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this one’s for my father,

the anti-Jack,

thanks for waiting



and for Deborah, with love and squalor






‘thus you write a history

use words you’ve used before

your own voice speaking in the morning whispering’

– bpNichol, The Martyrology





‘It’s a hard world for little things.’

– Robert Mitchum, The Night of the Hunter






Dawn

The red start of the morning.

This will happen, if it happens at all, for the same reason that all things happen: because they are inevitable. It’s 9:30 in the morning and it’s the middle of the bottle.

Happen.

Chase sat in the Jeep for a while and looked out over the now shining lake. Fingertips along the wheel. Two black crows arguing about something in the pine trees. Dew on the hood. Thirty-seven years old. The time to think. A little time. When the frogs died all over the lawn, and when they ran from their parents and when Mary’s grandfather died they kept him in a pine box on the porch for two months until the ground was warm enough to dig a hole to put him in. He might have another drink. Probably not. He probably shouldn’t bother having another drink now. Haven wouldn’t want to see that in the toxicology report. That’s what that was called. Maybe that. Or something else like that. How many drinks did it take to show up? Probably too late.

Now.

Like putting on a sweater and taking it off because it didn’t fit well. It was the right thing to do. Haven was always right about things. Right about everything. She always knew what to do. She wouldn’t do this. But she wasn’t living this life, holding everything against the dark.

Watched Lucky chasing around the campsite, running from one Oh Henry! wrapper to the next, back and forth and barking at the yellow paper. They’d find Lucky okay. He shouldn’t worry about that. He could stop that. Stop now.

Now.

Waited.

Didn’t think about his father. Never thought about his father. But he thought about the train, how when the train came the whole world just shook. How it shook under his feet. No, stop. Just stopstopstop. Just wanted to lie down for a while. Wake up rested and get this done in a pure way.

Simply.

He was right to do what he was doing. It was the thing that should be done. That’s all. So he set about doing it.

Because it was inevitable.

The thing that should be done.

Do it.

Chase looked out over the lake again. Put the handbrake on. Got out of the Jeep and gathered the things he would need. No other way out. The dry crunch of leaves. Went to tie up Lucky.






One

These are the things that took place in the morning with the return of the sun

‘You know what I do, Grandma?’ April asked.

There was still early frost on the windshield. Mary had brought April with her so Haven could get some sleep after being up all night with her medical books. Haven needed rest. April needed some mothering. And groceries. Everyone needed groceries.

‘What’s that, my darlin’?’ Mary answered through the rear-view mirror.

‘I squinch up my eyes ... like this ... like this, Grandma.’

‘I’m looking.’

‘And then I open them and there’s all these little stars swimming and falling down.’

‘Yes, well, that’s okay.’

‘And I pretend God’s coming ...’

‘That’s nice, darlin’ ...’

We all pretend that, sweetie, Mary thought, pulling into the parking lot. We all do that.

She bought four bags of cookies with April’s help. They weren’t on the list, but the world could always use more cookies. When your father ups and leaves you for no good reason, an extra cookie won’t hurt. Be cheaper to make ’em, but April liked her Oreos and Chips Ahoy! Mr. Christie, you make good cookies. She wondered at the world. Chase and Haven ending up on her doorstep years ago. Her never thinking she’d have children and then suddenly those two. Bringing them up as best she could. Like they were hers, and they were, and now Haven’s little one. She helped April sort the bags of cookies in the cart. Her little fingers. And herself, she thought, plain amongst the women. This week she would keep on packing the lunches, keep on dusting and sweeping and doing all of the work that continued the world.

&

When Haven was little, before going to live with Mary, before marriage, and before April, before the end of marriage, before everything became too real on cold winter mornings, she would lie in on spring mornings in the growing warmth, and in the summer with the sun lighting up the thin bare wood panelling of the trailer, and would float up as if she were pulled by a long cord from the sky and she would rise up through the thin roof, the pink insulation and the shingles, hover over the small yard and leaning woodshed, up past the trees and above the highway and the black roads and the Kemptville creek, the tiny cars and people moving slowly down streets and sidewalks past the small houses and shops. The air blew through the bathrobe she wore to bed, lifting it away from her body, and she could stretch through the lazy sky beneath her as if it were a blanket.

&

‘Has it ever occurred to you that we’re grown-ups now?’ Haven asked him once.

‘No,’ Chase said. It hadn’t.

They met for coffee in different places. This was way before the Tim Horton’s opened up. Mostly they met at the Bright Star and watched the cars go by the window. People doing their errands.

‘You know those inappropriate thoughts that go through your head?’ he asked her.

‘Which ones?’

‘Any of them. Things you don’t want to think about. You know, thoughts that, really, you shouldn’t think – that you wouldn’t, like, you wouldn’t want to share them with anyone.’

‘Sure.’

‘You have those?’

‘Sure.’

Chase poured another sugar into his coffee.

‘I’m not telling you what they are,’ she said.

‘No, it’s just, well, how often do you have those?’ he asked her. He picked up his spoon and turned it around his cup.

Haven looked at him. ‘Once in a while ...’ she said. ‘You?’

Chase made himself laugh and tossed the empty sugar packet into the garbage by the waitress station.

‘It’s the only kind I have,’ he said and made himself keep laughing and she laughed with him then and it was okay and they picked up their menus and ordered some breakfast.

But it was mostly true.

And he thought that probably she knew that it was mostly true but he didn’t want to go any further than that. And she didn’t ask him to.

‘Do you ever think about when we were kids?’ she asked him.

&

Haven found Chase’s other boot behind the couch next to the cat.

‘Hurry up, you two, I will not be late walking into church.’

They never went to church but it was Easter and she had been up all night cooking and whatever else she did all night when she was like this. She had pulled them both out of bed and told them to hurry and get dressed.

‘The worst kind of people on earth are late for church.’

Everything was melting outside. There was a puddle of water on the floor near the door.

‘I will not walk into church late on Easter of all days.’

Easter was pretty much the only day they ever walked into church.

‘The worst kind of people on earth, the lowest of the low, and that is not us. Jack, get those eggs done like I said so they’ll be ready by the time we get home.’

Their father was apparently not going to church. Their mother had the car keys in her hand, shaking them like the house was on fire.

‘C’mon, Chase, it does not take this long to get a pair of boots on,’ she said.

Their father was watching a fishing show.

‘You know what to do now, Jack, with the eggs,’ she was calling to him.

‘Colour the eggs,’ he said, his eyes still on the TV.

‘Dye the eggs,’ she said as if she were explaining it for the third or fourth time, which she probably was.

‘Right. Dye ... the ... eggs ...’ he repeated slowly.

It was time to go, Haven knew, time to get them separated.

‘We’re ready, Mom,’ she said.

She had Chase by the door. Their boots were on, coats and hats.

Now her mother was doing something at the oven.

‘And this cake has to be taken out in exactly twenty minutes or it won’t be any good.’

‘Dye ... the ... eggs ...’ he said again from the couch, a little louder this time with bigger spaces between the words.

‘Okay, we’re ready to go, Mom,’ Haven said.

She was looking around the kitchen like she’d forgotten something.

‘Mom?’

‘Okay,’ she said and then she turned and came toward them quickly, opening the door and shovelling them out in one motion.

‘The eggs, Jack, and the cake,’ she called back into the trailer.

‘DYE ... THE ...’ You could still hear the word eggs muffled after she closed the door.

When they got back from church, Haven made sure she was through the door first. Her dad was not on the couch and the eggs were just where Haven was afraid they’d be – still in the carton on the counter. They weren’t coloured, but he had written on each one of them with a pencil and a marker: Happy Fucking Easter, Happy Fucking Easter, Happy Fucking Easter.

‘C’mon,’ she said to Chase.

He was still looking at the eggs.

‘C’mon,’ she said and she took his hand and pulled him down the hall.

Their father was coming out of the bathroom. The sound of the toilet behind him.

‘How was church?’ he asked. He was wiping his hands on his pants.

‘Good,’ she said.

She kept them moving quick towards the bedroom. She got the door closed just as she heard their mother come in and drop the two boxes of mashed potatoes she’d bought on the way home onto the counter.

It was quiet.

‘What?’ Chase asked.

She waited.

Then they listened as the eggs hit what sounded like the kitchen cupboards one at a time and their father yelled out things like ‘Hey!’ and ‘What the hell?’ and ‘They’re decorated for Chrissake, willya stop?’
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Haven counted to herself.

‘You can take off your coat now,’ she told Chase.

&

She had a box of things she liked to take out when no one was around. Crayons. A watch. Safety pin. Pennies. A marble. A pencil. Jacks. Two little dolls Chase had found once. She loved to draw pictures of birds.

&

They were driving a long way. Chase was wishing for his eighth birthday and what he wanted was a radio. He was sitting in the front seat of the station wagon and resting his head against the window. He lifted his feet when they went over train tracks. He counted mailboxes but there were too many of them and then they were in the city and there weren’t any. His father smoked cigarettes and listened to the radio. The news. Music. They went over the big bridge to Hull and Chase held his breath for as long as he could so he wouldn’t smell the smoke from the mill. They made paper there. He didn’t know why making paper would stink so much.

His father swore a few times driving up and down little streets looking for the address. He kept looking at the dashboard and swearing at it too.

‘When you grow up, Chase, you get a good job, and a good car,’ he said.

Chase said that he would.

‘Then you can drive me around,’ his father said, squinting again at a piece of paper that had the address on it. ‘If I’m not dead.’

They turned another corner.

‘Yes!’ his father exclaimed, looking at a little house with painted white wood and blue shutters. It was on a hill street crowded with little houses like it.

There was a couch sitting on the front lawn.

‘There we go,’ his father said and he pulled on the emergency brake and got out of the car with the engine running.

He never turned off the engine if he didn’t have to because sometimes the car didn’t start again. Unless they were in their own driveway and then it was safe. There was a cardboard pine tree hanging from the rear-view mirror that was supposed to smell but it didn’t have any smell on it anymore. You could scratch it even and all that happened was the green ink got under your fingernail. Chase got out of the car. His father was at the top of the little concrete steps at the front door ringing the doorbell.

Chase stood looking at the couch. It had glass ashtrays stuck in the arms.

‘Nobody home,’ his father said, coming back down the little steps. There were little metal railings on either side of the steps and one side was loose and leaning.

Right then the car shuddered and stopped.

‘Shit,’ his father said and ran to the car and jumped in to start it again. Sometimes if he started it again right away it would go. It didn’t go.

‘Shit shit shit shit sonofabitch,’ his father yelled, slamming his hands against the steering wheel.

He sat there for a while and then he got out again and slammed the door hard twice. He walked over to where Chase was standing and looked at the couch. He stayed looking at the couch for a while.

‘Look at those ashtrays,’ he said.

‘I know,’ Chase said, ‘they’re cool.’

His father stood looking at the couch still and then he took out his cigarettes and lit one. He walked around the back of the couch looking at it and then sat down at one end and tapped his cigarette into one of the ashtrays. Then he sat looking out into the street.

Chase sat down next to him. His father got back up and tried the car once more but it didn’t go. He didn’t swear this time and he left the radio playing and then he got back out. He sat back down on the couch and they listened to the music. It had started to rain.

&

Chase started to write his first novel at the age of twelve. Just a couple of years after they ran from their parents and ended up with Mary. And many years before the campsite. Before the bear.

