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This book was many years in the writing
and would have never been finished without the constant support and
encouragement of my sister-in-law, Sylvia Morice, and my husband,
Les Hicks. Thank-you both for being my most fervent cheerleaders!
Sylvia, in particular, read and edited many drafts and spent
countless hours attempting to educate me in the art of creative
writing. I look forward
to returning the favor in the future by reading many drafts of her
novels, as well.

Special thanks also to my sister, Jane
Yeomans and the rest of the EARTHWorm Book Club in Costa Rica who got together and provided
detailed feedback on the book. Jane especially went above and
beyond the call of sisterly duty in developing the discussion
questions, in organizing and summarizing many pages of feedback and
in providing a detailed list of editorial corrections. Melissa
Murray, Darby Wade, Aminah Robinson, Erin Morice, Wendy Wade and
Lena Harper also read drafts of this book and provided valuable
feedback and suggestions. Thank-you all for your thoughtful
insights and advice, and especially for taking your valuable time
to help me with this project. Thanks also to Josh Maxwell and
Liming Zhao, who prepared the maps for me. Finally thanks to Sylvia
and Erin whose brainstorming led to fabulous suggestions for the
cover design and to Melissa, whose artistic talents helped to bring
those ideas to life.

Many readers have asked me if the story is
autobiographical and some have been absolutely convinced
that Ellie is me
and Steve is my
husband, Les. As a writer, I’m thrilled that these people have
actually found my fictional characters and events so believable.
However, Les would never have agreed to me writing about us!
Although some ideas did come from my own experiences - for example,
thoughts of a plane crash did come to me during an especially long
and tedious small plane ride in northern Canada - this is a
fictional story that reflects what my over-active imagination does
with such ‘idea seeds’.

In closing, I want to extend
my sincere thanks to you - the
reader. I hope you enjoy the story; please visit my website to send
me your feedback - I’m interested in hearing what you did (and
didn’t) like about it. If you do like the book, please pass it
along to your mom, sister, aunt, daughter, niece, or best friend.
Or perhaps even buy them a copy of their own! Thanks!
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May 5,
2010 - Northern
Canada


 Chapter 1

 


“Just passing
over Meander River now.” Mark Kirby’s voice crackled over the
Cessna’s ancient intercom system. He peered out over the console
and sighed as he banked the plane to the southwest, fed up with the
tedium of keeping the river in perfect view from the right side of
the plane. Crap, he thought, Tony will have us into
British Columbia before he’s satisfied. It was stifling hot in
the little plane and, as he shifted around in the sagging pilot’s
seat, the dull ache in his lower back turned to stabbing pain. Only
24, he felt more like 60, largely due to the endless days spent in
this cramped, uncomfortable, small plane. He could hardly wait
until he had enough flying experience to apply for an airline
job.

They’d already
been following the river for nearly two hours, and were well across
the border into Alberta now - even if they did turn back and fly
cross country, it would be a good 90 minutes back to the airport in
Hay River. Beside Mark in the right front passenger seat, 72 year
old Tony Currie strained to see the river below. Short, squat, sun
gleaming off his bald head, he hunched over until his crooked nose
almost touched the side window. “Keep going!” he barked, sensing
Mark’s reluctance. “We still need to get a look at the Chinchaga!”
A retired government engineer, Tony was the town of Hay River’s
resident expert on river breakup. Each spring he volunteered his
time, experience and advice as the town braced itself for yet
another flood. This long flight south into the upper extremities of
the Hay River basin was an annual ritual for him in his river
breakup monitoring efforts.

Behind Tony,
Ellie Ward sighed, and looked out at the endless expanse of trees.
Five feet tall and on the wrong side of both 50 years and 150
pounds, Ellie was a professor from Morris University in Alberta,
whose scientific research program focused on ice jams and flood
forecasting in Canada’s north. She struggled to lean across the
empty seat beside her to look out the scratched little window on
her left, but saw no ice jams in view. Trees, she thought.
Nothing but bloody trees.

Behind Ellie
her grad student, Brenda Patterson, sat sideways - her tall, rail
thin body curled in the fetal position. With eyes closed and arms
wrapped around her knees, she was fighting the nausea that plagued
her whenever she had to do these ice mapping flights. Today’s
marathon had definitely been the worst one yet. With only the one
seat to choose from in the cramped back compartment, she was forced
to endure the sun’s full force as it beat in on her through the
right side window. There were no air vents back here and she felt
like she was suffocating. On top of that, the wind had picked up in
the last 15 minutes and the ride was getting distinctly bumpy. She
debated asking Ellie to turn back, knowing Ellie would do it in a
heartbeat - she only had to ask. But she didn’t want to look like a
wuss in front of all the others. Why was it that she was the
only one who ever got sick on these stupid flights? Her stomach
pitched and rolled with the plane, threatening to betray her with
an eruption of vomit. She pictured her half digested lunch
splattered all over the window and the back of poor Ellie’s head.
Oooo, bad image, she thought. Mark had told her to focus on
the horizon, but she just couldn’t bring herself to open her eyes.
She groaned and prayed that her stomach would settle. What on
earth had possessed her to eat a cheeseburger and fries before
coming on this damn flight?

“No snow -
melt’s all done,” Ellie said, hoping Tony would take the hint. Her
eyes followed the river upstream as far as she could see; it went
well off into the wooded distance. Aside from a few remnant pieces
along the banks, there was no ice to be seen in the river. From
Ellie’s perspective, they were done out here; in fact, they’d been
done for a good half hour. There was nothing to see in the upper
basin; the river breakup was long since over and the snowmelt
runoff was receding. With absolutely no scientific value to her in
flying further upstream, she stressed over the possibility that
they could be missing something important back near town - like an
ice jam flood. She mentally kicked herself for agreeing to come
along on this interminable flight.

Tony heard
Ellie talking but didn’t catch the gist of it - he didn’t even try.
Between the steady drone of the plane’s engine and the background
static on the old headset he wore, he couldn’t pick up anything
these two were saying. He’d given up on trying to make sense of
their chatter about five minutes into the flight. He could guess
what it was about though - she probably wanted to turn back to Hay
River. No stick-to-it-ness, these bloody southerners, he
thought. There was no way he was going to come all the way the hell
up here and then turn back before finishing. How stupid would
that be?

Ellie sighed
again, resigned to waiting it out for as long as it took. Tony was
cantankerous at the best of times, but she was still fond of him.
He’d been watching this river breakup for more than 30 years now
and she appreciated how generous he’d been with his time and
knowledge. So, even though she was paying for this flight, she
wasn’t prepared to upset him by insisting that they should turn
back. Still, it drove her crazy not knowing what was going on back
in town. She checked her cell phone for the thousandth time -
hoping to see a text message from one of her other grad students,
but there was no coverage this far out into the bush. Damn,
she thought, anything could be happening back in town by
n...

The plane
lurched wildly, cutting short the thought and she was thrown
forward for a second, then slammed back against her seat. The
engine clanked once, coughed twice, then cut out completely. Black
smoke belched from the nose as the prop shuddered to a stop. Mark,
jolted out of the daze induced by the hot, stuffy cabin, began
pushing and pulling knobs all over the control panel, his feet
working the rudder pedals as the plane started to pitch and
yaw.

“What’s going
on?” Brenda cried, jolting upright. “Mark! What’s happening?”

Mark ignored
her as he hit the radio button. “Mayday, mayday, mayday. This is
Tango, Golf, Echo, Bravo. Tango, Golf, Echo, Bravo. Tango, Golf,
Echo, Bravo. Forty kilometers southeast of Meander River, four
souls on board. Engine failure - forced landing… Tango, Golf, Echo,
Bravo.” Then, remembering that the others in the plane could hear
him, he flicked the switch to cut the cabin intercom off from the
radio communications. Tony watched as Mark’s lips continued moving,
relaying the mayday message several times.

Ellie turned to
look at Brenda, now sitting bolt upright in her seat, tightening
her seatbelt. Brenda’s eyes were wide and her mouth was puckered
into a tight ‘o’. Ellie figured that more than one of her own
orifices was doing the exact same thing.

Brenda found
her voice. “Forced landing? Ellie, what does he mean by…?”

The intercom
snapped to life, interrupting her. “Stow your gear in your
knapsacks and put them in the back,” Mark ordered. “Check that your
seatbelts are securely fastened.” He flicked the button and went
back to his radio calls.

Ellie began
stuffing all of the loose bits of equipment that had been on her
lap and on the seat beside her - camera, GPS, cell phone, laptop,
voice recorder, camcorder and field book - into her own knapsack.
She looked over her shoulder at Brenda. “Can you,” she paused, her
voice cracking, cleared her throat and tried again. “Can you put
this on the floor beside you?” Brenda, ramrod stiff and eyes
glazed, grabbed the bag and dragged it over the seat back. It
clumped to the floor.

---

The plane was
gliding now, gradually losing altitude. Mark was still talking
continuously into his mike, but with the engines silent, it came
through to the three passengers as a low murmur through their heavy
headsets. They jumped as Mark again switched back over to the
intercom, his voice bursting through the silence of the whistling
descent.

“Everybody,
listen up. The engine is dead - I can’t restart it. We’re going to
have to land somewhere out here and wait for help. There’s nothing
to worry about, we’re all fine and I can land it easily with no
engine.”

The other three
gaped at Mark as he said this; all simultaneously thinking the same
thing. We’re going to crash!

“Ideally, I’d
like to set it down on a straight stretch of road, but we may have
to settle for a clearing,” Mark continued. “So take a look around
you - there’s no time to go hunting, so we need to decide on a spot
in the next few seconds. If we can’t see it now, then we can’t use
it.”

“Brenda, do you
want to look to the rear?” Ellie asked. “I can look sideways.”

“Good idea,”
Mark said. “Tony and I will look forward.”

“There’s a road
behind us to the right!” Brenda said - her nose pressed to the
window. “It disappears behind the plane. It’s a winding road
though.”

“I can see it
coming around from the back and up to a patch of bald ground off to
the left there,” Ellie added. “Looks like it leads into an area
that’s been stripped by logging.” She stretched across the empty
seat beside her, straining to see. “It’s pretty winding on this
side, too - but there is a short straight stretch just before the
clearing.”

Mark banked to
the left and turned to look over his left shoulder. “Shit!” he
said. “It’s on the side of a hill!”

Ellie was back
at the right window. “There’s nothing over here on the right for
sure,” she said. “Bush as far as the eye can see. Tony - do you see
anything out ahead?” Tony had no trouble hearing her now, with the
engine silent.

“Goddamned
trees! What do you think?” he snorted. Then he turned to Mark. “You
really think you can land this piece of junk without killing all of
us?”

Brenda’s
responding whimper was barely audible, but Ellie caught it and
turned to squeeze her knee. “Don’t worry, we’re going to be fine.”
Brenda nodded, but her eyes betrayed her disbelief. Ellie couldn’t
say much - she wished she could believe it herself.

“I’ll do my
best,” Mark said. “Let’s just hope that last straight stretch of
road is long enough.” He knew it wasn’t, but there was no point
worrying everyone even more by admitting that. There weren’t any
other options.

“Okay, here we
go,” Mark said, banking the plane to the left. “This is what I need
you all to do. First, sit facing straight forward, and tighten your
seat belts until you squeak. Ellie, Brenda - did you get all your
gear stowed? We don’t need projectiles flying around the cabin as
we land.”

“Yup. It’s
done,” Ellie said, mentally noting that nothing would be expected
to fly around the cabin if this was actually going to be a
‘landing’. She didn’t put voice to the thought though; Brenda was
already hyperventilating over the intercom.

“Okay, good.
Put on your jackets, hat and mitts.”

“I haven’t got
any goddamn hat and mitts,” Tony complained, but Mark ignored
him.

“Now, remember
the first aid kit is under my seat, the fire extinguisher is here
between the two front seats.” He pointed to the red cylinder
clamped to the floor between him and Tony. “The survival kit is in
the tail; so is the ELT. It should activate automatically when we
land…”

When we
crash, Ellie thought, pulling her Sherpa hat on and stuffing
her hair up under it.

“ELT?” Brenda
asked.

“Emergency
locator transmitter!” Mark shot back. “Christ, Brenda - didn’t you
listen to a word of my safety briefing? I don’t have time for
this!”

“Oh right,
sorry…”

“As soon as
we’re safely on the ground, we need to get everyone out of the
plane and get all of the useful equipment and supplies a little
ways away from it.”

In case
there’s a fire, Ellie thought.

“If anything
happens to me, remember to check that the ELT has activated - the
light should come on and start to flash. Do you all remember how to
turn it on if you need to?” Brenda and Ellie confirmed; Tony didn’t
answer. He was staring out the front window, mesmerized.

“Tony! Pay
attention!” Mark elbowed him, then continued. “Be sure to stay near
the plane. It’s the only way people can find you. Don’t start
wandering off, no matter how long it takes for help to come. We’re
too far from Meander River to walk back there anyway. So just stay
put by the plane and keep together.”

“What do you
mean, no matter how long it takes for them to come?” Brenda asked,
the pitch of her voice elevating a notch. “I thought you called the
Hay River airport? Haven’t they already sent help?”

