushed away my empty plate and started opening it.


  “I’m warning you,” Sylvie said to me, “you wanted your present ahead of time, but there’s not going to be anything else at Christmas, understand?”


  “Yeah, okay.”


  “What is it?” asked my father, intrigued, leaning over toward me and trying to see. I showed it to him. It was a gigantic encyclopedia that I had found on the Internet. Three hundred thirty pages. More than five hundred colour photos, with rare species found even here in Quebec. It was the reference on the subject. There wasn’t anything better.


  “Since when are you into insects?” he asked.




End of sample
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