‘I’m writing a book,’ he told Mary over oatmeal.

‘Y’cn barely read,’ she said.

‘I’m writing a book,’ he insisted.

‘Fine then. Just don’t trouble me with it,’ she relented. ‘Just leave me out of it or I’ll smack you.’

She didn’t mean it, though, and that was the difference with Mary – first she told him she would hit him, and then she never did. When she was mad she just gave him the look. And sometimes she hugged him very tight.

‘You’re the star of it,’ he told her.

She gave him the look. That book never came to anything more than a page, but when he was twenty-one he self-published a book of short stories and brought it to her.

‘I wrote it,’ he told her.

‘You did what?’

‘I wrote this book.’

‘You never did.’ She took the book from him and held it at arm’s length as if it might jump at her. ‘It’s got your name on it ... What’s in it?’

‘Stories.’

She looked at him. ‘What, out of your head like?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Like, lies? Stuff you made up that’s not true?’

Chase thought about it. ‘I guess that’s right.’

She looked at it more closely for a minute. ‘And they pay you for that?’

‘Yeah. Well, when people buy it.’

She put the book down. ‘Right. Well, that’s good then.’

She studied the cover again. ‘A cup of tea wouldn’t be a terrible thing. Are you just gonna stand there in the hopes that the tea’ll brew itself?’

&

Lonely. Making up the bed with the flap of crisp white sheets. Her breasts hanging pale in the long mirror screwed to the back of the closet door. White, and lonely.

‘Children wear you down,’ her mother once told Haven. ‘Everything wears you down, till there’s nothing left.’

No sense wishing you were born to something better. You get what you get.

&

Afraid. That’s what he was.

‘Listen, April,’ he said.

He’d brought her to the Bright Star for breakfast. Haven had to work, so he picked up April and drove her to school.

‘What is it?’ she asked. She knew it was something. She was like Haven.

‘What’s Grade 10 like now?’ Chase asked her.

She smiled. ‘It’s okay, my friends are pretty cool. Some of the teachers are okay ...’

Chase ordered pancakes. He never had pancakes there. He was doing more of that lately – doing things he didn’t usually do.

‘Pretty cool ...’ he echoed.

‘What?’

‘Your friends, they’re pretty cool?’

‘Oh, yeah, we have a great time. We’re pretty tight, you know?’

‘Yeah.’ Chase poured his syrup.

He thought about himself in Grade 10. He’d spent most of high school learning about drinking.

This wasn’t how he’d thought this out. Never mind. She probably knew anyway.

‘You’re not eating your eggs,’ he said.

‘What? Oh yeah ...’

That he loved her.

&

The cracking of the radiator, the smell of Ivy’s perfume, cold cream, fried eggs, toast, lemon soap, strong coffee. Ivy. All the smells all at once, all awash with them. Like somebody talking too fast. It was him. The patterns in his head.

Cigarette smoke. Candy. Sport bra. Lipstick. A smell of the colour yellow.

Late slanting sun through the windows. He turned again in the sheets.

What if I just tell her?

Now.

Chase looked down at his toes resting in a pool of sunlight cast by the blinds. He felt disconnected from them and from the rest of his body as if he were tethered by small ropes like a balloon. Next to him, Ivy’s body rose and fell steadily with her breath. He lifted his hand gently and slowly from the sheets, little balloons lifting his hand and resting it on her shoulder. On the slope of her waist where it met her hip. There. Warm.

‘It was like this,’ he told her.

Her open face and her jagged black hair shining. Her jagged black hair.

He told her about the Christmases, about the birthday parties, about the calls from the school, about the police, he told her about the pig, he told her about the guns, about Haven almost dying, about how they ran away then and ended up with Mary. He didn’t tell her about the train. He didn’t tell her everything. Never told anyone everything, not even Haven.

‘Like this ...’ And he told her about it, her dark eyes wider.

‘Well,’ she said finally when he was finished telling her his childhood, her hands lightly tracing the black hair from her eyes and then falling like small nesting birds between her legs. She was always in her underwear. White cotton underwear and her legs long and dark. A T-shirt, blue or green. Her courier bike rested against the wall in the bedroom.

‘Well ...’ she said again, tucking one leg beneath her on the bed and looking at him.

She smelled like lemons. The skin tight across her forehead. Like oranges or limes. Citrus. Drank wine through a straw. The T-shirt cotton stretched across her. Each evening she’d wash the city from her body, standing in the shower for a full half-hour, and in the morning she’d go out and begin to apply it again. On Saturday she’d stay in bed, then make hot chocolate, standing in the steam from the stove. There were no envelopes to deliver on Saturdays. He’d watch her as she shaved her legs. Kiss her on the smooth skin. He had the first dreams he’d ever remembered having.

His hands after they made love, full of the smell of her. The taste.

Her skin light brown, like velvet, coffee, the soles of her feet like paper.

He lay still and studied the angles of the room. Pictured the surfaces of the bricks outside the window in the February light, the cold flat of their surfaces. The frozen iron of the fire escape. The grey-streaked glass of the window, which had hidden how many others from the winter dawns.

Having and keeping. Two different things.

I am very still, he thought. I am not moving.

&

There was nothing to do and they’d been driving since breakfast, which was toast without butter since there was no butter. Chase was playing a game where he pretended his hand was an airplane and he held it out the window and let the wind carry it up or down. The sun was gleaming off the chrome trim around the window. You could move your hand like the flaps on a plane’s wing and your hand would lift up or go down. Sometimes you’d lose control of it and you’d have to go on the speaker and apologize to the passengers for the turbulence. He got tired of flying and opened the glove compartment to see if there was anything new in it.

Sitting there unopened was a box of Glosettes chocolate-covered peanuts. Once their mother had made their father stop at the Hershey plant in Smiths Falls and they had gone on a tour and they each got a box of Glosettes for free. This was a new one, though. Chase looked up to see if his dad had seen him open the glove compartment. His dad was looking right at him.

‘Go ahead,’ he said, ‘you can have it.’

He was smiling.

&

It was a snow day. There were no buses. Other kids cheered when there was a snow day. They got up early in the morning to listen to the radio for the announcement. They talked about it at recess the day before.

‘It’s gonna be one for sure.’

‘On the radio they said ten inches and freezing rain.’

‘No way buses are gonna go through that.’

And they stood around like they were congratulating each other on winning some award or something. For Haven it just meant working harder.

‘Finish those up and let’s get going,’ her father said.

Haven looked down at her Eggos. Chase was watching from behind the toaster. What do you want me to do, he was asking, what should I do?

He came back into the room with a BB pistol. They had never seen it before except on the shelf in Canadian Tire. She knew what it was because Chase had told her all about it. He had asked for it for Christmas.

‘Let’s go,’ her father said and she got up and put on her coat and boots.

She didn’t look back at Chase. He was safe. He had his Eggos and syrup.

When they opened the door, the cat bolted in past them.

‘Just’ cause a girl’s a girl doesn’t mean she shouldn’t know how to shoot a gun,’ her father said when they were standing in the little yard behind the trailer.

He took a little tin out of his coat pocket and unscrewed the lid. Inside it were the little metal bullets. She didn’t know if they were called bullets or not.

‘Here, hold these,’ he said, handing the tin to her.

Then he took out his pack of Players and lit one. ‘Nice day,’ he said.

The freezing rain had stopped but now it was snowing pretty hard. If they were at school it would be time to put away the spelling books and do math. They were doing areas of rectangles. It was easy.

He reached into the tin for a bullet. It dropped onto the frozen snow, rattling around on the smooth surface and dropping into a footprint.

‘Shit,’ he said from around his cigarette and he reached for another. She held the tin tight and still. Her fingers were cold on the metal.

‘There we go.’

He flipped out a little holder on the side of the gun and slipped one of the little bullets into it carefully and then closed it up again with his thumb. Then he pulled a lever on the bottom of the gun and cranked it back into place. He was cocking the gun, she knew that from Chase and from hearing it in western movies. That’s what it meant when people said, ‘Don’t go off half-cocked’ – it meant that you couldn’t shoot right.

‘What do you want to kill?’ he asked her and he looked around the yard.

Haven was still holding the tin in front of her like she was collecting for charity.

‘Give me that,’ he said.

He handed her the gun and she took it, careful not to look scared of it. He showed her how to hold it, his big hands wrapped around hers. She kept it pointed at the ground.

‘How about one of those Beefaroni cans?’ he asked, pointing to a spilled garbage bag by the lean-to. ‘Looks like the ’coons are done with ’em.’

He crunched with his boots through the frozen snow and picked one up and set it on top of the overturned garbage pail. He turned back to Haven and then turned the can so Beefaroni was facing out.

‘Go ahead,’ he called, ‘take a bead on it ...’

Haven lifted up the gun like she’d seen people do on Mannix. She stared down the top of the barrel and tried to make sure that her hands didn’t shake. Snowflakes were landing on the black metal and melting. She waited for him to move away. She pretended to be lining up her shot while she waited. It didn’t look like he was going to move. Then he did.

‘Try not to shoot me in the ass!’ he said.

She steadied the gun again. She had no idea if she’d be able to hit the can. She thought probably she wouldn’t. She decided at the last second that it would be safer not to hit it and she jerked her hands a bit to make sure as she pulled the trigger. There was a popping sound and the can didn’t move. She couldn’t tell where the bullet hit.

‘Not bad,’ he said. ‘You were a little to the left.’

He let her take a few more shots and then he took a few and didn’t do much better. It didn’t seem to bother him, though. She was ready for swearing or throwing the gun into the trees or worse, but he seemed like he was in a really good mood. It made her feel off-balance. Made her feel like there was a test she forgot to study for. Then he said they were done for now and they turned to go back inside and she understood. She could see Chase’s face at the little bathroom window, could feel his Christmas present heavy in her hand.

&

Chase was supposed to be drawing triangles, he knew that. Everybody was leaning close over their pages. He looked out the window at the snowy field. The janitor was dumping garbage bags into the dumpster. Chase wished he was out there too, wearing work gloves and seeing his breath.

‘Three right triangles and three scalene,’ Miss Myers was saying.

He didn’t know what a scalene was. Right was with the straight-up-and-down corners, so he drew three of those in a hurry as neatly as he could and then he sat looking up over the top of the blackboard. ABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTU VWXYZ. He looked around at the other kids. Scotty Matthews was wearing a sweater with snowmen on it and someone made fun of him at recess. His face got really red. Chase looked in his desk. His crayons were there. He went up to the front to sharpen his pencil. Miss Myers smiled at him and he smiled back. It was almost time for lunch.

‘I’ll want to see those triangles tomorrow,’ Miss Myers said.

Haven would know how to do them.

&

He saw it. Like one dead eye filmed over. Like a tunnel that would kill you. Like a star coming to explode you.

He saw it. He saw it. Closer and closer.

It was morning. It was daylight. He shouldn’t be thinking this. This was a nighttime thing. Stop. Stop. Stop thinking.

He felt it. Like black oil in his spine. Like night inside of him.

There.

He felt it.

over and over and over and over and over and over and over and over and over and over

There.

Clickety clickety clickety clack.

His dad made him stand there on the tracks.

‘Don’t you move,’ he said. ‘Don’t you dare move.’