Mark didn’t
answer, focusing all of his attention on setting up his approach.
He didn’t really want to answer.

“Mark?” Ellie
said, she too sounded a bit more alarmed. “You did get a hold of
someone, didn’t you?”

“Of course he
didn’t!” Tony snorted. “That radio can’t reach all the way back to
Hay River and there’s nothing else for 200 miles! He’s been talking
to himself.”

“Oh God… Mark,
is that true?” Ellie asked.

“Yes,” Mark
admitted. “We’re too far from anywhere for anyone to pick up our
call.”

“Ooooh shit,”
Brenda gasped in response to this news.

“Don’t freak
out on me now! My boss has done this flight with Tony dozens of
times. He knows exactly where we were going and that we’ve been
following the river.”

“Yes, but we’re
not following the river anymore,” Ellie said.

“Okay, enough
already!” Mark cut her off. They were getting quite low now. “I’ve
got to line up my final approach here and I need to concentrate.
Ellie, Tony - take off your glasses and put them in a seat or coat
pocket. If any of you have any sharp objects in your pockets, stuff
them in the seat pocket, too. …false teeth, partial plates,
whatever… take them out now.” Brenda and Tony put thumbs to
mouths.

“Okay Tony, I
need you to unlatch your door. Don’t open it - just release the
latch.”

Tony struggled
with it, but the catch was stiff and wouldn’t release.

“Forget it
Tony, just get ready to land - okay everyone, this is it! Put your
head on your knees, cross your arms over your head and brace
yourselves. No more talking - I need to concentrate now.”

Brenda, Ellie
and Tony did as told.

Shit, shit,
shit, thought Ellie, her face pressed to her knees, her heart
thumping. I should have told Mark to turn back a half hour ago.
Why am I always such a bloody wimp? Why can I never speak up for
myself? Damn, damn, damn…

Shit!
Mark thought, his heart thumping, too. He was nearing tree top
level flying low over the winding road, lining up with the straight
segment out ahead. The clearing at the end of the little road was
littered with logging debris and three foot high tree stumps stuck
up everywhere. He prayed to God for a miracle - that he could get
the plane safely on the ground and stopped, before the road ran
out. At least we’re landing upwind, he thought. Otherwise
I’d really be in deep ca-ca… Oh ya, like I’m not already in deep
ca-ca. He made his “mayday’ call one last time - dictating his
coordinates as he read them off the GPS, and then prepared for
final. Power back, full flaps… He mentally went through his
landing checklist.

He eased the
plane down onto the dirt logging road, relieved that it was
semi-level despite being cut into the side of the hill. As soon as
the wheels touched the ground he pushed the toes of both feet onto
the tops of the rudder pedals, braking as hard as he could. The
plane bounced a few times on the rough road, veering from side to
side in reaction to the heavy braking. Like the others, Mark was
hyperventilating now, too. Beside him, Tony sat up and looked
straight ahead. “Head down, Tony!” Mark yelled, but Tony ignored
him - his gaze transfixed.

“Jesus, Mary
and Joseph!” Tony swore. “The field’s full of giant stumps!”

“Shut up, Tony
and put your goddamn head down!” Mark hollered back at him, as the
plane burst out of the trees and into the opening. The ground
sloped sharply to the right here. Mark worked the rudder pedals,
desperately trying to weave in and around stumps of varying
heights, but they were too closely spaced and the plane was not
sufficiently maneuverable. “Shit!” he said, as the left wheel hit
one. The plane tipped to the right and began to roll onto the wing.
There was still enough forward momentum to make the plane tip
forward as well and it started to cartwheel. Mark, helpless to do
anything to control the plane’s motion now, switched his focus to
checking that things were turned off. He braced his left hand on
the steering column and reached with his right, “Electrics, fuel,
ignition…” he drilled, trying to calm himself.

Tony’s head
lurched forward and hit the console with a crack as the plane
pitched over. Mark managed to get both hands back on the column
just in time to brace himself as the plane started to pivot on the
nose and right wingtip. Ellie and Brenda, heads still on knees,
were both pushed forward into the seats in front of them.

The first
revolution snapped the right wing, and the plane folded over onto
it, rotating onto its back. All four of them were now swinging by
their lap belts; Ellie and Brenda trying to keep their arms crossed
over their heads, Mark still holding the steering column in a death
grip. Tony was limp, his beefy arms swaying with the cabin motion,
knuckles slapping on the walls and ceiling.

The plane slid
tail first for a second, then hit a couple more stumps and started
to cartwheel again. It pitched up onto the tail and left wing just
as it hit a break in the slope. Picking up speed, it bounced
through a further three revolutions, the left wing and part of the
tail breaking off in the process. The four passengers were thrown
back and forth, their seatbelts offering little protection.
Headsets whipped around inside the cabin, battering them as the
plane rotated.

They finally
hit the tree line partway through the fourth turn, slamming to a
halt on their left side, back end slightly up. It had been less
than a minute since the wheels first touched ground.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


Ellie was the
first to stir, though she was still a bit dazed. She had a vague
recollection of her head smacking the side window during each
revolution. She struggled to look to her right, and saw that the
window was cracked in a star pattern. “Owww,” she gasped, hand
reaching up to her right temple. It felt wet. She looked at her
hand; it was soaked with blood. Just then she realized that her
right foot hurt, too. Hurt like hell, in fact. She peered down but
couldn’t see it; it was twisted under Tony’s seat.

“Ellie?” Brenda
was tapping her on the shoulder. “You okay?”

“Yes, mostly, I
think. How about you? Are you hurt?” Ellie struggled to peer over
her shoulder to see Brenda, but the elevated tail, combined with
her pinned right foot, made it difficult.

“A good bump on
the head, but that seems to be all,” Brenda replied. “But…but… Oh
my god, Ellie! Look! I think Mark and Tony are dead!” Her voice
cracked as she pointed to the front of the plane.

Ellie turned to
look down at the two men. Both were slumped forward onto the
console. The windscreen and dashboard were spattered with blood.
“Don’t worry,” she said. They’re probably just unconscious.” She
thought for a minute. “Listen, we can’t help them until we get out
of here ourselves.”

“Okay,” Brenda
said.

“Right then.
Well, I’m going to need your help. My foot is snagged under Tony’s
seat, and I think my ankle might be broken. Are you sure you’re not
hurt; do you think you can try to get us out?”

“Sure,” Brenda
said. “I’ve just got to get my seatbelt undone…” Brenda braced
herself on the back of Ellie’s seat and Ellie grimaced with pain as
the shifting ground her foot in a twisting motion. Then there was a
clink of metal as Brenda managed to pop her seatbelt. She crumpled
forward onto the back of Ellie’s seat.

“Oooo,” Ellie
whimpered, pain shooting up her leg.

“Sorry,” Brenda
said, as she rotated left onto the back of the empty seat beside
Ellie. She crawled over the back of it then turned, looking left
then right.

“How are we
going to get out? There are no doors back here.”

“I think the
window beside me will pop out if you kick it,” Ellie replied,
fiddling with the latch. “It’s supposed to be some sort of
emergency exit. Here, let me grab onto something so I can lean back
out of your way.” She reached over her head and braced her arms on
the ceiling. “Okay,” she grunted, pushing herself back as best she
could. “Go ahead.”

Brenda
stretched her legs out in front of Ellie and braced her left foot
on the window frame. She pulled her right foot back a bit, then
punched it into the window. It popped out easily, clattering down
over the side of the plane and onto the ground.

“Okay, can you
climb out past me?” Ellie asked. “I need you to try to get Tony out
so we can move his seat forward.”

“Okay, just a
sec,” Brenda said, pulling her legs under herself. She stood up,
pushing her head and shoulders out of the window. She tried not to
jostle Ellie too much as she wriggled out past her.

“Careful,”
Ellie warned. “We might be a bit unstable.”

“Yup - I know,”
Brenda replied. “The tail, what’s left of it, is wedged in these
branches here; it looks pretty solid. Actually, I can stand on this
low branch and still reach the door. Just a sec…”

She briefly
disappeared from view, then popped up beside Tony’s window. She
jiggled the door for a second and then managed to wrench it open.
With the right wing strut gone, she was able to crank it right over
and the hinges creaked as she pushed it beyond the full open
position. Reaching in, she put two fingers on Tony’s neck. Then her
hand jerked back. “Jesus, Ellie,” she said, “He’s got no pulse!”
She looked left and right. “And there’s a gash on his forehead -
the blood is all over his cheek and ear.”

It’s okay,
Bren,” Ellie said. “It could just be that his heartbeat is faint.
Feel his chest. Make sure he’s breathing.”

“Oh God, Ellie
- you’ve got to be kidding!” Her eyes brimmed with tears.

“You can do it.
Bren. Remember your first aid - look, listen, feel - go on, see if
he’s breathing.”

Brenda wiped
her cheeks with her hands, then rubbed them on her jeans. She
grabbed the door frame and leaned in to put her ear near Tony’s
mouth. She didn’t feel or hear any breathing.

Ellie waited a
few seconds then said. “Well, what do you think? Is he
breathing?”

Brenda placed
the palm of her hand on Tony’s barrel chest as Ellie held her own
breath. “No. Nothing. He’s not breathing.”

“Okay then,
you’re going to need to do CPR on him.”

“I don’t think
it will help him, Ellie - his eyes are wide open and they’re
completely blank… Just a sec.” Brenda braced herself with her right
hand, then covered Tony’s right eye with her left palm. She held it
there a few seconds before removing it and peering in at his eye.
Then she covered his left eye briefly and did the same check. “No
response in either pupil. I think… No, I’m sure…” she gulped. “He’s
dead, Ellie.”

“First aiders
can’t pronounce death, Bren. You’re going to have to do CPR on
him.”

“Remember what
they told us on the course?” Brenda asked. “There is no way we are
going to revive him with CPR and it will be hours until help comes.
It would be totally pointless to start CPR on him. Besides - he’s
dead, Ell. I’m sure of it.”

“Dead,” Ellie
repeated the word, squinting back tears. “Oh shit.” She and Brenda
looked at each other for a few seconds. Then the throbbing pain in
Ellie’s ankle became unbearable. “Ohhh!” She hunched forward,
rocking with the pain.

“Oh Ellie!”
Brenda cried.

Ellie waved her
hand. “No. No. It’s okay, really. Check on Mark, okay?”

“Are you
sure?”

Ellie
nodded.

“Okay.” She
pulled her head out of the cabin and squatted down to peer under
the plane. “Do you think I can do it from below?”

“I doubt it,”
Ellie said. “He’s slumped against the door - he’d fall out the
minute you opened it… Well his arms and legs would at least,” she
added, remembering that he was still buckled in. “If he has a
spinal injury, then that could really mess him up. You’re going to
have to reach across.”

“Okay, alright.
Just a sec…” Brenda rearranged her footing a bit and then pushed
her upper body through the door, struggling with Tony’s bulk as she
tried to squeeze past. His seat strained backward and Ellie winced
again as the pressure increased the twist on her foot.

“He’s got a
pulse!” Brenda said, two fingers on Mark’s neck. “And he seems to
be breathing, a bit at least. He’s got a nasty crack on the head
though. Not as bad as Tony’s, but still bleeding profusely.”

Okay - well
feel his fingers, are they warm?”

“Yup.”

“Can you see
his legs - are they pinned or free?”

“They look free
- he hasn’t got any other obvious injuries besides the cut on his
head. I’ve got to get him out of here though. I really can’t do a
proper exam on him while he’s cramped up in the plane.”

“Do you think
you should? If you move him, you could paralyze him.”

“If you’ve got
a better suggestion, I’d be interested in hearing it.”

“I don’t know,
but I sure wouldn’t mind getting out of here myself - my ankle is
screaming with pain and I can see blood soaking into my pant
leg.”

“Okay, well
there is no way we are going to do that from the right door - I’m
not strong enough to pull Tony or you up out of the plane -
especially when it’s perched in a tree.”

“Yes, that’s
true,” Ellie agreed. They both thought for a few moments.

“Look Ellie,”
Brenda said. “I don’t see that we have a choice. I can’t take care
of Mark’s injuries while he is still in the plane and I can’t treat
yours either. His heart rate is normal, his breathing is strong and
he has no other visible injuries other than that knock on the head.
So I say we take our chances and get you all out of the plane.”

Ellie was very
uncomfortable with this but she had to agree with Brenda. This
wasn’t a car accident scene on a busy highway. They were a good two
hours’ flight from Hay River and no one even knew yet that they
were in trouble. Chances are that it would be hours before help
came. They might even have to wait overnight.

“Okay,” she
said finally. “See if you can get him out. That you will have to do
from below.”

Right,” Brenda
said, pushing herself back up and out the door. She disappeared
again, then Ellie could see her to the left, outside Mark’s door.
“It’s caught on a branch - hang on!” Brenda yelled, then she
disappeared again.

Realizing what
Brenda was about to do, Ellie shouted, “Brenda, don’t!” The plane
shook and then started to slide. “Brenda! Get out of the way, it’s
going to slip!”

Brenda burst
out from the underside and ran to the right, just as the whole
fuselage jolted and dropped. It only fell a few feet, but the
jarring as it hit the ground sent shockwaves of pain up Ellie’s
leg. Ooo - not good, Ellie thought, fighting back tears and
nausea.

They were on
the ground now and, fortunately, the plane had rocked back over
into a more normal attitude as it fell. Brenda came back up to
Mark’s door and opened it, catching him as he slumped sideways. She
reached in to undo his buckle and then did her best to ease his
slide to the ground.

“Shit!” Brenda
grunted, as Mark’s feet bumped over the doorsill and the two of
them tumbled to the dirt. “For such a skinny guy he’s a handful!”
she said, struggling to get out from under him.

Well, that
does it, thought Ellie. If he’s got a spinal injury, he’s
probably paralyzed by now. She didn’t bother to voice this to
Brenda.

Brenda dragged
Mark a little ways from the plane, then took off her jacket, balled
it up and tucked it under his head. It was a few minutes before she
returned.

“Okay,” said
Ellie. “Did you check him over for wounds? Any immediate first aid
needed?”

“Nothing I
could tell. His breathing still sounds normal, pulse is normal.
He’s got a huge goose egg under that cut on his head but nothing
obvious other than that. No broken bones that I could feel or other
wounds I could see. Toes and fingers still warm. I put him in the
recovery position.”

“Alright - well
let’s hope that he comes to soon - and that he doesn’t have a
serious concussion. Do you think you can get Tony out now?”

“Yes, I think
so, but it won’t be pretty - he’s short but he looks like he weighs
a ton. I’ll never be able to get him out of there gracefully.”

“Well, I
suspect he’ll forgive us,” Ellie said. “He’s a bit past complaining
about it anyway,” she added, earning a weak grin from Brenda.

Brenda went
around to the other side, undid Tony’s seatbelt and caught him as
he slumped to the right. It took a few minutes of wrestling and
tugging, but she finally managed to get him out of the plane and
onto the ground. Ellie saw his blank stare and blood streaked face,
as Brenda dragged him across towards Mark. Poor Tony, she
thought, wishing again she’d had the guts to insist they turn back
at Meander River.

Brenda hurried
back over to Ellie. Reaching in to grab the seat lever she asked,
“Ready?”

“Ah, maybe grab
the first aid kit first,” Ellie suggested. “It should be under
Mark’s seat.”

“Oh ya, right.”
Brenda nodded, stretched across and fished under Mark’s seat until
her hand landed on the metal box. “Got it!” she said, turning to
place it on the ground. She was back in a second. “Okay, ready
now?”

“As ready as
I’ll ever be, I guess,” Ellie said, and braced herself for the
agony. Brenda pushed the lever and jiggled the seat.

“Oooooohhhhhh!
Shiiit! No! No, stop!” Ellie cried as the movement wrenched her
foot.

“Sorry,” Brenda
said, intensifying her struggle. “It’s stuck. Just a sec…. Almost
there...” She bent in closer to get a better grip. “There! Got it!”
she said, as the seat jolted forward.

“Aaaaaahhhh -
oh my god!” Ellie cried as blood gushed out of the wound on the
front of her ankle. The foot was turned outward to the side at an
unnatural angle.

“Holy shit!”
Brenda stood there, gaping.

“Quick,” Ellie
said. “Get a pressure bandage - we need to stop the bleeding.”

“What? Oh, ya,
right!” Brenda backed out and squatted down to rummage through the
first aid kit. She was back quickly, shoving Tony’s seat further
forward and reaching behind it to press the bandage onto Ellie’s
foot.


“Aaaoooooowwww!” Ellie cried. “Dammit, that hurts!”

“Sorry, sorry,
Ellie.” Brenda strained to look over her shoulder. “Can you apply
pressure yourself?” I need to get something to wrap around it.”
Ellie nodded and leaned forward to hold the bandage in place as
Brenda reached down to get at the first aid kit. She pulled out a
roll of tape and squeezed back in to strap it around Ellie’s
ankle.

“Ooooohhhh
God.” Involuntary tears started running down Ellie’s cheeks.

“Sorry Ellie,”
Brenda said, looking up at her. “I’m trying to be as gentle as I
can. It’s just hard to get at it.”

“I know,” Ellie
forced a smile. “You’re doing a great job, Brenda. Really. Go
ahead.”

Brenda returned
a fraction of a smile and bent back to the job, strapping the
bandage until the pressure made Ellie want to scream. “There, all
done. I think the bleeding is under control now.”

“Okay then, I
need to get out of here now,” Ellie said, struggling to release her
belt.

“Wait!” Brenda
held up her hand. “Don’t you think we should splint it first? You
could twist it pretty bad getting it out of there.”

“It’s already
twisted pretty badly,” Ellie replied, though she had to admit she
didn’t really want it twisted any more. “Besides, it’s hard enough
to put on a splint when you can see what you’re doing.”

“It’s okay, I
can see fine. Just wait there, and don’t unbuckle your belt yet.”
She dropped down to the ground and rummaged in the first aid kit
for a splint. Nothing. “Shit! What a piece of crap this kit is!”
She looked around - there were a lot of twigs and branches lying
around the clearing. She hunted about until she found four good
sturdy straight branches about a foot in length, then came back
over to the door of the plane. “Ellie, can you reach my knapsack? I
need my pocket knife.”

Ellie grimaced
as she fumbled behind her seat, stretching her arm to grab a pack.
She dragged it over the back of the seat beside her, then groaned
in disgust. “Shit, it’s mine. Just a sec - I need a minute before I
try again.” Taking a few deep breaths, she tried to stop herself
from screaming in pain. Then she reached back a second time.
Brenda’s bag was right there - she snagged it easily, pulling it
over the back of the seat on top of her own.

Brenda reached
across and managed to grab it before it tumbled into Ellie’s lap.
Rummaging around inside, she found the pocket knife and used it to
strip the twigs and buds off each of the four branches and then dug
around in the first aid kit for something to use as strapping. She
lucked out this time - it had two big tensor bandages. Bringing the
gear into the cabin, she went to work on Ellie’s ankle. They both
agreed that she had to move the ankle back into a semi-normal
position, so there was a bit of screaming, and a lot of crying, as
this was done. Brenda finally managed to get the ankle strapped up
in a nice herringbone with the splints inside. She looked up at
Ellie with a smile as she finished.

Ellie forced
herself to smile back. “Thanks Bren - terrific job.”

“Okay, let’s
try to get you out of here now.”

Ellie flipped
the seatbelt lever and tumbled forward onto Brenda.

“Owww,” Brenda
said.

“Oops, sorry,”
Ellie said, grabbing the window frame to her right, trying to pull
her weight off Brenda.

“No problem,”
Brenda said, backing out a bit. “Okay, ready?” She extended her
arms to Ellie. Try to brace your left foot on the seat there and
I’ll try to turn you around and pull you out backwards.”

It took a few
minutes of struggling, but between them, they managed a somewhat
less than graceful exit for Ellie, as well. She passed out before
she hit the ground.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


Forty five
minutes later, Ellie regained consciousness to find herself propped
up against a tree with a puffy down sleeping bag wrapped around her
and a bandage taped to the scrape on her head. Brenda had pulled
all the gear from the plane and was sitting on the ground beside
Ellie, sifting through everything. Beside Ellie, Mark was still out
cold; Brenda had him on his side, cocooned in a warm sleeping bag
as well - with a jacket folded under his bandaged head.

“Hey,” she said
to Brenda. It was more of a croak than a greeting.

“Hey yourself,”
Brenda said, smiling with relief. “Good to see your eyes open.” She
gestured to the pile in front of her. “You thirsty… hungry? Sweet
F-A in the plane’s survival gear, other than two sleeping bags, a
cook stove, fuel and matches. But we’ve got six half liter bottles
of water, eight large bags of chicken soup, a huge box of granola
bars, a small jar of peanut butter, four Snickers bars and a bag of
toffees in our kit. How did you come up with that combination?”

Ellie smiled
and shrugged.

Brenda
continued. “Fire starters, water proof matches, flares, air horn,
and a flashlight. Oh, and one more sleeping bag. Thank God we
brought our own stuff. Mark didn’t have much at all!”

“You know what
we don’t have though?” Ellie asked.

“What?”

“Satellite
phone. I rented the bloody things for the drive up from Edmonton -
then never even thought to bring it along on this flight. Stupid,
stupid, stupid…”

“Oh no.” Brenda
slumped back. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

“Do you have my
bag there, Bren,” Ellie asked, changing the subject.

Brenda reached
across to the right of the pile of bags and equipment. “Yup, here,
just a sec - I’ll bring it to you.”

“No, that’s
okay - just look in the right outside pocket. There should be a few
pill bottles with my prescriptions and a pink fabric case with some
patent meds in it.”

Brenda unzipped
the pocket and fished inside, pulling the fabric case out first.
She unzipped it. “Good God, Ellie!” you’ve got everything in here
but the kitchen sink! Gravol, Imodium, Divol, Allegran…” She fished
around some more. “If we get the trots, a rash or start barfing,
we’re all set. Nothing for pain though.”

“The
prescriptions,” Ellie said.

Brenda dug back
into the bag and fished out two prescription bottles. She looked at
each as she pulled it out. “Wow! Tylenol 3 with codeine? And… nope,
I can’t pronounce this one… Novo- something or other?”

“Never travel
without it,” Ellie smiled, and reached out her hand.

“Which one do
you want?” Brenda asked.

“All of the
above,” Ellie said, “and possibly a swig of water to wash them
down?”

Brenda grabbed
one of the water bottles with her free hand and jumped up to pass
Ellie her meds. “So what’s with the heavy duty
pharmaceuticals?”

“I always carry
them with me when I’m in the field. I’ve had them ever since I
dislocated my shoulder. It doesn’t take me much to get stoned, so
the ones I was given went a long way - I’ve had these leftovers for
years.”

“Oh,” Brenda
said. “I didn’t know you’d dislocated your shoulder.”

“Three years
ago now,” Ellie said, “before you joined the group. Slipped going
down a steep bank and tumbled all the way to the bottom. It was way
out in the middle of nowhere - took forever to get back to a
hospital. Very painful.” She shook several pills into her hand.
“Anyway, thank God for these now - I am going to take a full dose
of both the pain killer and the muscle relaxant. Hopefully it will
take the dull roar off this ankle.”

Brenda
unscrewed the top off the water bottle and handed it to Ellie.
Ellie took three short swigs as she took the pills, then looked up
to Brenda for permission to drink more.

“It’s okay, go
ahead. There are still some patches of snow in around the trees for
us to use if the bottled water runs out.”

Ellie drank
deeply, then sighed and leaned back against the tree. “I hope that
takes the edge off this agony.” Then she handed the water bottle up
to Brenda and said, “Did you check the ELT?”

“Tried to - but
can’t find it. It must be in the section of the tail that broke
off.”

Ellie put a
hand to her brow and looked up the slope. “Do you see the tail
piece that broke off?”

Brenda capped
her brow as well and followed Ellie’s gaze. “There it is,” she
pointed to the left, a couple of hundred yards up the slope. She
turned and jogged up the hill towards it.

Ellie watched,
hopeful, as Brenda reached the tail piece. Brenda struggled with
it, but finally managed to turn it over. She peered inside, then
sat back hard on her heels. Oh great, Ellie thought, it’s
been thrown clear.

Brenda got to
her feet and started scouring the slope. Ellie was impressed;
Brenda was working her way uphill following the debris trail in a
zigzag grid pattern. She continued her search for almost an hour,
working her way right up to the road and back down to the plane,
before giving up.

Ellie, who had
dozed off during this interval, was jolted awake as Brenda flopped
down beside her.

“I can’t find
the bloody thing!”

Ellie looked at
her watch. “Look,” she said. “It’s pushing five. We should have a
fire next, just in case someone comes looking. And to keep us warm
- it’s really starting to cool off.”

“Who’s going to
come looking?” Brenda griped. “No one heard Mark’s radio call,
we’ve got no ELT and we’re nowhere near the frigging river! We’re
completely screwed!”

Ellie
appreciated that Brenda didn’t mention the forgotten satellite
phone as she listed off their problems and deficiencies. Fearing
that Brenda would get hysterical, she did her best to reassure her.
“The ELT might still be working, even though you didn’t find
it.”

“It might also
be that I couldn’t find it because it’s smashed to a million
pieces! There’s bits of electronic gadgetry all over that slope,”
countered Brenda.

Ellie tried a
different tact, appealing to Brenda’s sympathy in an effort to
distract her. “Well, we still need a fire to keep warm, eh? I’m
freezing.”

“Oh God, Ellie!
I’m so sorry,” said Brenda, jumping up and looking around. “Well,
there’s plenty of readymade firewood around,” she said, waving her
arms at a number of large piles of brush left behind by the logging
operation. “Why don’t I just light one of these? It would make a
huge fire.”

“Should be safe
enough,” said Ellie. “The ground is still pretty wet from the
snowmelt.”