Chicken.

&

‘Haven, well, it’s a place ... where people rest.’

Her mother was explaining her name.

‘Did anyone have it before me? Like my great-grandmother or somebody?’

‘No.’

Her mother was drinking coffee at the kitchen table. ‘Nobody in our family ever rested.’

Haven was working on a project for school. ‘Do you have any brothers or sisters?’

Her mother pulled her bathrobe together tighter. ‘You used to have an aunt,’ she said.

Haven wrote down Aunt. ‘Is she alive?’

‘No, she’s not, she’s in Ireland.’

Haven wrote down Ireland.

‘She didn’t approve of your father.’

‘Why not?’

Her mother looked at her across the table. ‘You gonna write this down?’

Haven put down her pencil. ‘No.’

Her mother took a sip of her coffee. ‘Well, she thought that your father wouldn’t amount to much, I guess.’ She took a graham cracker from the box. ‘As if it had anything to do with her. So she married Francis whatsisfrigginname and shinnied herself over to Ireland. Guess that showed me.’

‘Is she still there?’

Her mother shrugged. ‘Don’t know. Might be dead, for all I know about her now. I have to get dressed.’

She got up from the table and pulled at her robe again. Then she put the box of graham crackers on the counter, looked at her coffee mug and sighed and put it into the sink as if it were heavy.

‘That’s all I know,’ she said, turning and walking towards the bedroom.

She wouldn’t come out again for a while.

Haven. Where people rest, she wrote.

She finished the report by filling in her father’s name and searching the bottom drawer in the kitchen for photographs. She found one of her school pictures that her dad had taken off the envelope from the school. Right where it said Do Not Remove.

‘They expect you to do that, that’s why they put the Do Not Remove there, they know you’re gonna take it.’

He said he was going to put it into his wallet but it didn’t look like he had. There was also a picture of Chase. She glued that onto the page and wrote My Brother under it in blue marker.

&

The morning the sweaty man in the suit came, Chase and Haven had been fighting about whether they would go swimming. They were both wearing their bathing suits. There was nothing clean to wear and it was really hot for still being June. Chase wanted to go but Haven was tired of sitting in the sun and sticking to a plastic chair by the pool or sinking slowly below the surface of the water and seeing how long she could stay under. When the man’s car pulled into the driveway, they had been sitting on the trailer’s steps for an hour not talking about it. There was barely enough room for the whole car because Chase’s bike was lying next to the steps. The man got out and squinted at them in the sun.

‘You guys live here?’ the man asked. He had dark circles under his arms.

Haven nodded.

‘Mom or Dad home?’

The man made Haven think of bread left in the bag on a hot day. Moist and soft.

Haven shook her head. She wasn’t sure where Mom was and Dad was asleep on the floor at the end of the hall.

‘Well ...’ the man said.

He looked down the length of the outside of the trailer like he might see something of interest. Haven knew there was nothing but trailer for him to see. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small white card and held it out for Haven to take.

‘Your mom or dad get home you have them give me a call here.’ He pointed to a number on the card. He took another look down the length of the trailer. ‘I’ll be waiting for a call,’ he said.

He started to walk back to his car. ‘Why aren’t you two at school?’ he turned and asked.

‘My brother’s sick,’ Haven told him. ‘He has bronchitis, and I have a field trip today but ... I can’t go ...’

She knew he wouldn’t ask why. She had an answer ready if he did.

He got back into his car and drove away.

‘What’s that about?’ Chase asked Haven, trying to read the little card. There were blue letters on it that said Children’s Aid Society.

‘Nothing good,’ Haven said, running her fingers over the little raised letters. The card was damp from the heat, from the man’s hand and from being in his pocket. She knew nothing would happen. If the man was serious, he would have gone inside the trailer, not just looked at the outside of it. There was nothing to see on the outside. The outside never told you things. Chase picked at his knee. They never saw the man again.

&

Sometimes when his mother was cooking, Chase liked to sit at the kitchen table and do his homework. He liked the way the steam came from the pot when she made the noodles. Sometimes she made tuna casserole – Haven didn’t like it but he did. The cheese was crispy on the top. Haven didn’t like a lot of the food they had. ‘Not hungry,’ she’d say, pushing it away. Usually he got what Haven didn’t eat. Sometimes his mother would have the radio on and she would sing along. If she was cooking she was happy and if she wasn’t cooking she was sad. Sometimes she’d stay up cooking all night. Sometimes she didn’t cook for days. She would lie in the bedroom with the blinds all the way down and a blanket hung over the window. They’d eat potato chips. They’d be quiet when they passed the door. Tiptoe.

&

Haven was around seven when the frogs died. It seemed like thousands of them at the time, a slow quilt of death across the lawn in front of the trailer, their white bellies up to the sky like the first snow.

‘Wake up,’ she told Chase, reaching over the warmth of his body and wiping more of the condensation from the window of the warming trailer.

‘What? No,’ he said. He never wanted to get out of bed or open his eyes.

‘Yes,’ she said, leaning on him and pressing her face against the wet glass. ‘I think you should ...’

‘Why?’

‘You just should, that’s all,’ she replied, sitting up and pulling a sweater over her head. ‘Maybe they’re not all dead ...’

Outside the grass was cold and wet on her feet, the parts of the grass that were not covered with dead or dying frogs, and the smell in the air was like the smell after a rain when the worms come out of the ground, only more frog-like, and Haven pulled up the bottom of her nightie and gingerly stepped between the green legs and gaping mouths.

‘What’s going on?’ Chase was out now and wiping his eyes.

‘They’re all dying,’ Haven said, standing very still and turning around in a slow circle to survey the extent of the carnage.

‘You’re not going to cry, are you?’ Chase said grumpily, sitting to pull on his rubber boots.

‘No,’ she said, ‘I’m going to find out why.’

‘Shit,’ Chase said, the numbers of little bodies sinking in.

So she had tried to find out why, clumsily, in the trailer’s tiny bathroom with the door closed and the sound of the TV in the next room – Family Affair, a show she would normally have been glued to with its promise of suddenly and inexplicably disappearing parents and a gruff but kindly uncle who took over everything and did a fine job of it. At the time she didn’t think about why she loved the show so much, she just basked on the carpet in the warm glow of the coloured television that her mother said they couldn’t afford and her father went out and bought one day and that they fought over every time somebody turned it on.

She left Chase watching it. She tried to find out why.

Spread before her on the floor of the bathroom was the body of a frog stretched coldly on its back, its arms and legs angled up, slightly stiff. She pushed down on them tentatively and they sprang back.

‘Okay,’ she whispered to the frog, ‘okay.’

She reached into the pink zippered bag on the floor next to her and pulled out a small pair of scissors – cuticle scissors, her mother called them. Haven didn’t know what cuticle meant and it bothered her.

‘What does cuticle mean?’ she had asked her mother.

‘What does it matter?’ had been the answer.

She thought it best to start between the legs and cut up towards the throat. She was a bit uneasy at first, but as soon as she poked through the rubbery skin and made the first cut she was okay.

‘I gotta go.’ Chase was knocking at the door and pulling on the knob.

‘Not now,’ Haven said, snipping through the tissue and watching it spring away from the silver metal as she cut.

‘Yes, now,’ Chase pleaded. ‘I gotta go.’

She sighed and carefully laid the scissors to one side on the furry pink bath mat and stood up to let him in.

‘Don’t let the cat in here,’ she said as he squeezed past.

He stopped and stared at the open frog.

‘You’re gonna be in so much trouble,’ he said.

‘I’m not,’ Haven told him forcefully, ‘because you’re not going to tell.’

Chase continued to stare, his mouth open.

‘Okay, I’m not,’ he said with his eyes still on the frog. ‘But I get to watch.’

‘Okay.’

She could feel Chase breathing next to her as she picked up the scissors and carefully started again, finishing the long cut to the throat.

‘What’s inside it?’ Chase asked.

‘Quiet,’ Haven told him and then laughed because she realized that quiet was exactly what was inside a frog.

She wasn’t sure what to do next. She continued the cut up the centre of the throat, but she cut too deeply and a lot of blood started to leak out.

‘Gross,’ Chase said with barely contained excitement.

‘Pass me some toilet paper,’ Haven told him and she mopped carefully at the spill.

She sat looking at her work and thinking.

‘Well?’ Chase was becoming impatient with the pace of the show.

Haven backtracked and began to very slowly slice across the top of the frog’s chest down from her first cut to just under each arm.

‘You just have to be very careful,’ she told Chase.

‘Or what?’ he asked.

‘You just do, that’s all,’ she said.

‘He’s already dead, you know,’ Chase said. ‘You can’t kill him.’

Haven thought about what would happen if their mother or father came in, which was more and more likely the longer they were both in here.

‘You should go back,’ she said.

‘I’ll tell,’ Chase threatened.

‘Fine.’

She picked up the scissors again and finished two cuts from her first cut down to the legs. ‘Now we peel it open,’ she told him.

‘Like a banana,’ Chase said.

‘I suppose,’ she said, shaking her head as if dealing with someone half her age.

She gingerly pulled at the flaps of skin and coaxed them along with the help of the scissors. She was surprised how easily everything came apart.

‘There,’ she said.

‘What’s that?’ Chase asked, pointing to a large lump at the centre of the frog.

Haven peered closer. ‘Its heart,’ she decided. ‘Or its lungs ... maybe its lungs.’

‘Oh.’

‘Its lungs,’ she decided. ‘Where it breathes.’

‘Not anymore.’

‘No. Where it breathed then.’

Haven sat back again and wiped her hair away from her face with her arm.

‘What are you two doing in there?’

Her mother’s voice had the sound in it that pulled coldly at the bottom of Haven’s belly.

‘Nothing,’ she said, quickly picking up the small corpse.

‘Pooing,’ Chase added, lifting the lid of the toilet.

Haven dropped the frog in.

‘Done,’ Chase called as Haven flushed. They stood and watched the little body twirl in smaller and smaller circles and they held their breath as it caught briefly at the bottom and then gave up and was carried off to wherever things flushed down the toilet went. Away.

‘Hurry up.’

‘Yes,’ Haven said quickly. Yes was the best word to say when her mother’s voice sounded like that. She elbowed Chase in the ribs.

‘Yes,’ he echoed.

Yes.

&

Ivy leaned over him and breathed onto the frost on the window behind the bed. Her little white T-shirt pulled up. Wiped the cold glass with her wrist. Smiled down.

Gone.

&

One morning Chase called to Haven from their room. He was bored reading the same comics. He was sitting on their mattress with her bear on his lap.

‘Look what I found,’ he said.

The morning sun shone through the yellow sheet covering the window. Chase was pulling slowly at something in the bear’s belly.

‘Don’t,’ Haven said, putting down her bowl of bread and milk and reaching for the bear. When there was no cereal they tore up pieces of bread and floated them in milk. When there was bread.

‘Is there cereal?’ Chase eyed the bowl and held the bear up for her to see.

‘No. What?’ she asked, looking at the bear’s belly where Chase had torn a hole and the fluffy white stuffing was coming out.

‘Here,’ he said, taking it back and poking his fingers into the hole. She had never given the bear a name. It was just the bear. Sometimes she slept with it, sometimes she didn’t.

Chase pulled his fingers back out and he was holding a small green plastic snake.