“Let’s hope the
wood’s not too wet then,” Brenda said, walking over to the nearest
pile. She rummaged around a bit. “Well the bottom of the pile still
has wet snow in it, but the stuff at the top is dry as a bone. I’m
going to give it a go.” She walked back over to her pile of goodies
and pulled out the matches and the fire sticks.

---

It was dark
before Mark finally came to. Ellie and Brenda were perched against
adjacent trees, bundled up in the puffy sleeping bags, sipping
chicken noodle soup and watching the fire when he groaned.

He tried to sit
up. “Ohhh, what the f…?”

Brenda hopped
up and went over to him. “Don’t try to move too quickly,” she
warned, supporting him as he sat up.

His hand went
up and he discovered the bandage on his forehead. “Jesus, that
hurts!” Then he looked around. “What happened?”

“Since when?”
Brenda asked.

“Since Meander
River,” he said. “Last thing I remember was that crotchety old
bastard insisting that we go up to the Chinchaga.”

“Well, we
didn’t make it there,” said Ellie. “And that crotchety old bastard
is dead, thank-you very much.”

“Dead? Ooowww!”
His head pounded with the sudden movement of sitting up to that
news; he turned to Ellie. “How?”

“Don’t know,”
Brenda said. “I think he hit his head in the crash, or perhaps he
died of a heart attack…”

“Christ,” Mark
said. “We crashed? What happened?”

Oh, oh -
concussion, Ellie thought.

Brenda and
Ellie filled him in on the details. By the time they finished, the
pounding in Mark’s head had subsided to dull thunder. “Tony’s dead?
I just can’t believe it. Are you really sure?” Ellie and Brenda
nodded in unison. Mark, shocked by disbelief, just sat there lost
in thought - Brenda and Ellie said nothing, both fighting back
tears. Finally, Mark struggled to get up. “I need to, um...”

Pushing up to
her feet Brenda suggested, “how about we close our eyes, and you
stay on your knees to go?”

He was forced
to agree, his head was swimming. Brenda and Ellie looked the other
way until he finished.

“Where is
Tony’s body?” Mark asked.

“I wrapped him
up in a tarp and left him by the plane,” Brenda said. “I didn’t
know what else to do really.”

“We need to
pile some rocks up on the body to protect it against scavenging
animals.”

“Oh really? I
never thought of that,” Brenda said. “How the hell are we going do
that in the dark?”

“You’re not,”
Ellie said. “It’s too late now. Besides, there aren’t enough rocks
around here to bury a mouse, let alone a man.”

“True,” Brenda
said. “I haven’t seen hardly any.”

“We should try
to get him back into the plane then,” Mark said.

“I don’t think
that’s practical,” said Ellie. “Rigor mortis will have set in by
now and he’s laid out straight. He’ll never fit. Plus, with the
wings and one tail section torn off, not to mention the right rear
window popped out, there’s no way to keep animals out of the
plane.”

“Should we
bring him over by the fire?” Brenda asked.

“Hmm - not
sure,” Mark said. “It might just attract animals over to us. I
guess we’d be best off just to leave him over by the plane.”

“Are you
hungry?” Brenda asked, changing the subject. “We made some soup.
It’s still warm.”

“Ah, no thanks
- not now anyway. Actually, I feel a bit sick to my stomach.”

“Here, let me
help you sit up for a while,” Brenda said, helping him to shuffle
over to a tree beside the two of them. “Are you warm enough? Do you
think you’re okay, aside from the head injury?”

“Yeah, aside
from this splitting headache - I think I’m okay.”

“Why don’t you
give him a Gravol for the nausea?” Ellie suggested to Brenda.

“Oh ya, sure,
good idea.” Brenda dug through the first aid kit where she’d stowed
all of Ellie’s meds. Then she handed Mark a pill and a water
bottle.

As he took the
pill, he asked, “Is the ELT on? Did you try the radio?” He took a
huge drink without even asking about the status of the water
supply.

“No idea on
either,” Brenda said. “ELT’s missing and…”

“Missing?” Mark
interrupted her. “How can it be missing?”

“A piece of the
tail broke off in the crash,” Ellie explained.

“Well, we’ve
got to find it then!” Mark tried to push to his feet. “Oowww!” He
barely got his backside off the ground before he had to sit down
again. He put his hand to his temple.

“Take it easy,”
Brenda said, trying to ease him back into a lying position. “I
looked everywhere for it - it’s nowhere to be found. Maybe it
shattered on impact.”

“Can’t be,”
Mark said. “It’s designed to withstand a crash.”

“Well,” Ellie
said. “It’s academic at this point. You can’t hunt for it in the
dark.”

“I guess that’s
true,” Mark agreed, leaning back. “What about the radio - did you
try that?”

“I’ve no idea
how to even turn the radio on,” Brenda said.

“It’s easy,”
Mark said. “Just hit the red master switch over on the left to turn
the power on, then press the transmit button on the tip of the
steering column handle to talk. I would have left it on the
emergency channel if I’d made a distress call.” He paused. “I did
make a mayday call, didn’t I?”

“You did, but
no one heard it,” Brenda said.

He thought
about this for a minute. “Well, if it is working, we’ll want to
save the battery until we hear a search plane.”

“How long will
that take?” Ellie asked.

“Hmm, let’s
see, we went down about what time?”

“Just after 2
pm,” Brenda said.

“Okay. Well
then, they probably didn’t start looking until late this afternoon.
It could be tomorrow, or it might take a few days. Last contact
with my boss would probably have been before Meander River, so
they’ll start by following the river, but they’ll check all the
clearings upstream of there, too.”

Brenda was
shocked. “But there are hundreds of possibilities!”

“Yes, that’s
why it might take a few days,” Mark said.

Ellie was
worried by that. She knew she’d lost a lot of blood already, and
the pain in her crushed foot was excruciating. The warm soup had
revived her a bit but she felt weak and cold and she was concerned
about going into shock.

“Days?” Brenda
was incredulous. “Are you kidding? We’ll never survive out here for
days. We’ll die of exposure long before they get here!”

“It’s okay,
Brenda,” Ellie assured.

“It’s not okay!
This idiot takes us up in a piece of shit plane, and then
practically kills us by crashing what’s left of it into the side of
a hill in the middle of fucking nowhere!”

“Brenda, take
it easy.” Ellie tried to calm her. “It’s not Mark’s fault the plane
broke down - he’s just an employee - he flies what he’s given. And
you know he did his best. We’re alive thanks to Mark.”

“No! I will not
take it easy, Ellie! Don’t you realize the danger we’re in? You’re
in shock, you’re badly injured. For Christ’s sake! You could die
out here!”

Ellie knew this
very well, but she also knew that Brenda was their only hope of
getting out of this alive. And Brenda hysterical was no good to any
of them. She decided that Brenda needed a distraction.

“Can you do me
a favor, Bren?” Ellie asked. “Can you pass me the black notebook
from my bag?”

Distracted by
the complete change in topic, Brenda walked over to the pack and
unzipped it to look inside. “This?” she asked, pulling out a thick
black notebook the size of a large paperback.

“Yup,” Ellie
said. “And my pocket flashlight?”

Brenda rummaged
some more, pulled out a penlight and flicked the switch. “It’s
dead.”

“There should
be a box of double A’s in the left outside pocket.”

“You have spare
batteries in your knapsack?” Mark asked, incredulous.

“Yes, of
course,” Ellie explained. “I need a kazillion gadgets for this
work: GPS, digital camera, voice recorder, you name it. I have to
carry around batteries by the box. I can’t afford to lose data at a
critical time because a battery dies.”

Brenda found
replacements and got the penlight working. “Okay, here it is.” She
brought it over and handed it to Ellie. Then realizing the
peculiarity, she asked, “What do you want this for?”

“For you,
actually.”

“Me?”

“Yup - Mark and
I are going to need to sleep for a while - I’m going to take
another dose of pain killers and I can already see Mark’s eyes
getting heavy from that Gravol.”

“Okay, fine but
what has that got to do with this?” Brenda wagged the hand with the
book in it.

“Maybe it will
help you wile away the hours while we wait,” Ellie replied. Then
she added, “It’s private - no one else has ever read it.” Ellie
smiled at Brenda, and Brenda smiled back. “Truth is, well, it’s
about my life.” She paused for a moment - then added. “So after,
you know, once we get out of here…not a word to anyone, right?”

“Listen, Ellie,
there’s no need…”

“Up to you,”
Ellie cut in. “Just thought you might need something to pass the
time.”

“I see,” Brenda
said. “Listen Ellie, I’m sorry I went a bit nuts there.” She turned
to Mark, and said. “Sorry, Mark. I know you saved our lives. I’m
really grateful.”

“Ya, whatever,
no problem,” Mark muttered.

Oblivious of
his petulance, Brenda turned back to Ellie. “Listen, I don’t want
you to worry. You know I’ll take care of you, don’t you? I’ll make
sure you’re okay.”

“I know that.
But at least this will pass the time, won’t it?” Ellie gestured to
the book. “You might even find it interesting.”

“Uh, okay,”
Brenda agreed.

“Good. Now pass
me some more drugs, okay? Mark - care to join me in some Tylenol
3?” She looked over to him as she asked this, then turned back to
Brenda with her index finger held to her lips. “Shh,” she said.
“He’s asleep already.”

Brenda nodded,
and handed Ellie the pills and the water bottle.

“Thanks,” Ellie
whispered, taking two of each pill. “I’m actually curious to hear
what you think,” she said, nodding to the notebook as she passed
the water bottle back to Brenda. “Try to keep an open mind,
okay?”

“What?”

“You’ll see,
just remember okay? Open mind?”

“Sure, Ellie.
No problem. Try to rest now.”

Ellie laid back
and closed her eyes. What a mess, she thought, struggling to
hold back tears. Her mind drifted to thoughts of her husband,
Steve. She wondered if he’d been missing her. Given his
indifference to her of late, she’d been surprised at his annoyance
with her for taking this trip north. They’d had an argument about
it the day she’d left and neither had called the other since she’d
arrived in Hay River, eight days ago. It was the longest they’d
ever gone without talking in their entire married life. Now she
regretted the stubbornness on both their parts.

---

Brenda snuggled
into her sleeping bag in front of the roaring fire, pushing her
down-filled jacket behind her to cushion her back against the rough
bark of the tree. She sighed as she leaned back and, listening to
Mark’s and Ellie’s steady breathing, wished that she could sleep,
too. How long would it take the rescuers to find them? What
would she do if Ellie developed a serious infection, or worse yet,
even died? What would they do if the food ran out before they were
rescued?

Jesus! This
isn’t helping at all, she berated herself. She sat there for a
few minutes - then picked up Ellie’s notebook and penlight. She
flicked the switch on the light and cracked open the book. The
inside cover said, “Private Journal of Ellie Ward. Reward for
return.” On the first page she could see Ellie’s neat scrawl -
tiny letters in perfect penmanship on the narrow lines of the
notebook. The date at the top said ‘November 16, 1977’.
Brenda began to read.

 


Ellie, if you are reading this
and don’t
remember writing it - then it has served its purpose - read it now,
right away. I am writing this after the second time - because I am
afraid that one of these times, if there are more, you will forget
part of your past. Perhaps you would be happier to forget some of
this, but I can’t let that happen. Somehow, it seems essential to
keep these memories intact.

Keep this book with you always, never be
parted from it and add to it as often as possible, so that the
memories recorded are as fresh as possible. Most important, never
visit the house in Kingshurst without having the book with you and
up to date.

 


Weird,
Brenda thought as she turned the page.

 


 


 


 



 PART
1 - Sean


Chapter 1

 


The first time it happened, I was only
nine. I came to, flat on my back in the fresh cut grass, blinking
into bright sunlight as Heather’s face swam into view; her hand patting my cheek. “Ellie?
Ellie? Oh thank God - you’re alive!” Tears streamed down her
cheeks.

Funny, I thought. She doesn’t look hurt.

“You’re okay,” I said. I was crying too I
realized, as tears wound their way down my cheeks. Despite the
blistering heat, I shivered as one trickled into my left
ear.

“Yes, of course. I’m fine,” she replied,
puzzlement creasing her freckled forehead. Pulling my elbows back,
I struggled to sit up and was rewarded with a lightning bolt of
white hot pain in my right leg. “Please Ellie - don’t move!”
Heather cried, pressing my shoulders back down onto the
grass.

Fine? How can she be
fine? I wondered, then
sucked in a deep breath as a bolt of pain drove up from my leg and
exploded behind my eyes in a shower of blinding white fireworks.
Exhaling, I sobbed. “Oh Heather - it hurts - it really hurts bad…”
She peered into my eyes from close range, our noses nearly
touching. Her tears dripped onto my cheek, mixing with mine. I got
a close up view of two lines of clear snot running down from her
nose onto her top lip. Oh gross - please don’t let that drip on me,
too, I thought, just as
she snuffed the whole disgusting mess back up into her nose. My
stomach did a little flip flop to that, revulsion dominating
relief. Swiping her arm across her eyes, Heather rocked back onto
her heels, moving out my line of view.

“Stay there! I’ll get your Mom!” she said.
“I’ll be right back!” I felt the quick rush of air as she sprang
up, and then her sneakers were slapping on the driveway asphalt as
she raced over to the back door. “Mrs. Ward! Mrs. Ward! Help!
Ellie’s hurt - hurry! Mrs. Ward!” She pounded on our back
door.

Where does she think I would be
going? I wondered,
easing my eyes closed and sucking in another deep breath as I
braced for the next wave of pain. As I waited what seemed like a
lifetime, my senses heightened. The fresh cut grass felt like a
million tiny stabbing knives. Even though its pungent fragrance
enveloped me, I could also smell a hint of chlorine from my little
brother’s wading pool, more than 30 feet away. And somewhere behind
it all, I could smell a barbecue cooking, even though our nearest
neighbors were a good two or three hundred yards away. I could hear
the crickets chirping in the grass around me; and bees, no - flies,
buzzing near me somewhere. In fact, a lot of flies by the sound of
it.

With no alternative but to look straight
up, I squinted at the sun streaming through the branches of the
huge cedar tree towering over me. My mind clouded as I tried to
figure out exactly what had just happened. None of it made sense
really. Heather was fine - absolutely, completely, totally, fine.
‘Fighting fit’ you might even say. Not a scratch on her.
Definitely
weird, I thought and
shivered again. I must be dreaming. At the time, it was the only explanation that made any
sense.

---

It was summer vacation, 1966, and we were
living near Rothesay, New Brunswick - in Kingshurst to be exact. Rich folks’ country
residential - Kingshurst was at that time a collection of grand old
manorial houses lining both sides of the Rothesay Road along the
Kennebecasis River. The houses on the river side ran down in deep,
narrow lots to the river shore. Ours was on the opposite side of
the road, a 23 room, three-story house set in a stately lot with
majestic trees and sprawling lawns.

Like most of the other houses in the area,
ours was about 90 years old. My parents had rescued it in a pretty
dilapidated state the previous October, but Dad had already painted
the outside a deep charcoal gray, and a gray ‘W’ now also adorned
each and every one of the 86 white shutters flanking the windows.
Inside, he and Mom had worked feverishly all winter, restoring oak
hardwood floors and mahogany ceiling beams, steaming off 11 layers
of gummy wallpaper in every room - I’d hated helping with that. In
the end, they had decorated each room to perfection.

To me though, the yard was the magic of
the place. It was only a few acres, but at the time it seemed like
hundreds. There were three large flat lawns, which my Dad was
constantly nagging my lazy older brothers to mow, and dozens of
enormous maple and chestnut trees. Each fall the trees would
blanket the yard a foot deep in leaves of the most amazing colors.
It made a lot of work for us kids, since it was our job to rake
them all up - a mindless and tedious job that seemed to go on for
months. To ease the boredom, we’d rake the leaves into huge piles
and then take running leaps into the middle, scattering them
everywhere. Of course you never torpedoed your own pile - no way -
I always took out my older sister’s, just to bug her. Never my
brothers’ though - I knew they’d pound on me for that… Eventually
we’d get all these piles moved back to the fire pit, manned by my
Dad, where the low burning embers gave off a spicy smoke that
filled the whole yard, blending deliciously with the earthy scent
of the decaying leaves and the cold, crisp fall air. My favorite
leaves were those from the maple in the left corner of the front
yard, pink with white swirls - so unique and amazing. Thinking back
now, I wonder if that is an imagined memory.

There were more than a dozen giant maples
in the yard. Each one looked a hundred feet tall, at least from the
four foot perspective of a nine year old - too big to climb, anyway
- but the cedar tree on the back lawn was perfect, with wide solid
branches; set out like climbing rungs on either side of twin
trunks. Someone had managed to haul an old green frame and panel
door about thirty feet up into the high branches and this was the
platform from which we surveyed the neighborhood. With an old brown
wooden ladder - seconded from some forgotten bunk bed - we were
able to gain access to the lowest limbs, about five feet up from
the ground. It had taken me a good month to muster the strength,
and courage, to make the swinging jump and leg loop-grab needed to
get from the top step of the ladder to the first branch of the
climb, but by July of ‘66 I was a nimble acrobat swinging like a
monkey up to that green door platform any time the mood took
me.

Initially, I had wondered why there was
only the platform - rather than a full fledged tree house. But when
I finally made it up there for the first time and sat enjoying the
high vantage, all became clear to me. It was breathtaking - I felt
like I could leap from the side and fly. We could see for miles out
over the river, where cabin cruisers and sail boats were mere dots
on the water. To have a wall or rail of any type would have been a
violation of freedom.

---

Heather McIntyre was my inseparable
companion that summer, a girl my own age from two houses down the
road (which in this neighborhood was about a half a mile away). The
accident happened at the height of our summer vacation, in late
July when we could count on sunny days and scorching, muggy heat.
In the mornings we slept in late, then we would meet across the
road and take the long path down through the waist high grass,
squeezing through a short thicket of scratchy bushes to the beach
on the river. Being sufficiently close to the Bay of Fundy, the
river had a tide cycle that varied some four to eight feet, and if the tide was too high
or too low, then we would swim instead in the small twelve foot
round wading pool that my Dad had set up for my little brother,
near that cedar tree on the side lawn. In the afternoons, we’d play
croquet or ‘adventurer’, watch the evil doings of Rachael on TV’s
“Another World”, or go back to the beach for more diving and
swimming. Most days too, we’d climb the cedar tree to the dizzying
height of the green door platform, to spy on my brothers or the old
crabby couple in the cottage behind our house, or just to enjoy a
cool escape from the muggy afternoon heat.

Heather was a curly haired redhead, as
extreme in her wispy thin frailty as I in my chubby vigor. There
was nothing frail about her temperament though. As regular as our
morning swims was our afternoon dust-up, a kicking, scratching,
hair pulling, screaming match which had first alarmed, and later
amused, our mothers.

“I thought they were going to kill each
other the first time I saw it!” my mom had said to Heather’s when
they eventually met.

“I know - me too!” laughed Mrs. McIntyre.
“Then five minutes later they’re best friends again - skipping hand
in hand off to the beach. I’ve never seen anything like
it!”

Nor have I, never before and never since.
It must have been the unique combination of my eternal case of
hoof-in-mouth and her fiery red-head’s temper - still, to be
honest, I can’t imagine how we managed to find something to argue
about so fiercely each and every day without exception. The only
unique thing about this particular day was that the fight took
place in the big cedar tree, on the green door platform.

“Why do you wear white shorts?” I asked
her. “Everyone can see you are wearing underwear with blue
flowers.”

Her quick blush flamed her cheeks bright
red in an instant. “Well at least I am not fat!” she shot
back.

“I’m not fat - I’m ‘pleasantly plump’!
You’re such a scarecrow that… OWWWWWWW!”

Heather was a feisty little fighter and
she often cut these verbal skirmishes off prematurely by grabbing
fists full of my hair and yanking like hell. I never could get a
good grip on her short, fine, tight curls - and, as usual, this
infuriated me, fuelling the fight.

“Stop it!” I was screaming at her, already
crying, and slapping frantically at her hands in a desperate effort
to get her to release that agonizing grip on my hair. She was
screaming too as we wrestled around on the door and my only thought
as I planted a foot on her stomach was to get this vicious creature
to let go. I felt one last fierce pull on my hair... and then…
suddenly…. nothing.

Initially relieved to be free of her
vise-like grasp, I rubbed my eyes open and looked around in the
sudden, deafening quiet. Puzzled, I realized I was alone on the
platform door... Relief at having those claws out of my hair
fizzled to a sickening thud that landed somewhere deep in my bowels
- I felt a black dread descend over me as I leaned over the side of
the door and peered to the ground below.

Heather was lying face down in the grass,
not moving, and it seemed - as I strained forward to see better,
not breathing either. Worst of all, she was strangely twisted, like
the top half of her body was 90° out of sync with her bottom half.
Then I heard her moan - sort of grunt really, as she tried to raise
herself up onto her hands.

“Ellie...,” she gasped, “I... I... can’t
move my... legs!” She flopped forward, onto her right cheek as her
cry built to a hysterical scream. “I CAN’T MOVE MY LEGS! ELLIE! I
CAN’T MOVE THEM!”

Instantly, horror at Heather’s injuries
morphed into intense, burning shame. My God - what have I done? She’s
paralyzed! I
thought.

I wished I could take it back - rewind the
clock just two minutes and take it all back… But it was too late
now… Oh my
god! Would she die? I
wondered. I started to hyperventilate, tears streamed down my face
and my throat was stabbed by rising panic. Straining forward to see
Heather had shifted my balance slightly and as my vision blurred,
my sweaty palms lost their grip on the door and I fell - as if in
slow motion - down, down, down to join Heather in the fresh cut
grass.

Then, suddenly and inexplicably, we were
in the tree-house again. Fighting, kicking, scratching.
Miraculously, I had the two minute rewind I’d begged for, and the
chance to take a different path forward and prevent that tragic
outcome. I tried to stop the fight, struggling just to grab
Heather’s hands in self-defense. “No, Heather, no! Be careful…!”
But she was wild with anger. I felt a foot on my stomach, a tiny
push and then, briefly, I was airborne. Then I was lying on my
back; the sweet, fresh cut, summer scent of grass fooling my brain
with thoughts that all was perfectly normal and Heather was
kneeling over me, sobbing, patting my cheek... “Ellie? Ellie? Wake
up! Ellie? Are you okay?”

As I opened my eyes, she was crying. “Oh
thank God! Ellie - you fell out of the tree house - oh Ellie - I’m
sorry. Please don’t be mad at me?” she sobbed, tears streaming down
her cheeks.

---

As Heather’s frantic pleas and poundings continued at the
back door of our house, another wave of piercing pain drove up my
leg and I sucked in an involuntary gasp. Struggling up onto my
elbows, I tried a damage inventory… I could see my left leg was
twisted into a weird, right angle. Not from the knee - from BELOW
the knee... and blood - oh God, so much blood! It was pouring out
of me... thick and bright red, painting the green clipped grass
around me, suddenly smothering the new-cut grass smell with its
metallic stench. Why hadn’t I noticed this awful smell before? And what was
that? Something white, something sharp and white, sticking up
straight just below my knee. And flies - oh God - buzzing and
crawling all over my leg and in the bloody grass.
I felt sick. The bright day
sparkled into diamond patterns in front of my eyes, before fading
to utter black.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


Growing up I was never the girly type; the
very day in grade seven
when they started letting girls wear pants to school was a day of
pure joyous ecstasy for me. I had always hated wearing dresses and
skirts. Thanks to the twelve inch long and three inch wide zipper
scar running down the outside of my left calf, I had endured a
litany of crass jokes and torments from the cruel bullies in the
school playground and at the bus stop. “Hey Frankengirl - can I
unzip your leg?” or “Hey! Look out! There’s a giant centipede
crawling up your leg!”

After rejecting the ubiquitous clothing of
my gender, it seemed a small step to reject all of the other
aspects of femininity as I progressed on to high school. I cringed
when my mother “did” my hair; I never wore makeup - couldn’t stand
the feeling of all that muck on my face! Never wore nail polish -
“Only hookers wear nail polish,” my Mom always said, and that made
perfect sense to me! I even walked in a loping, manly gait, which
had more than once been sufficient to tag me as my father’s
offspring amongst his friends, who found the fact that his daughter
had his lumbering stride endlessly hilarious.

Despite all of this, I was actually
totally crazy about boys; unfortunately, the sentiment was entirely
one sided and no boys ever took even the slightest interest in me.
It drove me nuts, because I was smart, I was NOT ugly, I never had
acne, and I wasn’t fat, not really - okay, well not skinny - but
certainly not fat. My sister wore dresses and makeup and fussed
over her hair and, consequently, had a veritable parade of
boyfriends drooling after her. No sooner did she pitch one then
another stepped up in adoration. Meanwhile I lived in perpetual
embarrassment as the only girl in my whole school who NEVER got
asked out, never got asked to dance, never even had a date for the
prom.

---

By the time I graduated from high school
in 1975, my parents had moved into the city of Saint John. I really
didn’t know what to do
with my life, but I had taken an aptitude test in grade eight which
had exposed my one and only talent. I could picture things
assembled, just from looking at schematic drawings of them.
Apparently, that meant I could be a fashion designer or an
architect. Well, duh! …obviously the fashion designer idea wasn’t
going to pan out, so that left architecture. However, at 17 I
really didn’t feel ready to leave home yet, being the social zero I
was. And I certainly wasn’t yet sufficiently committed to the
architecture idea to sign up for six or seven years of university,
so I opted for “Architectural Technology” at the local community
college, ...which as it turned out, was just a fancy way of saying
“draftsman”. Back then - people didn’t go in for the politically
correct version of anything.

I immediately realized that this had been
a brilliant move on my part. Always the gooseberry - single in a
world full of couples - up to this point in life, suddenly I was
one of only five women (okay, girls) in a class of 77! Of the other
four, one was a man killer - drop dead gorgeous - but she had been
out of high school for a few years and had no interest in these
mere ‘boys’. She was totally out of their league and they all knew
it. She already had a ‘man’ on the outside.