‘As if,’ she said, eyeing it as he held it in front of her face.

‘I swear to God,’ he said.

She hadn’t believed him, and she had given him a whack in the head for making a hole in her bear, but he didn’t cry because they never let their parents see them fight and he swore even when they were grown up that he had really found the snake inside the bear.

&

Once his father played army men with him. They used the couch pillows on the floor and made forts with slippers and boots. Felt like warm syrup dripping down.

&

‘Do you have a plan?’

‘I’ve never had a plan.’

‘But do you know what you’d do?’

‘I wouldn’t do anything,’ he said. He knew it was a lie. She wasn’t sure.

‘Chase?’

‘Forget it.’

&

Haven remembered being very small and lying on the bathroom floor with her head tucked up between the toilet and the shower stall listening to the roar of the water rumbling through the tin wall. Waiting for it to be warm. Her head rested on the pink fringed carpet that wrapped around the base of the toilet. The hanging toilet paper fluttered over her and above that was the little window that wound open and shut with a crank. You could stand on the toilet and crank that window as far as it would go and you could see out to the lean-to shed and the trees. Smell the fresh air and the metal of the screen. She remembered the pink plastic shower curtain stained like coffee at the bottom. She remembered her mother’s hands on her back and in her hair and then squinting up her eyes against the shampoo water. Her mother singing something. Being under the shower water holding her breath as long as she could so she didn’t get a mouthful of soap and the muffled sounds of everything. The suds winding down and away. Her mother’s voice above her sounding like it was wrapped in towels: ‘Haven ... Haven ... Time to get out.’

Her mother wrapping her then in a towel. The water swirling around the drain. Her hair stuck to her forehead. The cool air from the little window.

She didn’t know if it was one time or all the times rolled together.

In pre-med they played a tape of what it sounded like for the baby inside the mother’s womb. It was the same sound. The sound of rushing water. The instructor turned it up loud. Haven had to leave the room.

Couldn’t breathe.

&

Her mother was talking again and it wasn’t to anyone who was there. It wasn’t to anyone that Haven knew.

‘Yes, yes, yes,’ she said

and

‘I will ... I will ...’

like it was someone she was afraid of.

‘I know.’

She was staring straight out the window at the snow. Her small hands were white on the counter. Haven studied her toast. Her father got up and walked out.

‘Mom?’

‘I will ... yes ...’

Chase would be up soon.

‘Mom?’

&

When she was little, Haven had this house in her head that had nothing to do with the trailer that they lived in, nothing to do with the life that they led. It was defined by the things that it was not. It was not next to a driving range. Golf balls did not hit the roof. It did not have a porch that could fall on you and kill you. There wasn’t a big crack in the window that was taped over with newspaper. The screens weren’t all busted. There wasn’t a lone boot just lying out on the front lawn. It was not dark at all hours with the curtains closed.

It was someplace you didn’t have to have your pillow over your head so that you couldn’t hear. The house in her head was quiet and filled with light. It was a place you could walk around in with-out always being careful. Without the feeling that you were being hunted. It was a place you wanted to go into, not get out of. The house in her head was the place that she went when there was nowhere else for her to go.

&

Chase was in a ball on the bed reading Jughead’s Double Digest. The one with Jughead and Big Ethel on the cover kissing. Jughead was looking at a hamburger through the window of Pop’s Chocklit Shoppe. Chase was reading ‘Somebody Snitched.’ He’d read it before. He kept reading the same page over and over.

‘Oh, poor Juggie!’ Betty was crying.

‘What about poor Jug?’ Archie in the yellow checked shirt he always wore.

‘Some fink ratted on our good friend!’ It was good to have friends.

‘I thought I was the only one who knew he did it!’ Archie was confused.

‘You knew too?’

‘But I didn’t tell anyone!’

Chase looked at the bruise on his arm. It hurt when he touched it just a little. It was raised up like it was angry. It would go away. It was like a bee sting. He had to not touch it and it would go away. He’d wear his long sleeves tomorrow. It wouldn’t be too hot.

‘Only you can prevent forest fires.’ Smokey the Bear was talking to a couple of kids with matches.

His long-sleeved shirt scratched at the back of his neck on hot days.

Big Moose was going to clobber Jughead because he thought Jughead had kissed his girlfriend. He didn’t, though. Somehow he’d get away.

&

School was easy. Sometimes it was somebody’s birthday and they would bring in cupcakes from home. They’d all sing ‘Happy Birthday’ and then the chocolate icing or vanilla. He liked the vanilla. He was undiagnosed, he heard Miss Myers say to another teacher once when he came back in at recess to get his jacket. They both looked up at him and stopped talking. Chase told everyone his birthday was in July.

&

The big field trip at the end of the year in Grade 3 was to the Science and Technology Museum in Ottawa. It was almost an hour from Kemptville to the east end of Ottawa by bus and Chase had never been there. You had to bring in a dollar to go, and Chase had started collecting the money weeks before the trip. Haven helped him in the morning, making sure his money was in his lunch bag and signing his permission slip. Careful with the curving lines.

Chase had almost thrown up on the bus with the excitement and with the length of the trip, which was longer than any he had taken before. It took over an hour for the bus to get to the museum and Chase clutched his lunch and peered through the grimy window at a lighthouse that was just sitting in the front yard. Cars drove by like there was nothing unusual about a lighthouse in a front yard. Chase had never been to the city before. Maybe it wasn’t unusual.

Everyone milled about in the lobby while the teachers went and talked to a lady behind glass about tickets. Some of the kids started to go ahead into the displays but Chase stayed where he’d been told. He didn’t know how he’d ever get home if he got lost – there was a flat tire on the car and his father hadn’t fixed it yet. There was a little movie theatre and there were some little towers with glass boxes on them and inside the glass boxes there were some Indian arrowheads and some pictures of people from the olden days.

Chase stood anxiously to one side watching.

One of the mothers came over and read names from a slip of paper. ‘Chase, Dylan, Teresa, Sean and Lisa ... you’re all with me.’

They sorted themselves out and began to make their way down the hallway past round Styrofoam depictions of the solar system.

Mrs. Daniels, who was in the lead, told them that first they would see the crooked kitchen. Chase had heard about the crooked kitchen at school. It was a real kitchen that was tilted up at one end and it was supposed to make you sick when you walked in it.

‘My brother puked up his whole breakfast,’ Alicia Walters had informed a circle at recess that Chase had been on the fringes of. ‘They had to shut the whole place down for two hours while they cleaned it all up. It was a big breakfast.’

Chase didn’t care about any of that. There was a little wooden staircase that led up to the door of the kitchen and Mrs. Daniels’ group was perched and waiting.

‘My sister told me this was really cool,’ Anika Stewart told Chase.

Anika Stewart had never spoken to Chase before unless it was to tell him to take two steps back and stop being weird.

‘I know,’ Chase said. He didn’t know what else to say so he looked away and held his lunch bag a little tighter.

This is like the end of the world, he thought as he stepped into the room behind Anika.

He didn’t know why he thought that but suddenly it was true. There was something about the little room and the way the other kids slid and angled through it that held him and would not let him go. There were black iron railings that were supposed to keep everyone safe that Chase somehow missed and slid under, ending up somewhere near the stove. By the time he was pulled out he was a little shaken.

‘Come along, dear,’ Mrs. Daniels said, guiding him out of the room. ‘We’ll get you sorted out.’

Chase thought maybe he would throw up but in the end he didn’t. The other kids came out dizzy and laughing and talking about the kitchen and Chase was quiet, hoping nobody would talk about him getting stuck by the stove.

They saw a display about the history of planes and there were windows you could look into and see little people in scenes with planes. You could push a red button and lights in the scenes would come on.

There was one scene with two men in a snowstorm and they were waiting for a plane to find them. When you pressed the button their lantern came on and a little light on the plane flying overhead. Chase thought they had done a really good job making it all seem real. He wanted to stay there looking at it and pressing the button all day. Guiding the plane through the storm and saving the men. They looked pretty cold.

‘Come along now,’ Mrs. Daniels said. ‘We have to meet the other groups at the trains in five minutes.’

Chase thought he was going to throw up. Why was Mrs. Daniels talking about trains? How could there be trains in a museum? They were inside a building. You can’t have big things like trains inside a building. His teacher hadn’t said anything about trains when she was explaining the trip at the blackboard. Chase wouldn’t have come. He would have stayed home. He was thinking all this as they struggled to keep up with Mrs. Daniels, whose heels clicked with authority on the hard floor as she weaved through the crowds. He looked all over for a way out. He didn’t want to get left behind and lost but he didn’t want to keep going. Something bad would happen. Then the smell hit him. The dusty coal smell from the wood they used to make the railway tracks. Mrs. Daniels turned a corner and Chase saw a break in the wall of people and there they were lined up in an enormous room, at least eight train engines, like black mountains.

Chase froze.

It was like a scene from a movie he had seen once on that Wonderful World of Disney where Mickey Mouse had these brooms that came to life and started carrying these buckets of water around. It was like all the trains turned towards him as soon as he got to the huge door, like they could smell that it was him and that he was afraid of them, like kids said that dogs could tell if you’re afraid of them by the smell you give off.

Chase fell to his knees.

Around him there was a hum and a buzzing like all of the people had started yelling at the same time, and he felt his hands and feet go cold. He could see the legs of people brushing past him but he could not see Mrs. Daniels’ clicking shoes or the shoes of the other kids. They had all just gone right into the train room like it was nothing. The huge blank headlights of the trains turned and stared at him and the burnt smell of the wood stuck in his nose and throat. He had trouble getting his breath and he was aware that his voice was somewhere in the buzzing sound and that he was moaning softly. He couldn’t feel his tongue.

Chase peed.

He wasn’t really aware that he had gone to the bathroom, just that his legs were wet and that there was a puddle around his knees. The trains just kept getting bigger and closer even though he wasn’t moving. He felt the air pushing into him like little pins and the world going up and around him like a funnel. Like he was on the track and the train was coming out of the tunnel.

‘Hey there,’ a voice said.

There was a big man leaning over him with his hands on Chase’s shoulders but Chase couldn’t see his face. He was at the end of the tunnel. He was in the dark.

‘Hey, what’s up?’ the man said.

Chase tried to work his mouth.

‘I think there’s something wrong,’ Chase said.

&

looks like a flame with its leaves coming out ... in colours like a tree, like the wind when it blows a tree in the fall with the colours like a flame falling like someone singing opera music like on the radio with the little light-up marker that shows the station like a candle like a little fire like it would be beside a canal in the dark like there were people around it cooking something yeah a ring of softer light around it in the dark like it would come up like a light to the stars and the smell of the smoke from way up high and next to a lake in the night at the edge its edges worn down by the water and the ice worn away like something softer scraping in the night over the years rubbing down the smooth surface of the water smooth surface of the rock like the grey land all around like the snow like the snow melting from a flame around it all stretched out over the water of the lake yeah or like one of those holes you make to fish in the ice you see it from way down like a fish would like a little circle of the sky like a door like the lights at night like a city like Christmas lights the way lights twinkle like they’re stars like that like the little ball of light when you turn off the TV and where does it go into the dark like all light eventually goes into the dark like that

into the dark

music in his head

&

Lengths of bones can help establish race

Pelvic bones determine sex

Scapula very deep, through-and-through cut
mark – lines up with cut mark on rib

Stabbing wound to back

Hole on back, difficult to determine cause due
to near mummification of body

Unlikely to have been gunshot

Possible further deterioration due to insects

Haven wiped the big magnifying lens. Continued writing. Then she shoved the notes aside and sat thinking of scars. She was very tired of university already. Very few people sat on a sunny spring morning and thought about scars, she thought. Very few professions demanded it. She ran her fingers along the raised ridge of too-white skin that ran along her calf: twenty-three ghostly railway ties stretching from here ... to there. Here ... to there. Thought about the way the touch of her fingertips felt like an echo, the way in which her body recorded the events of her own history. This was deciding, she thought, this was making a decision to make her history – to make anyone’s history – count. Ken had never touched her scar. It was important to love what you do.