Another girl was my age, but she had a
lover-boy that she ranted on about incessantly. He was equally
obsessed with her, and would even come to the door of the classroom
and actually interrupt the class asking for her. Our instructors
LOVED this! She was a big girl, with big tits and big hair, and
everyone called her ‘Phyllis’ ...okay, well, everyone called her
that after I started it. She invited a couple of us to her wedding
a few years later and it’s the only wedding I have ever been to
where no one would tinkle the glasses. They did it once, and
lover-boy took her down in a lip lock onto the head table for some
serious necking and for a few minutes I thought he was going to
finish off the job right then and there. By the time they finished
that first, ah... kiss... people were rearranging their cutlery,
moving it as far away from their plates as possible. A hush fell
over the banquet hall as people ate with intense care, lest any
clink of fork on plate might spur the amorous couple to consummate
the marriage right in front of us. No, Phyllis was never serious
competition at technical school - she had eyes only for
lover-boy.

The other two were in my league, and fair
game for the guys, but with 71 guys to compete for, that still gave
me pretty damn good odds. Yes sir, I was finally going to have a
boyfriend!

Of course, not all 71 were my ‘type’, and
by October of first year, it was starting to look like it was only
the ones that I wasn’t attracted to that were going to be attracted
to me. I’d had my ass grabbed by a guy I had nicknamed ‘Bubba’, a
“Deliverance” extra from the back woods of Westmorland County, as I
was leaning over peering through the eyepiece of a surveying
instrument. I’d also had my ass slapped at the blueprint machine by
a plain looking guy who was actually so in love with himself that I
eventually nicknamed him Wayne Newton, since I had heard that he
was the subject of Carly Simon’s song “You’re So Vain”. Apparently
I was the only one who’d heard this bit of trivia, or perhaps I had
only imagined I’d heard it, because this guy was tortured by
curiosity over this nickname. He would ask me all the time, in
delectable anguish, “WHY do you CALL me that?” I almost felt sorry
for him - but not quite - I never could stand conceited people.
Besides, the chauvinist bastard had actually slapped my ass! How
50’s can you get? So I never told him.

To top off my ‘fall of discontent’, I had been honored with
a big, slurpy, wet kiss from a rumpled, lumpy, pimply guy whose
nickname was ‘Farty’. This happened while I was minding my own
business, sitting drunk - and yes, two years underage - at the
tavern. He then exclaimed for the whole world to hear, “I LOVE
you!”

Clearly things were not going well and I
eventually realized that the situation would require some active
intervention on my part. The guy I’d had my eye on was an adorable
five foot ten, blue eyed Adonis with a square jaw and dark brown,
wavy hair. Sean Ross. He dressed in painter pants and jean shirts -
sigh… I used to fantasize about him constantly. So, by the time all
the slurpy, uninvited kisses and ass patting and pinching started
up - I decided I needed a boyfriend in self defense anyway and, as
it seemed that Sean was never going to notice me, I decided to
muster the courage to ask him out instead. To my complete shock he
said, “yes!” Okay, well maybe his jaw dropped and he squeaked out
something more like, “ok-aaaayyyy…” The surprise attack turns out
to be a remarkably effective tool for getting people to agree to
something before they even realize what they’ve been
asked.

---

Sean was not exactly the kind of guy my
parents considered a ‘catch’ - he was an engineering school flunk out, pot head
- they didn’t know THAT of course - and all ‘round party animal. He
lived in a walk-up apartment right next to the technical school and
we would go over there for lunch many a day - well not for lunch so
much as to smoke dope. He was such a GOOD influence on me.
Fortunately, technical school was dead easy and I actually managed
to do math and drafting stoned out of my mind.

We were soon pretty crazy about each other
and most evenings I would borrow my Mom’s car and go over to his
place to ‘study’. He shared his two bedroom apartment with three
other guys and the only furniture in the place was an old chipped
Formica kitchen table and two chairs with torn plastic seats. Oh
yes, and mattresses in the bedrooms. No sheets mind you - just bare
mattresses and sleeping bags. Classy place. One night as we studied
on his mattress, Sean began trying desperately to get into my
pants, a totally new experience for me.

“Come on - why not? …you’re on the
pill.”

Which was true, I had been since 14, but
because it helped to ease the savage cramps during my periods, NOT
for birth control. I wasn’t expecting to have sex until - when? I
certainly wasn’t planning to wait until I got married, but I’d at
least like to be ‘in love’. But the main issue was that I was
pathologically afraid of getting pregnant. After all, up to now, I
had only been taking the pill for cramps. I hadn’t been expecting
to need it for the ‘real thing’, so if sometimes I missed a day, so
what? It just delayed my period a bit - nothing wrong with that.
But now I realized that could be a real problem if I was counting
on it for this job. I vowed to myself to be more diligent about
taking them from now on. Then a brilliant idea occurred to
me.

“Could you wear a condom?”

“Why do I need a condom if you’re on the
pill?”

Why indeed? A little embarrassed to explain my naiveté
to him, I hesitated...

“Oh, for Christ’s sake! Don’t tell me you
think I am going to give you VD? Just because I’ve done it before
and you haven’t? Are you saying my ex-girlfriend might have given
me VD? That’s crap! I’m the only one she ever did it
with!”

Now in every relationship there is at
least one defining moment and this was ours. I could have sex, and
I’m not saying I didn’t want to. I did, very badly in fact - but I
didn’t like the possibility that I might get pregnant. But had I
even forgotten any pills recently? I didn’t’ know - couldn’t
remember really. Meanwhile, Sean was getting pretty incensed by my
insinuation. I could insist that if he wanted to have sex that he
would have to wear a condom, but the obvious outcome of that would
be, at best, a nasty fight and, at worst, he might even break up
with me. Obviously he wouldn’t wait forever, and it didn’t look
like he was going to give in and wear a condom now. I didn’t have a
lot of time to think, and so I didn’t.

“Of course not, I’m sorry. I’m… just… well…
you know. I’ve never done this before, I’m a little nervous about
the idea. I didn’t mean to imply anything like that. Please, just
forget I said anything.”

A big grin spread over his face. “I love
you,” he said.

I was shocked - I loved him to bits, but
had never told him. He was not the love and commitment type really
and so I had never expected him to fall in love with me.

We couldn’t get our clothes off fast
enough.

After that, we were ‘doing it’ every
chance we got - lunch time, evenings, you name it. Sean started
missing school most mornings, so I would go over to meet him at
lunchtime. I continued to take the pill, Sean continued not to wear
a condom, and within the month I had a bun in the oven. I had been
meticulous about taking the pill since that first time, but it
seemed that my original concerns were well founded. I had probably
lost my virginity and gotten pregnant the same night. A real
two-for-one bonus - yes sir! Go girl!

 


 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


“I hate this sort of thing,” I complained.
“I know they’re going to hate me!”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Sean replied, “They
are going to love you - just like I do.” Though I was focused on
the road ahead, I still caught a glimpse of his ‘wicked boy’ smile
out of the corner of my eye.

“I hope so,” I thought. We were in my Mom’s
Astra, driving out to Hampton, where Sean’s parents lived. It was
mid December 1975, exams were over, and our little bun had been
baking for almost three months now. I hadn’t mentioned it to Sean
yet - why bother, when 25 percent of all pregnancies end in
miscarriage anyway? I had found that little ray of hope in the
Encyclopedia Britannica. Maybe I would get lucky and that would
happen to me. God, what a terrible thing to wish for, I thought.

“Jesus! You look like you are going to the
gallows,” Sean said. “Really! They will like you! And it’s just for
a couple of hours.”

Ya, right, they’re gonna love me,
I thought. Sean had already
warned me that his parents weren’t exactly the warm and fuzzy
type.

“Up here, on the right, it’s the gray one,”
he pointed as we crossed a short covered bridge. Hampton was a
small rural community at the time and their house was set back a
bit from the road, half hidden by trees and bushes. Despite the
fact that the leaves had long since fallen and lay rotting at their
base, the gray branches provided a gnarly, crooked barrier of
camouflage. Gray was a generous description of the house - it was
an incredibly dreary little place with the unloved appearance of
decay and neglect. It literally exuded despair and I was suddenly
overwhelmed by a deep black rush of depression. Some seriously unhappy people
live here, I
thought.

I parked the car where he indicated, shut
the engine off and took a deep breath. “Okay - let’s do this,” I
said. We went around to the back of the car and I opened the trunk
so he could get his duffel bag.

“Funny,” he said, looking around, “looks
like they’re out. Truck’s not here…”

Suits me just dandy!
I thought. “Right - well if
that’s the case,” I said, “I might as well head right back, the
weather might turn and I don’t want to be driving back in the dark
anyway.”

“For Christ’s sake - what are you talking
about? It’s only 11 am! I’m sure they’ll be back soon. Lighten up,
will you?” He leaned in to kiss me and gave my boob a playful
squeeze.

“So, this is your girlfriend,” accused a
sullen voice from behind us. She had the back door open, but was
still masked behind the wooden screen door. She too looked gray,
face, hair, clothes, all the same bland gray as the weathered
siding on the house. Jesus! How long had she been standing there eavesdropping
on us, I wondered,
feeling the blood suddenly flushing to my face.

“Mom! Great to see you!” Sean said, turning
to stride towards the house. He pulled open the screen door and
planted a peck on her cheek. Then he turned and held his hand out
to beckon me. “This is Ellie. Ellie, this is my Mom,
Greszelda…”

What the f…? I thought - no, no, he had said Lois - Christ, I knew
her name was Lois. What was wrong with me? I took another deep breath, walked towards
the door and stuck out my hand, feeling stupid by the gesture even
as I did it. She just stared down at my hand - a deadpan expression
on her stony gray face - cold eyes black to the iris rims. “Nice to
meet you,” I chirped as I dropped my hand. She grunted and turned
into the house.

---

“Your father’s up to the curlin’ club,” she
said, her back to us as she rummaged around her kitchen cupboards,
looking for God knows what. Certainly there had been no offer to
come in, sit down, take a load off, sidle up to the food trough.
Sean and I stood just inside the kitchen door, which I swear was
gray, too - in fact all this gray - the sky, the house, the
kitchen, Sean’s mother, the day, the mood… I had the distinctly
unpleasant feeling of being sucked into an old black and white
episode of the Twilight Zone. I decided to seek escape, for a few
minutes at least.

“Could I use your washroom?” I asked. She
tilted her head without turning around. I found it in the stillness
of the main hallway.

I had just finished washing my hands and
was opening the bathroom door when I realized they were arguing in
the kitchen. “You are supposed to be going to school down there -
not chasing girls!” she hissed. “Squandering our money and you’ll
have nothing to show for it in the end. Again. I’d have thought
you’d have learned your lesson last time - flunking out of
university! Don’t you care about your future?”

“Oh Mom - it’s not like that at all. She’s
smart and a big help to me. If it weren’t for her I wouldn’t have
made it through this term at all.”

I made a noise of closing the bathroom
door behind me and stepped back into the kitchen, practically
skulking over to stand by Sean who was still by the back door. His
face looked strained - in fact, I could swear he was already
starting to take on the gray pallor that permeated every aspect of
this dreary place.

“Yes, well, I think we’ll pop down to the
curling club,” he said. “I’d like to introduce Ellie to some of my
friends from down home here. We’ll look around for Dad while we’re
there,” he said, ushering me out the screen door. I guessed that
this wasn’t the time to give them the happy news about the
forthcoming addition to the family, so I pushed through the door
behind him, digging my keys out of my pocket.

Sean either assumed, or pretended, that I
hadn’t heard their muted argument and babbled cheerfully as we
drove the mile or so down the lazy main street to the curling club.
“You see, it’s the only place in town, besides the legion, where
you can go for a drink,” he explained. “And only old guys go to the
legion…”

---

We walked into the curling club bar to
find it absolutely packed. The only light in the place came from
behind the grimy counter, shining down on the glass shelves that lined the
mirror behind the bartender. Orange plastic cup chairs surrounded
each of the small, round bar tables and, from what little I could
discern in the dim light, all were populated with old geezers in
John Deere trucker caps. I wondered who could possibly be at the
legion. The room was choked with blue smoke, which swirled over the
heads of the patrons. Country music droned low out of a jukebox in
the corner. Charming, I
thought.

Sean eyed some buddies across the room and
raised a hand in salute. Cries of welcome ensued, and we pushed our
way through the crowd to join them. I’m not sure how, or from
where, but chairs were produced and we sat down to join them. A
proverbial moose of a guy, with close cropped brown hair and a neck
like a bull, was the first to welcome us. “Sean, old buddy! Who you
got here now?” He was dressed in faded overalls and sported the
ubiquitous John Deere cap; it looked like it had been deep fried in
motor oil.

“Ellie, this is Ted. He has an IQ of 50,
but we love him anyway!” In response to this, Ted punched Sean hard
in the arm but laughed as he did it.

“Nice to meet you Ellie! Can I get you a
drink?” Ted smiled.

“Sure thanks - I’ll have a Schooner
please.” Ted rose, heading for the bar.