&

Not that he thought things would be better, just different. They were for a while. He was still in a basement. Living in North York wasn’t that much different than living in Kemptville. The food was better.

He worked at 7-Eleven where he looked after the hot-dog roller, stocked the shelves, rotated the milk, replaced the Slurpee cups. It was all the way downtown, so he took a bus to the subway and the subway to work. He had a pass.

He thought Toronto would make things different. It did, in a way. He missed Haven but otherwise it was okay. He called her on the phone at night when it was cheaper. Sometimes he worked the midnight shift and sometimes he worked days. It wasn’t bad. It was okay. Then Ivy came in to buy an iced tea. She took off her bike helmet at the cash.

‘How much is that?’ she asked.

Chase had never wanted so much to say something good.

‘Seventy-nine cents,’ was all he could come up with.

‘Are you sure?’

It wasn’t. It was eighty-nine cents.

‘We’re having a special,’ he said.

‘Really?’ And she smiled at him.

She counted out the change on the counter. There was a lady behind her with a Toronto Sun and some Breathsavers.

‘Kind of,’ he said.

‘Thanks,’ she said, taking a straw.

‘You bet.’

He thought about her until she came back the next day. Then he thought about her more.

‘Any specials today?’ she’d ask.

‘Straws are free.’

‘Aren’t they usually free?’

‘Not the bendy ones.’ He slid them out from behind the lotto machine. ‘We charge two cents for those.’

Ivy’s mouth curled at the corner. ‘But not today?’ she asked.

‘That’s right.’

He could see them married one day. Bike girl. Counter boy. They could have children and train them to work in the service industry. They could have children, and they could treat them well.

‘What’s free today?’ she asked the next morning.

‘Burritos.’

‘They are not.’

‘They are if you let me take you over there and buy you one,’ he said, pointing across the street at the Mexican restaurant. He’d been planning how to say that for three days. She said okay.

&

The lean-to was where their father kept the lawnmower in the winter, under the plywood, wrapped in a large sheet of plastic. Once Chase had helped him clean the blades of all the caked dead grass at the end of the summer before the mower got put away.

‘You don’t take the time to take it off now it’ll just be all one piece in the spring, grass and metal and all.’ He pressed his lips hard together and took another run at the green felt of the grass with a butter knife. They had a screwdriver and a butter knife and they worked away at peeling the grass off like wallpaper. Chase bit his lips together like his dad did. He knew his mother would be pissed about the butter knife. He kept his mouth shut about that.

‘Shit!’ His dad’s hand had slipped and driven hard down into the well of the mower. He pulled it out bleeding.

‘Shit,’ he said again, looking at his hand.

He glanced at Chase. ‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘sorry.’

He lit a cigarette with a shaking hand. And they went back to work on the blades.

&

They found the cigarette in the lean-to. Little kids with a treasure. There were cigarettes all over the house, but somehow finding one outside in the winter made it theirs to do with what they wanted. Years later, Haven would remember the two of them kneeling there in their snow pants like grim pilgrims.

‘What should we do with it?’ Chase cradled it in a mittened hand.

‘Let me think.’

She remembered that Chase wanted to try smoking it but she decided that they should destroy it. In the end they had each taken turns mashing it into the ground with their boots, then dropping rocks on it, the brown-grey circle slowly becoming wider and wider in the snow.

&

These thoughts in his head. Riding his bike. Heaven is nice. Leading you, yeah heaven is nice, when you go to it. It’s okay. The snow is in April, showers in May. Smells nice when you take a sniff. Over there. The smell of under the leaves still wet from the winter. When I get that radio it’ll be good and all I know is next day or this. Always the next day. We’ll see, though. Maybe I’ll get the radio. Maybe not. Probably not. Always the next day there’s calmness. There’s nothing. Always bad and then quiet the next day. There through the trees. Sticks. On you. You can never be sure when you’re having fun. I hear you I hear you all the time. Always think of a pool like swimming, just think of a pool. Peaceful there. I hear you and I worry to go that way. From time to time and I yeah ... follow a thing right to the end the colours through those trees like a mirror a squirrel see it’s a long world well I tell you a long world ... that’s what they say the one thing is that when he’s like that he’s like that when he’s, but other times too if they’re even home the home of the brave the home of the brave maybe not

I hear you I hear you all the time.

Heaven is nice. Beautiful. The home of the brave.

&

The bear was the most real thing Chase had ever seen. First it was a shape in his mind. It was a shifting in the trees and a sound. Then it was real. It was the realest thing ever.

&

‘I could kill the both of you right here and now,’ Mary told them after she’d found them once with a pack of matches.

But she wouldn’t really do that and they knew it. And that was the difference.

&

Chase learned how to play at school. You thought up the word and then you counted the letters and then you drew in the man while somebody guessed. Haven didn’t want to play. She had math homework to do. It was Saturday morning and she wanted to do math homework instead of playing hangman.

He sat at the kitchen table and set up the word blanks and the noose. He tried to do a good job on the wood thing that holds up the noose. He tried to do the best job he could because there was no one to play with anyway. He made the wood grain with the knots in it and he drew little blades of grass and a flower. His tongue pressed between his lips. He thought the flower was a nice touch.

He took the paper and pencil over to the couch and showed it to his father. His father was watching The Galloping Gourmet on TV.

‘S’good ... who’re you hangin’?’ his father asked.

‘Nobody,’ Chase said. The Galloping Gourmet was slicing up onions and pretending to cry. You could tell he was pretending. The audience was laughing.

‘All this bugger has to do is cook a meal a day,’ his father said, pointing his beer at the screen, ‘and drink a boatload of red wine.’

‘Do you want to have a game?’ Chase asked.

‘What?’

‘It’s a game called hangman I could show you.’

His father kept watching the screen. The Galloping Gourmet was sliding the sliced onions into a pan.

Chase stood waiting.

‘Sure,’ his father said.

It took a long time for his father to get the word. Chase ran out of body parts to draw so he added other things to the drawing instead: more flowers, a bird, a rocket up in the sky. He wasn’t sure if it was because his father was watching TV – the Galloping Gourmet was bringing someone down from the audience to sit with him on the stage and eat the food he had made – or if he was just pretending not to know the word.

The word was Jello.

His father got down to the last letter and tried hello.

‘Nope.’

Yellow.

‘There’s no W.’

Mellow?

‘Dad, there’s no W.’

‘Oh.’ His father opened another beer. ‘Fellow?’

‘Dad ...’

‘What?’

Finally he got Jello and then they watched the Pink Panther cartoon show and Chase kept drawing other little things around the hanged man. An airplane. The sun. His father opened another beer. Chase didn’t ask if he wanted to play again.

&

He just wanted to see the noodle box. The Hamburger Helper. See if it was yellow cheese or orange and what shape noodles it was.

He was going to see the box when he got pushed into the metal edge of the table. Little metal edge on the table that left stripes in the bruise later. He felt the rattling chair on top of him as his father threw it out of his way.

‘Told you ta keep outta my way. You’re always everywhere, the two of you – under my feet.’

Haven helped him get up. He was crying. Stared at him. Helped him to stop. Her eyes telling him no.

They went in the bedroom and he put his face in the pillow.

‘Turn over.’

They looked at the bruise, red like a rash. She pulled his sweater down.

‘I’ve seen worse,’ she decided.

‘I just wanted to see the box,’ Chase told her, controlling his voice.

‘You have to be more careful, that’s all,’ she said.

‘Okay.’

One morning a couple of days later he was out with his dad who had said it was time for a walk. They were out looking for bottles and cans they could get refund money for. Haven wasn’t allowed to come. He knew she was watching him out the door.

‘Look down there,’ his dad said, pointing his stick into the ditch at something red under the long dry grass.

Chase scrambled down into the ditch. The red was next to the pipe thing that carried the water through and Chase stopped to look in. It was cool and dark out of the sun and every little sound he made was echoed. He heard a car crunch and stop on the gravel above and his father’s voice and the voice of another man. He picked the red out of the grass and found a Canadian bottle. His dad would like that. He would say, ‘Good, put it in the bag.’

Chase climbed back up and his dad was talking to Ed, who was leaning out the window of his pickup.

‘Well, what’s new, big man?’ Ed asked Chase when he saw him appear out of the ditch.

Chase smiled and pulled up his shirt to show the bruise now spread and purple across his side.

‘This.’

Then his father’s eyes on him.

‘Hey, that’s a good one, how’d you get that?’ Ed was asking.

Chase put his shirt down.

‘He fell,’ his father said.

Cold.

&

You saw more polka dots on Aunt Mary than you did on most people, he thought. Usually green ones. He assumed it was because she’d lived in Ireland for a while and that’s just the way people dressed there. It was partly that and it was partly that Aunt Mary was not a small woman and thought that polka dots lessened the situation – which they did not. Such matters were lost on Chase, who thought of his aunt not as a set of dimensions but more as a force of nature, like a glacier or the orbit of the earth.

He showed her a picture he had painted of Haven.

‘You’re a painter?’ Mary asked. ‘Next you’ll be slicin’ off bits of yourself and leavin’ them around the house for the rest of us to find.’

‘I like painting,’ he said.

‘Do you think it’d be a burden to like doing something that was in any way useful to the rest of the world or could bring a dollar into this house?’

Which, he thought at the age of thirty-five, perhaps he had never done.

‘Her hair’s green,’ she said.

‘I like green.’

‘People don’t have green hair,’ she decided.

He showed it to Haven.

‘My hair’s not green,’ Haven said critically. ‘It’s black.’

‘It’s green in this painting,’ he told her.

‘I can see that.’

But she didn’t mind. ‘I like it,’ she said.

So he had painted seventeen more, most of them with hair the colour of Mary’s polka dots.

‘They’ve invented these things,’ his aunt told him one morning, moving aside one of the paintings to reach for the jam, ‘called cameras. Apparently some find them quite useful, and you can print the pictures any size you want. Which makes it easier to find the damned milk ...’

‘It’s in the fridge,’ Chase had told her.

She gave him the look.

&

Haven remembered being little and playing on the kitchen floor. She had some dolls or some cars and she’d be playing at her mother’s feet as she stood at the sink. She’d march the dolls back and forth or drive the cars around the corner of the cupboards, but really the whole game was about getting closer to her mother without being seen. Or it was about being seen, she thought, really it was about that.

&

Shit.

was the first thing her father would say each morning. Sometimes he’d say shit and then cough. Sometimes he’d cough and then say shit. Sometimes he wouldn’t cough. But he always said shit and she could hear it, and everything else, through the panelled walls.

One time in winter Chase had been sick and her mother had been in bed for a few days so it was just her and her dad having cornflakes. She was careful not to take too much milk.

‘We should do something, eh? Just the two of us,’ her dad said suddenly.

‘What?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know. Go somewhere, leave the sick ones here. We could drive down to Niagara Falls – I’ve never been there.’

She was excited and scared at the same time. He wouldn’t really do it.

‘We could go over the Falls in a barrel.’

Now she knew he wouldn’t do it. She poured a little more milk.

‘Not too much,’ he said.

They watched Sesame Street on the couch.

‘Shit. This family never goes anywhere,’ he said.

He picked up the sports section from the floor. Haven went to check on Chase.

‘What are you doing?’ Chase asked from the bed.

‘Nothing,’ she told him.

&

One morning shortly after Haven returned from the hospital, she woke up just before dawn, crawled over Chase’s sleeping body and wandered into the kitchen. She had no slippers or pyjamas, just a bathrobe and underwear that said Tuesday. Her feet were cold and sticky on the floor. The counter light was on and next to the coffee maker was the can of ground coffee and a spoon, loose coffee spread across the white counter in a wide arc and a box of filters on the floor. She cleaned it up and looked out the window at the lawn and trees emerging slowly from the darkness. Saw herself, painted on the night and centred in the mirrored yellow rectangle of electric light. Looking down. She put the coffee away and wandered into the living room, where she had found her father sitting on the couch, just sitting there and crying quietly. Without thinking about it, she wrapped her robe again and curled up next to him, taking his arm and placing it around her shoulders, and they stayed there like that until the rest of the house began to rise and stir. They never talked about it after that and she was pretty sure that he didn’t remember it.

&

She didn’t care.

She didn’t care.

She knew there was some smell from her parents, from home, that always stuck to them. The sickening sweet smell of the Coke that the vodka went into and the beer, and the stale cigarette smell. She couldn’t tell which one she carried with her or if it was both but she knew that something followed her, that something in the schoolyard set her apart. Set them apart. Standing with Chase before the bell rang, holding their books. Alone.

&

He could be washing dishes when it came to him, driving to the Mac’s for cigarettes or milk, or just sitting – often it was just sitting. The train and its dark threatening metal, its plaintive whistle warning and its one slowly increasing eye. His father cracking the sunflower seeds, one by one, spitting their shells onto the dry ground.

‘Stand, stand ... Don’t you move ...’ His father’s voice a rasping cigarette hatchet.

His father had no face then. A voice, a pair of hands, a smell.

Chase drove the Jeep back to the spot from time to time – it was almost an hour away from where he lived now. Couldn’t afford it but he’d bought the Jeep anyway. Fifteen hundred for an old YJ. As is. Down the curving gravel road with the climbing walls of trees on either side – poplars and birches, evergreens – till he reached the place where the road snaked into an S curve, lifting over a level crossing at the centre of a clearing. Crunching gravel under his shoes and the tanging smell of the old tar. He was afraid to go back at night – just in the morning with the damp still on the tar-soaked wood. There was never anyone there. The track continued over the crossing but also ended in two branches that he thought were called sidings. Three derelict box cars stood on the tracks, gradually evaporating into their surroundings, and one smaller car caked with rust that looked like some sort of maintenance car.

If you stood on the track and peered into the distance, it seemed to go on forever, like a textbook example of a vanishing point. He’d left the keys in the Jeep on, the soft notes of the warning chimes echoing through the open window. He squinted into the dawn, unsure if trains still ran here.

‘Don’t you move,’ his father’s voice threatening. ‘Don’t you tell anybody about this ...’

And the train coming. Coming now. Rumble.

&

This can’t be good for anyone’s soul, Haven thought. She’d learned about the soul at school. She imagined her soul like a sheet of paper. Clean white paper sandwiched inside her chest between her organs and everything that she did would pass through it like the filter on a cigarette. It would get dark over time. The bad stuff would be absorbed for you but eventually if there was too much of it your soul would get too clogged up, like a furnace filter with dead bugs and hair. It wouldn’t be good anymore – it wouldn’t be able to protect you. She pictured the movie in Science about semi-permeable membranes. Little silver bubbles in black and white. Rising. Or a soul was like water, always finding its own level. Sometimes her mother straightened her coat for her before she went out to the bus. Sometimes she made lunches for her and for Chase and she gave them to Haven on her way out the door.

‘Take your brother’s,’ she’d say.

It had been a long time.

&

‘I don’t want ham sandwiches in my lunch anymore,’ Haven announced to Aunt Mary after they moved.

Mary paused over the white beds of sliced bread. ‘Make your own then.’

Haven toyed with her cereal for a moment. ‘I used to do that,’ she said.

Mary waited.

‘I know you did,’ Mary said quietly, eyeing Haven over the shelter of the cereal box.

‘Me and Chase, I made lunches for both of us.’

‘I know that too.’

‘I could do it again,’ she said.

Eyes locked.

‘Do it then.’

The plastic clock above the stove clicked.

And then.

‘Ham’s okay.’

Mary forced them to love her. It was against their instinct.

‘C’mere, they’re ready. And take your brother’s.’

Handed her the bags. Touched her on the shoulder. Then on the arm.

‘There,’ she said.

Walking out into the snow.

There.

&

There are no prizes. Nothing but Crackerjack and box. All of her money, what little she had after paying student loans and everything else – April’s dance lessons – went to keeping Mary in this place. It wasn’t a bad place. It was quite good, actually. It was what Mary needed. Haven had to keep working. Chase couldn’t do it. Chase wished he could do it. Wanted to do it. But Chase couldn’t do it and that was all.

She did her best when she visited. Sometimes she made mistakes. There had been nothing about Alzheimer’s in pre-med. It had been all about cutting bodies open, not about what to do when something had come in the night and emptied out all of the memories. When somehow a tube had been hooked into the side of the head to slowly drain out everything that Mary remembered, everything she knew in the world. It had all gone so fast. It seemed like days ago that she was standing in the kitchen telling Mary she was leaving med school and going back to school to be a teacher. Two years. Gone.

Haven set her Tim’s cup down on the window sill.

‘Are you feeling too warm?’ she asked.

It was June and they had Mary in a February sweater. Haven pulled at her own top.

‘Is this too warm, are you hot?’

Mary looked at her. Nodded.

Advanced Alzheimer’s.

Just about everything drained right out. But now and then a smile. Now and then a touch.

Haven reached for the bottom of the sweater and started to pull it over Mary’s head and suddenly Mary was screaming as if she were on fire.

‘What? What? What is it?’ Haven cried, frantically pulling at the sweater but Mary’s arms were caught up in it and thrashing and she kept on screaming.

A nurse ran in and took over. That was how Haven would remember it. The nurse took the situation away from Haven like you would calmly take something dangerous away from a small child.

‘Here,’ she said to Haven, firmly setting her to one side towards the window and then saying, ‘Mary ... Mary,’ and then gently pulling the sweater up and over her head. Mary immediately stopped screaming and her gaze settled on the window and then on a car entering the parking lot.

‘She’s got no sense of time now,’ the nurse said, looking to Haven and folding the sweater, ‘so she has no way of knowing how long she’s been inside that sweater when you pull it over her like that.’

The nurse tried to smile. Haven was aware that her hand was at her own mouth and she could picture it there, the way it would look, like she was in shock, but she couldn’t move it away. Like some woman in a movie standing in a corner with her hand over her mouth. Like she’d seen a ghost.

The nurse placed the sweater on the nightstand next to the bed.

‘You didn’t know that,’ the nurse told her. ‘And there’s no harm done. Look ...’ She pointed to Mary, who was now looking up at the two of them as if nothing had happened.

The nurse took a plastic cup with a straw and placed the straw at Mary’s mouth.

‘This is cool water, Mary,’ she said. ‘You drink some of this cool water, it’s nice.’

Haven recognized the nurse’s voice. It was the same voice she used herself with the high-needs students in her class now that she was teaching. This was the voice she would now be using with her aunt. With Mary. Haven willed her hand to move away from her mouth.

She had no idea how long she’d had her head inside the sweater. There was no way Haven could have known that it had gotten this bad. She was doing the best she could. It wasn’t this bad last week. How bad would it be a week from now?

‘Thank you,’ she said to the nurse.

‘Mm-hm,’ the nurse answered. In the same voice she had used with Mary.

&

Here’s the thing, Chase thought, the people and the way that they moved. The way they moved. Like they all had somewhere to go. And then somewhere to go back to when they were done. He drank the rest of his Golden from the coffee mug and kept peering out at Prescott Street. Grimy window. Years gone by. Because he had worked here for a while, they served him before noon. As long as he had it in a coffee mug so no one could tell. As long as he ordered some food to go with it. And they never made him pay full price.

&

The clock ticking. Children working in their books. Seven minutes to the recess bell. She never counted the clock. Laughed to herself at teachers who did. Six minutes.

&

Chase saw the comic book for the second day in a row. Second day of life in Grade 4. The first day was a Tuesday and then it was a Wednesday and the comic book was still staring out at him from the back corner where they hung up their coats. Usually Chase was in a hurry to get to his desk and check on his pencils and make sure everything was ready and then listen to Miss Myers tell them what they would be doing and anything that was new. He didn’t like it when there were new things. Sometimes she would have an announcement from the office or she’d have something to tell them about her life outside of school. Once she told them about going to a mall and buying shoes and Chase imagined her shining new shoes clicking down the smooth floor of the shopping centre. Clip clip clip clip. She had lines up the backs of her legs. Those were stockings. They wrapped tight around her legs. Little lines like a net when she sat to read them a story and they went around and around her legs like a circle and they went around and around and up. Sometimes when they sat to listen to a story, kids would reach up and touch her legs because they were so smooth. Chase just listened.

It was a Donald Duck comic. Donald Duck and Friends. His friends were Huey, Dewey and Louie, his Uncle Scrooge, and Daisy, and then there’d be Mickey Mouse or Pluto or Goofy or that Professor guy. Those were the ones that were in the other stories. The cover was red and blue and yellow and green and it was shining like the new pastels in the box when you were the first to use them before everyone else got them and smudged them all up with different colours and turned them to mud. They were pure. They were something that was new but always the same. Each story in the comic was a new one he had never read and they were all pressed tight tight together now and if he took the comic home he could read each one of them by peeling them apart one at a time. They were waiting. The pages smelled like grass. You could feel the ink. Take it take it take it take it take it take it take it take it take it he took it and walked quickly to his desk.

It was wrong, though, and he spent the next three weeks ripping it up bit by bit and flushing it down the toilet when he went to the bathroom. Watching the bright colours float around and around round round round and down. It was wrong to take things and that was the only way to make it better. You could fix things. You could.

&

His father told them that the cat got hit by a school bus. They didn’t believe him because he had never liked that cat.

And it was July.

&

Haven listened to her first-year anatomy lecturer talk about forensics and autopsies. Plaque-clogged arteries in the abdomen meant a red-meat lover, black-encrusted lungs meant an addiction to nicotine. Each body carried secrets. A faint indentation in the ulna was evidence of an arm broken in childhood. Each body carried secrets.

The first time Haven and her lab partners gathered around the corpse they decided to call him Fred. Giving the thing a name seemed to make it easier to take it apart. Without a name it was just too cold. Ian began their first incision.