“Alpine for me, please!” Sean called after
him, rubbing his arm.

“I know that, Romeo!” Ted snorted over his
shoulder.

Smiling, Sean introduced me to his other
friends. Rob, a quiet, neat guy, with brown wavy hair and a round,
friendly face, was in second year of engineering at UNB. He and
Sean had roomed together in first year, before Sean had flunked
out. He looked a bit more up-market than Ted, in a red leather UNB
engineering jacket and skin tight white t-shirt. The third guy was
the quiet one of the group, thin and blond - Randy - and
fashionably middle of the road between the other two in faded jeans
and a checked flannel shirt. We exchanged greetings all around and
by then Ted was back with a tray of beers.

“Merry Christmas, everyone!” Ted cheered as
he raised one to us. We all lifted our glasses and echoed his
toast. I took a lusty haul off of mine - I needed it after that
scene at the house.

Sean drained his glass without stopping to
even breathe, slammed the glass down on the table, grabbed my hand,
and started to rise. “Now, time to come meet my Dad.” He looked
round to each of his friends and smiled, “We’ll be back in a
minute.”

Sean’s dad turned out to have about half
the charm of his mother.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 4

 


Well, this bun was in the
seventy-fifth percentile and so
the miscarriage did not come to pass. By early February 1976 it was
getting pretty obvious. Maybe it was the stress of being pregnant
and dealing with it alone - maybe it was just the hormones - but
whatever the reason, I was becoming quite the cry baby. It seemed
anything could set me off.

“Ah, you sure you want to have another
helping, Ellie?” asked my mom as she cleared the table one evening;
my Dad and younger brother, Jim, had finished eating and were
already on the living room couch, belching in front of the
TV.

“Huh? Well yes, actually, I do. I’m
starved!” I was always hungry these days. “Compliments to the chef
- great lasagna, Mom.”

“Well, it’s just that… well you seem to be
eating a lot lately and… well, you’ve put on a few pounds. More
than a few actually.”

Oh, oh - that did it - the tears were
coming. Pushing the plate to the middle of the table, I got up to
leave. “Thanks a lot! Thank you very much!” I headed for my room -
Mom was right behind me, and followed me inside, closing the door
behind her.

“When is it due, dear?”

“What? …Oh God. How did you
know?”

“I had five myself remember? I do know the
signs.”

“Oh, yes… well… er… mid July, I think. I’m
so sorry Mom. I don’t know what to do. What a mess! I’ve been such
an idiot.”

“Does Sean know? It is Sean’s,
right?”

“Well of course it’s Sean’s!”

“Yes, of course dear.”

“Sorry Mom - I’m really sorry. I’m not
myself. I seem to be… well… on edge lately.”

“Yes, I’ve noticed dear. That’s one of the
signs.” Just a hint of a smile, but it took the sting out of the
statement. “So, does Sean know?”

“No actually, I haven’t told him. I guess
I’ll have to soon.”

“He hasn’t noticed?” Again a bit of a
smile.

“Er, ah, no.” I blushed through the tears
streaking my cheeks.

“Do you love him?”

“Well, yes. Of course. Otherwise, I
wouldn’t have…well…you know.”

“Then you have to tell him, dear. He has a
right to know.”

“I know. It’s just that… well… I was hoping
to figure out… well, ah, a bit of a plan first.” I flopped onto the
bed. “Who am I kidding? I don’t have any idea what to do. I guess
I’m sort of in denial. Trying not to think about it - but I can’t
stop thinking about it. I’m getting kind of desperate.”

“You’re not thinking of getting an
abortion, are you?”

“No, that’s the problem. I just can’t see
myself going through with anything that drastic.”

“I’m glad to hear that, dear.”

“You are?”

“You can forget about adoption,
too.”

“What?”

“This is not just your child, you know.
She, or he, is also our grandchild. It wouldn’t be fair to your Dad
and me to take him, or her, out of our lives forever.”

“I never thought of it that
way.”

“No, I know you haven’t, dear. That’s why
I’m saying it. I’ll say something else, too. You are a smart kid
and you have a great future ahead of you. You can’t let this stand
in the way of that.”

“What choice do I have? There won’t be much
future for me with only one year of technical school to go
on.”

“Yes, I see…” She sat down beside me and
put her arm around me. “Well, your Dad and I have been talking
about it and…”

“Oh my god! Dad knows, too?”

“Well, like I say, I know the signs.
Anyway, we have an idea that might help. You know I’ve not been too
happy at work, since the new partner joined the
business?”

Mom worked as a bookkeeper for a small printing company, and
her boss had recently taken on a new partner who was, by all
accounts, a real crook. Her boss hadn’t been too receptive to her
complaints on that score; he just didn’t seem to want to hear it.
“So how about I take care of the baby while you go to school and
work, and when you are out working and… well… on your feet, you can
help us out by paying a bit for ‘child care’. That would help all
of us in the long run.”

“Helps me way more than you.”

She squeezed me to her and smiled. “Well,
this is our grandchild, and you are our daughter. So what do you
say?”

“I say ‘amazing’. I say ‘thank you’.
Really, thanks Mom.” I hugged her back. “I’m sorry that I let you
down.”

“Water under the bridge now,” She pulled me
up. “Let’s go tell your dad.”

---

“I’m expecting you to ace your courses!” my
Dad warned, putting on his stern look.

“Of course, Dad - I’ll work my butt off. I
promise.”

“What a moron - getting pregnant,” my
younger brother, Jim, scoffed. “How stupid can you be?”

“Oh piss off you little twirp!”

“Whoa! Stop it right there you two!” my Dad
cut in. “Jim, at 15, you’re a bit young to be throwing stones at
glass houses. Who knows what monumental screw-ups you might make
some day? I’m presuming you’d want our support if you were in
trouble?”

Jim nodded, slumping back into the couch and
dropping his head. I smirked. I loved to see the little brat put in
his place.

“…and Ellie.” My smirk was short lived.
“Don’t think we’re not disappointed in you. We are. But we
understand too - everyone makes mistakes. Your Mom and I just don’t
want to see you, or our grandchild, pay for your mistake for the
rest of your lives. Having a child should be a joyous experience.
We’re just going to help make that happen for all of
us.”

“Yes Dad. Sorry Dad. I know. Thanks… I
really do appreciate it.”

Behind Dad, Jim stuck his tongue out at
me.

---

The next job was to tell Sean
- which I did later that week.
Much to my surprise, he took it pretty well. “There you go again,
asking me to marry you before I get a chance to ask you. Just like
our first date!”

“In the first place, I am NOT asking you to
marry me. I am just letting you know, because I think you have the
right to know. This is happening to me primarily and I’ve already
got things sorted. I’ve got no intention of getting married. I’m
going to finish school.” I told him about the arrangement I had
worked out with my parents.

“Wow, your parents are amazing! I can just
imagine what mine are going to say.”

So could I. I made a mental ‘note to self’
to miss that little drama.

“This is great - we can both finish school
and then we can get married! You do love me don’t you? You do want
to marry me?”

“Um, ya, sure,” I said. “Anyway, there’ll
be plenty of time to think about that. We’ve got school to worry
about in the short term.”

---

“Push, honey, push!” Sean coached. “Good!
Now breathe with me, honey.” He panted, nodding his head to
encourage me to join in with his puffing.

By July I’d ballooned to the size of a
houseboat and had been dying in the muggy heat. When I’d finally
gone into labor it was a blessed relief, but just for a little
while. After 13 hours of it, I was pretty much wiped. Feet in the
stirrups, knees by my ears, another wave of pain accompanying the
latest contraction - I was in no mood for his cheery encouragement.
“Oh piss off you bastard, this is all your fault…
aaaaaarrrrgggggg!”

Sean looked towards the doctor who was
working between my knees, and then to the nurse behind her and
said, “…er, sorry, she’s not normally like this.” They were both
engrossed in the job at hand, and ignored him - I felt the pin
prick of a needle as they gave me a local for an episiotomy.
Looking back to me, he coaxed, “C’mon honey, it will hurt less if
you do your proper breathing.”

“It will hurt less when this little fucker
is outta here - you idiot! Jesus, fuck, shit, aaaarr-ooowww! Why
did I ever let you get me into this?”

Sean was looking around for a rock to
climb under now. The doctor and nurse were still oblivious - they’d
heard it all before. Then, with one final push, baby popped. As she
handed him to the nurse, the doctor said, “It’s a boy!” She clamped
and snipped the cord and then turned back to me. “Gas her,” she
said, nodding to the anesthetist, who eased the mask over my nose
and gave me a little whiff. I lost a few seconds while the doc
started to stitch up the episiotomy. As my head began to clear, I
watched the nurse doing something with the baby on a table over by
the window - he was screaming bloody murder. Sean was over there
with her, but just watching. Why didn’t he stop her?

“My baby…!” Tears began streaming down my
face. “What’s wrong with my baby?”

The doctor looked up, having just snipped
the last stitch. She smiled. “Oh you’re back with us already. Good
timing,” she nodded compliments to the anesthetist.

“My baby! Give me my baby! Sean - what is
she doing to my baby?” Baby continued screaming at 100 decibels
throughout.

The doctor smiled and patted my arm. “Your
baby is crying - pretty lustily in fact. That’s perfectly normal -
in fact, the louder he cries, the happier I am.”

The nurse turned around with my baby.
“Here - why don’t you hold him?” She eased him into my arms. He was
swaddled in a soft white baby blanket that felt warm to the touch
and he had a tiny little cotton stocking cap on his head. Wet brown
curls peeked out around the edges, sticking to his head. His face
was bright red and blotchy with little white specs; he looked like
a miniature W.C Fields. And I loved him - my heart lurched with it
as he continued to cry - his mouth open wide, his tongue curled. My
boobs hurt; it felt like they were going to explode. I looked down,
and realized they were leaking. I was sure I flushed as red as the
baby when I saw this, but then remembering that no one had seemed
the least bit fazed by all the gore of this messy process up to
now; I guessed that this was small potatoes in
comparison.

“Let’s get this room back to rights and
then you can feed baby,” said the nurse, as Sean came over and
kissed me.

“He’s gorgeous!” Sean said. His eyes were
liquid, and I realized he was holding back tears. “I love you
sweetie,” he said, kissing us both in turn. “Now, little Billy -
come to Daddy.”

So it was then that William Sean was born
on July 11, 1976; 7 pounds 10 ounces, with Grampy’s name, Daddy’s
gorgeous brown curls and Mommy’s brains - or so I hoped.

Sean and I finished technical school
nearly a year later, in June 1977. I came first; he came last. My
Dad had just been transferred to Moncton, so we decided to look for
jobs there, too - since we were going to continue to depend on my
Mom to look after Billy while we were off at work. I got a job as a
draftsman for a surveyor and Sean got a job with a surveying
company as well, as a rodman. We got married on July 9, 1977 and
moved into a small apartment with our sweet little boy.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 5

 


“Moooommmyyyy! Billy is pouring choc-lat
mik in my seerales!” screamed four year old Annie, shaking her
blond curls. She had just started kindergarten last month, and
Billy was now in grade one. It was October 1983.

I turned from the sink to the breakfast
nook. Billy was standing on his chair, sprawled across the table,
stretching to pour his glass of milk into Annie’s bowl, his other
hand balancing in the centre of Sean’s discarded plate of runny egg
yolks. Annie was red-faced with rage, grabbing at the glass - the
“choc-lat mik” was pouring onto her lap, the table and the floor.
Captain Crunch, our orange tabby, was lapping up the milk
puddle.

Sean was relaxing behind the morning
paper, his long legs stretched out to the side, ankles crossed. I’d
been busy making lunches and was already ten minutes behind
schedule. Dammit, I was going to be late for work again.
“Billy, don’t! Sean - grab
Crunch - chocolate is poisonous to cats!”

“Hmmm?” He didn’t look up from the
paper.

“Christ Sean! Can’t you at least make an
effort?” I grabbed the roll of paper towels and rushed over.
“Billy, SIT DOWN!” I pushed the chairs aside and wiped the floor to
stop the cat from poisoning himself, then turned to Annie, wiping
her off as best I could. “Annie, go change into your pink pants,
okay sweetie?” I said. “Billy, give me your hands, dear,” I said,
wiping them off. “Now go wash them in the bathroom and brush your
teeth.”

“Okay, Mommy. Sorry, I din’t mean to hurt
Crunchy.” He trudged off.

“Talk about useless!” I muttered at Sean.
He still hadn’t budged an inch.

“Huh, you talking to me?” He folded the
paper, then yawned and stretched up out of his chair. “Well, gotta
run or I’ll be late for work.” He smiled, looking around as I
cleaned up the rest of the milk and then started stacking the
dishes. “What, no lunch for me today? Guess that means I get to eat
at the tavern!” He kissed my cheek and breezed out.

And that, your honor, is when I
killed him, I thought.
Sometimes it was like having three kids to take care of. Most of
the time, in fact. Sean never lifted a finger around the house
unless I nagged the shit out of him - then we’d fight and he’d
still do next to nothing. While I had moved on to the motherhood
and responsibility phase of my life - he still acted like a single
teenager. Drinking with the boys, or drinking on the couch, he was
the laziest asshole I’d ever met. The more my resentment grew, the
less he seemed to notice, or care.