‘How will we know if we’re going too deep?’ Ian asked the group.

‘He’ll scream,’ Ken muttered.

They all laughed. Nervous.

&

Haven was used to it now. She was used to it. She returned to table 17 with a hacksaw and a set of shears. With the rest of the group watching, she began to sever the ribs with the shears, the first step in freeing the breastplate from its protective position over the lungs and heart. The sound of the metal crunching through the soft bone and marrow slowed her down a little. Then she kept going.

In each lab there was a sign. DO NOT PUT HUMAN TISSUE IN GARBAGE CANS.

She remembered what her lab instructor had told the group on the day of the first incision. Following instructions, Haven had slowly sliced halfway down the sternum with the scalpel, tracing a path from the nape of Fred’s neck. Then she had made a careful vertical incision halfway across the left side of Fred’s chest. Then she had peeled back the skin. Like peeling an orange.

Carefully she scraped away the top layer of fatty tissue below the superficial fascia. The words and the actions. Say the words in your head while you do the actions. Superficial fascia. The lateral thoracic vein. The inside of the living human body is a riot of colour. The inside of a cadaver is all darkness. Grey like old steak.

‘It’s easy to get lost as you go,’ the instructor said. ‘Just use the bones as landmarks.’

Very dark inside.

&

It was a bright Sunday morning of early summer, promising heat, but with a fresh breeze blowing. Haven was thirteen. Aunt Mary was opening the house for spring and all the windows were raised. The lace curtains ballooned gently in and out of the window frames, hovering over the driveway and lawn, softly grazing Haven’s arm. She was happy. She made a note of it. Wrote it down.

There.

&

Ken’s hands were always cold in the mornings. It wasn’t a problem for her at first. And then it was. And once it was a problem it just got bigger. Got under her and wouldn’t go away.

&

It was like one of those scenes in a movie – it’s all in slow motion suddenly and you know something’s going to happen and you want to reach out and stop it from happening.

Chase remembered sitting in the car with his father at a gas station and a big eighteen-wheeler pulled in, a tanker, and so he was watching it, he would have been five probably, and the driver hopped down from the cab and then he turned and lifted down his son who was the same size as Chase, and he set him down on the ground carefully and looked around at the cars moving and then he took the boy’s hand in his and walked slowly into the station, his head turning both ways, and then there was a car and the man reached down with his other hand and put it in front of his son’s chest, you could see their breath, to stop him, when the car was still twenty feet away, and then he smiled and nodded at the driver who stopped and then he kept walking forward with his son. It was almost winter and the boy was wearing a coat unzipped and boots too big for him. The streaked windshield was so dirty it looked like it was covered with milk. Chase remembered thinking that his own father had never taken his hand even to cross a street and this was the moment that, like in a movie, he wished that he could stop from happening – the moment when he realized what was different, when it became true.

&

Heaven would be just the one moment, she thought, the best moment of your life, just played over and over, over and over. Hell would just be the opposite. That way you made them yourself.

&

It had been as if he were dancing, he later thought, dancing around the truth of it, around the smell of it. In offices and classrooms where the kind and considerate ladies who smelled like mint or butterscotch were soft and quiet with him and listened to everything that he had to say and hovered, that was the word, hovered by him. Brought him snacks because he had no lunch, cupcakes from their lunches, a sweater because he had no coat.

‘Look at those hands, would you like it if we went to wash you up?’

His hands in the warm water and the soap suds circling the sink in what must have been the staff room.

‘How’s that then, Chase ... isn’t that better? And what was it you were saying at recess about last night? When your father came home?’

‘Nothing.’

He knew better. He took the snacks and the hovering. Knew when to be quiet. Just when to shut up.

‘I don’t remember.’

Kept them all.

&

and that’s when I just ’cause it would be better not running down those leaves there could be sticks there would be better just and then in the classroom when we listened to that guitar music like that on the record turning and the lights out Haven says lights out and then the TV and the sounds you hear warm though moss on the rocks there’s only a pulse in a thing if it’s alive if not then that’s it if you sleep on the ground you get a cold in your back in your bones ’cause your back remembers it remembers the cold and it won’t go out of you, won’t go out of you.

&

He did like to sit with his dad, though, while his dad listened to the ball game and drank his beer. Maybe there’d be some potato chips. Not take too many. It was good for the first few bottles. Chase would count the caps. One, two, three and then disappear. Eventually it was just one, then his father slurring already and swearing. Eventually Chase just stayed away. Heard who won at school the next day.

&

Haven joined the choir in Grade 5. It wasn’t from any great love of music or even from any particular ability. She loved the church, loved being in the church, and joining the choir immediately tripled her time there because all practices were held at the church in the choir loft. They never went to church as a family except some years at Easter. When Mrs. Buckton asked on Mondays who had heard what Father had said at Mass the day before, Haven never put up her hand because people would know she was lying. God would know she was lying.

At the school mass each month their voices would float out over the heads of everyone below and at practice out over the echoing pews. Haven clasped her hands tight in front of her and took deep breaths between lines. Between hymns she could look down below to find the back of Chase’s head.

There were wasps in between the stained-glass window in the choir loft and the sheet of Plexiglas that had been bolted in front of it on the outside to protect it from rocks or whatever might come its way. Haven had noticed them first as a low humming accompaniment to ‘Companions on the Journey’ and had turned her head slowly to see hundreds of them edging their way up under the yellow and blue cloak of an apostle. She imagined them finding their way out through a crack and destroying the mass by diving on the crowds of students and causing great consternation. When Father broke the bread they were still swarming safely behind glass. Haven liked the way that one of the teachers brought a gold cup full of the bread up to them while everyone else had to line up below. It felt like being in a restaurant. What she thought a restaurant would be like. That, and being up so high made her feel closer to God. She prayed that the wasps would not find their way free but they seemed to be stuck inside the window for good.

They almost never went to mass outside of school but Haven had liked being Catholic, had liked knowing people who knew the answers to things. She felt like she knew nothing about God or anything that was important and it had been good to know that somebody did.

&

The light from the blinds laid orange bands across her legs on one of the mornings that their parents had not come home, out somewhere in the long hurry and trail of alcohol, and she lay listening to Chase turn under the blankets and breathe in catches and starts. She prayed that the door of the trailer would not open and the voices would not start, tearing at each other or grinding away in sloppy happiness and in either case saying things she knew were not for her. She preferred to be forgotten from a distance.

She held her hands tightly together for a few moments. She was certain of it: one day she could be alive, like this, the scratchy blanket, the dust turning in the air ... and the next day dead. She crawled over Chase to find a jar of peanut butter on the kitchen counter and sat licking peanut butter from a fork and looking out over the frozen grass and trees. If she could, she would live in a house made of crystal. The frost had etched long stretching patterns over the lawn.

She heard Chase in the hallway and began to look for bread.

&

At morning recess, Chase was standing watching some older boys, Todd Bickert and Wayne Scarff, drawing with chalk on the wall of the school. He knew that they shouldn’t have been doing that, knew that he should probably not be standing there watching them, but he was unable to pull himself away. Recess was almost over and then he would be back inside with the coloured paper and scissors, with the wooden easels covered with years and years of effort with poster paint. The smell of the sticky glue congealing in the little baby food jars like pablum. Popsicle-stick spreaders. The rows of silver hooks, the tiled floor and the water fountain that made a high whistling sound when you leaned on the handle and made Mrs. Williams’ voice even more edgy and thin and brittle sounding. With the lights off and lying on mats in the afternoon with a whirring fan turning slowly and clicking, turning and clicking.

The boys turned at the sound of the yard bell and saw him standing there. Todd, the bigger of the two boys, had bright red hair and a splash of freckles across his face that seemed to go angry and redder when he saw Chase.

‘That’s a picture of Mary, and she’s a virgin.’ He leaned in close to Chase’s face, his voice becoming louder and more threatening. ‘And you don’t even know what that means, do you?’

‘That’s ’cause you’re an idiot,’ the other boy said.

The two boys laughed and ran away towards the door of the school, leaving Chase with his face hot and welling up quickly with silent tears for not knowing what he did wrong, why they were angry with him or what would happen next. His shorts were scratchy against his legs. The glass in the windows of the school doors had a grid of wire running through it in case it shattered.

There was a place at the corner of the wall where the bigger kids clapped the chalkboard erasers each night after the last bell and which was encased in thick layers of gummy dust, yellow and white, and there was so much sadness.

&

She kept staring at Ken until he had to look away. Her eyes were a wall she built carefully. Used it to tear people down. They always fell.

&

It took just a certain amount of alcohol to make him stop thinking. Knew just where the line was. Crossed it. Found himself in a field one morning and couldn’t think how to get home. Looking up at the clouds nailed to the sky. Crossed it again that night.

&

He had a comic book under the bed. Haven still asleep. Archie and Jughead and Betty and Veronica read it again Ease off, Jug! You’re gonna blow a gasket! Halloween soon and that was a time for candy rattling in your bag get a chocolate bar which kind Kit Kat or Four Flavours Bar Six

Sweet Marie

Big Turk

Eat-More

Oh Henry!

like sex must be the names keep it in your pocket go all gooey melted chocolate that time he kept an Eat-More all day had just a little at a time kept it in the wrapper and the paper melted into it yellow shining soft in your mouth coated then fold the rest back in the wrapper and when you’re done stick it under the bed for later.

&

‘You’ve been smoking.’

‘I have not,’ Haven said.

‘You have.’

Aunt Mary had a way of knowing things that she had no way of knowing.

‘Think of yourself and those cigarettes of yours as a nice joint of meat. And me as your cleaver.’

She made a chopping motion with a particularly grim expression.

That was that.

&

Haven had ways to make the truth hide temporarily. When there was bread she would hide it between the bed and the wall so that it would still be in the house when it was time to pack lunches in the morning before the bus came. Often there was nothing to put between the bread.

‘Is there anything in it?’ Chase asked.

‘Not today.’

Hold the bread tightly and it doesn’t show. Eat alone so no one knows. On days there was no bread they would stay home and watch the bus at the end of the driveway slow and then pick up speed.

On days when there was nothing at all, Haven would invent food. Toothpaste. Shaving cream. The berries from near the door that were supposed to be poison and which did make them sick but which did not kill them.

‘We’ll be all right,’ she told Chase, told herself.

&

Much of Chase’s silence could be a form of patience.

Written by his teacher on his Grade 2 report card.

&

It was blasphemous of her to think that the Jesus on the cross next to the altar looked like a monkey. She knew that even at fourteen, that Aunt Mary would curse her for being a blasphemer, Keep a civil tongue, for the love of Christ you’re in Church ... They had started going as soon as they moved in with her.

‘We’ll get you heathens sorted out,’ she told them.

Haven was excited finally to be going to church officially.

But it did look like a monkey, like some sort of grim scientific dissection gone wrong, all twisted up and nut brown, not like Jesus meek and mild at all, the way she thought about Jesus, Jesus who walked on the water and calmed the storm.

Where in the name of God had they found this one?

It had never been there before and she couldn’t be the only one sitting there on Palm Sunday thinking that it was more suited to a carnival tent than a Catholic altar. She was going to have to pass by it on the way to communion; perhaps it looked less like a simian closer up, less like some scene cut from Planet of the Apes. Surely everyone else was sitting there thinking the same thoughts – where had Father O’Keefe found it? Was the church forcing him to display it against his better judgment? Was it a directive from Rome? Was she the only one who would say something about this?

Probably.

Of course it would be wrong to talk about it. Not wrong to have it standing up there at the altar on a Sunday morning, mind you, just wrong to talk about it in the sunshine later.

She could already see Mary’s hands turning white on the wheel.

‘If you insist on talkin’ this way, my miss, I would suggest that when you get home you sit yourself down by the telephone and randomly ring people until you find some poor unfortunate soul who is in any way interested in whatever the hell it is you’re talkin’ about because ... because I’d like to assure you, Haven Katherine, that there is nobody in this vehicle who is.’

Then she would be silent for a while and then she would say something like, ‘D’you know the Church has people who are experts about things like this?’

When Mary said church out loud it always had a capital C. You could hear the capital in her voice.

‘And you are not one of them. And if you keep up with your blasphemin’, the Lord will smite you. He’ll crack you open like a walnut ...’

Haven knew that she would say this or something very like it. Her bringing it up in the first place would really just be a test to see if she had the exact wording of what Mary would say. She knew that she would use the word vehicle for the dramatic effect, like using her middle name. ‘Because I assure you, Haven Katherine, that there is nobody in this vehicle who is.’

Big deal.

She didn’t care – it still looked like a monkey and nobody else would say it. It was just that kind of silence that got Him crucified in the first place and Aunt Mary’s knuckles would just have to be white.

&

There was the time that the car engine woke him up. He looked out the window over his bed and saw the car in the driveway. He was careful not to wake Haven. He pulled on a sweater and went out in his pyjamas. His father was asleep and snoring with his head resting back on the seat. Chase turned the keys out of the ignition and turned off the headlights. He closed his father’s door and stood looking for a while at his father’s head sideways. Climbed into the back seat. Pulled his sweater tight.

&

The man lying cold and grey on the table would be known to Haven in ways that even his wife, his lovers, his children had never imagined. He would give up his secrets to her as if he were no more than a book, no more than a puzzle.

Prominent forehead.

Pale, freckled skin.

Large, sagging earlobes.

Hair in the nose and ears.

The mouth was contorted into what everyone referred to as a ‘death scream.’ Silent. Rigor mortis. It was more than just two words.

It was this.

Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease. The evidence: a barrel chest, blue-grey fingernails. Most of the body was covered with a series of white towels. Like hotel towels, Haven thought, small and thin. Dry. Insufficient.

One by one the group removed the towels and found, under the last, an orange plastic bracelet around the left ankle bearing the number 4327.

Well, hello, Haven thought. Hello, 4327.

&

Haven had once described Lucky to Chase as she had seen him one morning from the kitchen window. She had watched him run around in the backyard and then lie down on his back in the grass and stare up at the sky.

‘Like he was praying ...’ she told Chase.

‘Dogs don’t lie on their backs,’ Chase said, ‘unless they’re rolling in shit.’

He had his own theology.

&

Haven wasn’t home. It was the first thing that surfaced in Chase’s mind as he awoke. That and the dream. He was out somewhere without his family, at some mall, and he needed to pee. Nobody would let him go pee, everyone wanted to keep looking at things in the stores, and when he finally found his way to the bathroom all of the urinals were sealed with a yellow tape so they wouldn’t be used. Around the corner of the washroom he found a tiled shower which in the dream had made sense and had been such a relief. It had made sense, too, to take himself out and start peeing there in the shower, and he had needed to go so badly that it didn’t really matter when it started going down his legs and getting his pants wet. He turned on the shower to wash away the pee. He wished his family was there and that he was not alone. Now his pants were all wet and then he woke up to think of Haven. Then he remembered that Haven was still in the hospital. That he was alone in the trailer with his parents. That it was winter and it was cold and that he had wet the bed. It must be time for school – without Haven, he couldn’t be sure. Last time Haven had known what to do with the sheets, wrap them and keep them in his book bag so they wouldn’t be found. Cover everything with the blanket. It would be dry by night. He had just begun when the door opened.

‘The hell you doin’ with your bed?’ His father’s voice like the cold on the window.

‘It’s nothing,’ he remembered saying before the first blow took him on the back of his head and he fell to the floor. Then another to his ear that stung and rang and wouldn’t stop ringing.

‘Hurry up and get dressed, late for school.’ And his father left.

It was sometimes sudden like that and sometimes there was a slow build-up – there were signs. Usually there was Haven there to read things for him. To interpret the quick rush of his father’s anger, and his mother’s silences. They had learned to be silent when she was silent.

He got dressed quickly. He would get to school and be safe. He stuffed the sheets at the bottom of his closet. His father had been drinking. Maybe he would forget about it and his mother would drive him to school. And Haven would be home soon.

He sat at the cold table and ate some toast that his mother had made. Nobody spoke of driving him to school. It had to be too late for the bus – it was usually Haven who woke up in time to get ready. The toast was dry ash in his mouth and his father sat staring at him over a cup of coffee.

‘Little bastard,’ he whispered, the words barely getting past his lips.

Chase chewed slowly, looking down.

‘Who’s gonna clean that up, eh?’ he said louder.

Then, ‘Little bastard,’ again in a barely audible whisper.

Chase tried to take up less room at the table and kept his whole head down. Not chewing now, the toast a cold ball in his mouth.

Then the first hit, clearing the table and sending Chase crashing to the floor with his chair on top of him. Toast and plates, coffee. The sound of crashing just kept going and Chase felt himself being dragged down the carpet of the hallway and onto the smooth floor of the bathroom.

‘Bastard,’ he heard again,

‘who’s gonna clean that up?’

‘I’m sorry,’ Chase cried, and he was sorry, it wasn’t right that he peed in his bed and made a mess and he would clean it up, wanted to tell his father that he would clean it up but he knew to be quiet, knew to say nothing and to just take the anger until it was gone.

‘Who, who, who, eh?’ the voice yelled, and with each word a blow to his head.

It had been like this before but it had always stopped. It always stopped by now. Haven always stopped it by now. Before now. He could hear the sound of the shower running and felt his face pushed up against the plastic shower curtain, could see his own blood red and streaming down the soft green plastic. Could hear the empty hollow sound of the shower and feel more blows to his back and his head. Started to feel empty and hollow like the sound of the shower and his father’s voice echoed within him. He wondered where his mother was and then he saw her dress through the blood, passing by in the hall.

He felt himself being pushed into the shower stall and his pants tugging and ripping on the metal door frame.

‘Who’s gonna fuckin’ clean that up?’

He would, he would clean it up if only ...

‘You’re going to kill him, Jack.’ His mother’s voice quietly through the stinging cold water.

He tucked himself as closely in as he could on the floor of the stall and watched the water swirl red. Could feel the dull thuds against the side of his head. The boom and buckle of the metal walls of the shower stall.

I’m going down the drain, he thought.

Haven won’t know where to find me.

And then it stopped.

He lay quiet with the water pouring onto him still and his arms and legs shaking. He wouldn’t open his eyes yet. His parents had left. He opened his eyes slowly in a peek and found that one wouldn’t open and that the other was covered with a film of red. He had to get to school where he would be safe. Haven would be home soon. She couldn’t stay at the hospital forever.

When he crawled over to the sink and pulled himself up at the mirror, it was someone else in the reflection. Someone whose face was large and swollen, whose eyes were pushed apart by a nose twice the size of normal, whose wet hair dangled over a forehead turning purple as he watched it. The rest of his life he remembered the thought that came next: that he wouldn’t be able to go to school.

That, and the voice that had said softly, ‘You’re going to kill him, Jack.’

Like a ghost passing.

&

Chase opened his eyes.

Beautiful.

Ivy was standing by the window in her bike shorts looking out at the grey city and judging the weather. Then her eyes closed. Then opened. Her arms folded. Her hair. The smell of fresh coffee.

Chase looking around the room, everything still there. Closed his eyes. Deep breath. Sound of water. Warm. And the day ahead and waiting. Beautiful.

&

Haven loved to go swimming, which she did because within the trailer park there was a little pool and she didn’t need permission or parents or anyone to take her there. She loved to be under the water and loved to feel the cold shock of the first dive. And under the water nobody could hear her screaming. She could open her mouth wide enough to encompass all of the unfairness and then bite it off at the end like the tail of a great snake, a long snake like the ones on TV that wrapped their twisting bodies around people and devoured them whole, one long gulp at a time. She could toss her head and cry and the pool water would swallow all the tears she could supply so that Chase would not say,

‘What?’

and pull on her arm until she told him, yelling,

‘Because it’s not supposed to be like this, all right?’ turning on him in the little lane leading between the trailers, the anger of the pool water returning, the two of them wrapped in bath towels and leaking wet grey footprints onto the concrete. ‘Don’t you know that? We’re not supposed to be thinking of ways to stay away from home for longer, we’re supposed to want to be there. And I’m not supposed to be making your goddamn dinner every night.’

All of it coming out of her and at him suddenly.

She walked away from him.

‘Nobody asked you,’ he said defiantly, tears starting.

‘Nobody had to,’ she yelled, turning. ‘Nobody’s going to do it unless I do it ... Nobody,’ she added more softly, seeing his face, his arms folded against her, feet planted.

‘We’ll just sit there and starve if I don’t ... Nobody ... Just let’s just go,’ she said weakly, reaching to pull at his towel, aware of the windows around them. ‘C’mon, let’s go.’

Pulling at his arm not to hurt him but to move him away from where anyone could see.

See how hurt he was already.

&

Stood pretty much outside of everything his whole life. And all the time listening. Trying to figure it out. Why he felt the way he did.

&

In winter it was a struggle just to get out the door. The walkway and steps were never shovelled.

‘Are you not shovellin’ the step?’

‘It’ll melt in the spring.’

Some mornings they would both have to apply their full weight to the screen door to push it against the new drift, more and more difficult as the snow became more compacted. One morning the whole door bent off the upper hinge, the lower hinge safely buried in the snow. They watched from the bus window, pulling away from a house that looked as if it had been attacked by a giant.

One thing their father had done was to build what he called a porch, really it was a roof, by the back door. Two timbers stood to carry a wooden wedge of boards that hung precariously over the step. As the winter progressed, the whole structure sagged and complained of the weight, and you couldn’t escape the thought that coming in or going out one day there would be a catastrophe, that the whole thing would give up the ghost in the snow and crash down, killing whoever was going in or coming out. Haven reasoned that it would be the second person in line who would suffer. The first to go through would have time to duck out of the way at the start of the groaning sound that would signal the collapse. The slam or the opening of the door would have triggered the avalanche, and by the time it had built to fever pitch and rained the icy wooden death blow, it would be the second head in line to take the hit. Some days she was noble and said, ‘After you ...’ to Chase with a hesitant and repentant eye to the plywood heavens as she followed. If she was mad at Chase or at the world, she would slip through first and slam the door so that there would be ample time as he swore at her and struggled with the handle. She always snuck in or out ahead of her father even if she risked getting a slap to the head.

He built it. Let it fall on him.

&

‘He’ll kill me,’ Chase said quietly.

‘No he won’t,’ Haven said, slowly spreading her hands out on her knees palms down, looking at them. ‘I won’t let him.’
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