By the time I got the kids’ lunches made,
and dropped them off at school, I was into the worst of the
traffic. I finally burst in at 9:03, more than 30 minutes late.
“Sorry, sorry!” I said to my boss - I’m all set - I’ve just got to
grab the plans and I’ll meet you in the boardroom.”

“It’s okay, Ellie,” Marty smiled. “I
understand. Really. Don’t worry about it. Grab a coffee first, and
then meet me in there.”

I was very lucky to have such a great
boss, but probably more lucky that I was good at making him money.
I had started here, fresh out of technical school, drawing survey
plans and running the print machine. At the time it had been a
small company with three survey crews, one engineer, an accountant,
a secretary (the boss’s daughter, Laurie) and three draftsmen,
counting me.

---

It had been tough to get the job in the
first place. This was the only company that had still been drafting
freehand - which was
essential for me since, being left-handed, I couldn’t use the
mechanical lettering guides most companies favored. But this
company also worked on linen and I’d had no experience with that at
school. At the interview, which took place on a Friday, the boss,
Marty, had given me a piece of the waxy blue linen paper and had
said, “If you can write on that by Monday - the job is
yours.”

I’d cried my heart out that weekend; I had
a child to support and I needed this job badly. Jobs of any kind
were few and far between, and it was not uncommon for ten or twenty
people to compete for a single drafting job. And I couldn’t get a
single mark on that bloody waxed paper! It would be easier to write on his
ass with a pencil, I
griped to myself. I tried holding the drafting pen vertically. I
tried bobbing it on the paper. I tried soaking the nib in hot
water. I tried standing on my frigging head. Nothing, nada, not a
drop of ink would take to the linen. I cried, and then cried some
more. Christ,
I needed this job! Hour
after hour I tried. I swore. I screamed. I threw the pen and linen
paper across the room. I picked them up. I tried again. This went
on all of Friday night, all day Saturday, Sunday morning, Sunday
afternoon… and then, late Sunday afternoon, the ink finally took to
the page. I looked at my hand in wonder. What was I doing differently all of a
sudden? Shit, if I didn’t know how I was doing it, how could I
repeat it? But it didn’t
matter - it was easy. No problem. I put drafting pen to linen and
the ink took - beautifully. Nothing to this - I thought, bewildered. And I never had a problem
again. To this day, I am convinced that it was some kind of occult
initiation ritual. When I had suffered enough, I had finally been
granted admission to the linen drafting club.

“How’d it go?” Marty asked when I showed up
at his office on Monday morning.

“No, problem,” I smiled, casually handing
him the sample drawing.

“Christ, you print like a machine!
Beautiful! The job is yours if you want it. Five bucks an
hour.”

I damn near fainted - minimum wage was
$2.35 at the time. “Great! Thanks!”

“Good - you can start right away. See Brian
in the drafting room - you met him Friday, remember? He’s expecting
you.”

---

It had been brutal at first. The office
was in a converted Victorian house. No insulation; freezing cold in
winter, ruthlessly hot in summer. Marty had the front parlor for
his executive office; next to him, in what had been the dining room
I’d guess, was the
engineer’s office. The hallway was wide enough to provide a
reception area where Marty’s daughter, Laurie, was positioned, on
the days she bothered to come it in to work. Upstairs, the
accountant was set up in one of the bedrooms, with an air
conditioning unit in the window. Pure heaven! We three “draftsmen” were situated in the sunroom
- a screened porch that had been retrofitted with windows at some
point, giving it perfect greenhouse efficiency. Pure hell.

We worked like slaves. Every fifteen
minutes was billable. If you took a coffee break, you didn’t get
paid for it. At times I felt like the only breaks I took were to
lift my arms off the drafting table so someone could slide the
completed drawing out and a new blank sheet in.

The worst job in the place was printing
plans, especially in summer. Seven copies of each subdivision plan
were needed and, occasionally, plastic transparencies of the
original. Although I had hated the pungent chemical smell of the
modern blueprint machine at school, I would have killed to have one
here. Our print machine, a.k.a. “the Beast” was so ancient that I
was sure it had been brought over to Canada by explorer Jacques
Cartier in 1534. It was the size of a small school bus, and was
situated in the back porch of the house - a confined area that
approached oven temperatures as the Beast belched out its prints by
some weird cooking process. You could have fried eggs on the top of
the Beast, but you wouldn’t have eaten them. We had to mix up vats
of a noxious developing potion that reduced to a gummy mass in the
developing tray as the liquid evaporated, and the smell was
something like a cross between sewer gas and the unforgettable
aroma that surrounds most pulp mills. On a busy day I might have
more than a hundred prints to make and by the end of it, when I was
reduced to a dirty, sweaty mess, I would drop thankfully onto my
drafting stool in the comparative cool of the
‘greenhouse’.

The drafting part of the job, though
repetitive, was dead easy compared to battling the Beast.
Fortunately for me, I was fast, neat and accurate - “a machine” as
Marty put it, when he raised my salary a third time that first
year. “Keep this to yourself now; you’re making more than any of
the other draftsman, except Brian.”

As I was the only woman in the place aside
from Marty’s daughter, whose appearances were somewhat irregular,
it inevitably came time for someone to ask me to step in for her.
It was the accountant actually who committed the offence. He was a
slimy, self important creep called Percy, who always reminded me of
a vampire - very tall and thin, with greasy, black hair slicked
back from a widow’s peak. He dressed in dark suits and looked pale
from the lengthy hours spent in his air conditioned office. He
stooped as he entered the greenhouse and pointed at me.

“Me?” I peeped.

“Yes - I need this form typed and it can’t
wait until tomorrow when Laurie gets back. Follow me.” He turned
and headed for reception, while my cohorts snorted
laughter.

This really ticked me off. I knew he had
picked me purely on the basis of gender, with absolutely no
recognition of the fact that I was the fastest draftsman in the
pool. He gave me this incredibly convoluted form to type and stood
over me as I hunted and pecked on an ancient machine that was, I am
sure, the same one used by Captain Cartier to type up the order
requisition for the Beast.

I was damned if I was going to try to do
this well and I could tell by his snorting that he was getting
mighty irritated as I made mistake after mistake. “Christ! You’re a
girl - why can’t you type?”

“Because I am a draftsman, not a
secretary!” I shot back, wondering what account I was supposed to
charge this fifteen minutes to.

Marty, hearing the commotion from the
sanctity of his executive office, poked his head around the door
into the hall. His eyes bugged out at the sight of me behind the
typewriter. “What the hell’s going on?” he bellowed.

Alright! Maybe I can get this
jerk in trouble now, I
thought, mentally high-fiving Marty. “Percy brought me out here to
type this form for him.”

Marty’s face puffed up like a blowfish,
and he began to flush beet red. Though a small man, he was
definitely terrifying on the rare occasion I’d seen him with all
the stops pulled. “Heeee what?” And then, looking at Percy, “You
know what she costs me! Why the hell are you wasting her time with
typing? Do it yourself if you can’t wait for Laurie!” Then,
pointing to me, he added, “SHE is here to draft, NOT to type!” He
turned back into his office, slamming the door behind
him.

---

After that, things were pretty cold
between Percy and me, which suited me just fine. As long as I got
my pay on time, I didn’t
give a hoot what the old vampire thought of me. It was not the end
of my gender troubles though. When, the following spring, we hired
a new graduate from the same program that I had taken, Marty told
me that my printing days were over. He didn’t want me wasting time
on that, when he was making so much money off of my drafting
skills. Unfortunately, he neglected to tell anyone else about this.
And, being as that I was the only woman in the place, and being as
that the new guy, Dick, had been a “mature student” and thus was
ten years older than me, he moved in assuming that he was higher
than me on the food chain. Pretty soon he was ordering me to do the
printing and, since Marty seldom came back to the greenhouse, and I
was never called forward to the inner sanctum more than once or
twice a year, what could I do? I decided to do the printing, and
just hope to get Dick into deep doo-doo when Marty finally noticed.
In fact, I thoroughly relished that eventuality.

It didn’t take Marty long, since it all
went onto the time sheets. In fact, it was Percy that ended up
doing my dirty work for me. I saw him walk by the door of the
greenhouse on his way to Marty’s office, muttering over our time
sheets.

First we heard a low rumble building from
the front of the house and eventually Marty’s voice rose to a full
holler. “She’s whaa-atttt?”

Oh crap, I thought in terror - he’s going to be pissed at me. Maybe
my brilliant little plan to get Dickie in trouble has
backfired. Seconds later
Marty called the drafting room for Dick. Dick, who was too stupid
to realize that all of the rumblings at the front of the house
meant big trouble for him, brightened as his head lifted from the
board. He was up and trotting out to see Marty in a flash. I must
have been smiling as I turned back to the table.

“Okay, so what gives?” Brian asked
me.

“Huh?”

“What’s got you grinning? What’s up with
Dick?”

“How would I know?”

“Oh, you know all right. Don’t think I
don’t know how your evil little mind works.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking
about.”

“ya right, I’ll just bet.”

---

Dickie was gone only a few minutes, but he
was sheet white when he got back - in fact, he had the distinct look of a guy who
has just been invited to lunch by some cannibals. He went directly
to his desk and tucked into his work, without saying a word to any
of us. Marty was right behind him and beckoned to me, indicating
that I should follow him. This time Brian turned to his table with
a smirk. Jerk, I
thought.

As we entered the inner sanctum Marty
said, “Have a seat Ellie. This won’t take long.”

Shit, I thought. Of course it won’t - how long does it take to get
fired…?

Marty eased back into his huge executive
chair. He was a short man, maybe five-foot-four, so it practically
swallowed him. He steepled his fingers and smiled. “Well, I must
apologize about this,” he said. “Why didn’t you tell me what was
going on?” I didn’t have a clue how to answer that diplomatically
and it must have been evident on my face. “Yes, I see,” he smiled.
“Well, I’ve made it all quite clear to Dick. I told him that until
he can draft twice as fast as he does now, he’s going to be doing
100% of the printing, since that’s how he stacks up against
you.”

Oh terrific, I thought. I am making friends left and right around
here.

---

It seemed that everyone at that place felt
compelled to take a turn getting me to do their jobs for them but,
in the end, that is how I finally broke free of the greenhouse. We
had a municipal engineer, Rob, working for us who had turned out to
be the real mystery in the place, since he was the one person who
didn’t seem to be
working his butt off. Rob must have been a relative of Marty’s was
all I could figure; because as near as I could work it out, his job
pretty much amounted to going to the town office once a day to get
subdivision plans approved, a twenty minute job which seemed to
take him most of the day, every day.

He certainly didn’t interact with any of
the drafting pool - never even ventured into our room to say
‘hello’ or ‘kiss my ass’. Any printing he wanted done on the Beast
always went through Laurie, the secretary, he never came directly
to us. So he shocked me totally one day when, after I had been
working there for just over three years, he waltzed into the
drafting room and sashayed over to my table.

“Didn’t you take structural design at
tech?” he asked. I nodded and he said, “Good. Look at this.” He
presented me with a classic ‘back of the cigarette pack’ sketch. “I
need you to work out the size of the ceiling trusses and columns
for this warehouse.”

I was dumbfounded. “Uh… but, you’re the
engineer. Don’t you know how to do that?”

Lowering his voice, he said “Yes, but it’s
been a while and I just need a refresher.” So I did the design for
him, and hoped to God it was right. A few days later I saw Percy
making his way to Marty’s office with the time sheets. I wondered
if the shit would hit the fan again and splat back on Rob this
time, but in fact nothing happened for a while. Then, a couple of
days later Marty called into the drafting room on the phone’s
intercom, asking me to go see him.

My knees were weak as I knocked on the
door to his office. “Come in!” he called. I damn near dropped a
puck in my pants when I opened the door to see Rob in with him,
smiling and sipping coffee. It looked like they’d been having a
rare old chat. “Go ahead, grab a chair,” Marty smiled.

Shit, I thought. What’s this jerk been saying about me to the boss?
Covering his butt no doubt - that’s really fair…

“…has an idea...” Marty was
saying.

“Uh… sorry, pardon me?” I asked.

“I was just saying that Rob here has come
up with an idea and I must admit I am a bit intrigued. We wanted to
fly it by you to see what you thought.”

Oh yah, cos this happens to me
every day! I thought. In
three years this was only the fourth or fifth time I had been in
this office. I was one of the “grunts” in the business, just one
step above rodman - a.k.a. bug spit. So, I was pretty sure no one
in the room here gave a rat’s ass what I thought about anything.
Trying to sound nonchalant I just said, “Oh?”

“Well, Rob here was just describing to me
the help you gave him on the warehouse design. And, as it turns
out, we get 10% on project cost for design, so you two just made us
a cool 5000 bucks with about two days work.”

Correction, I just made YOU five
grand. I thought, as I
did the math. Not bad, considering I only got 35 bucks of it.

“Ah, yyeeess.” I encouraged.

“Well, we were just wondering… how would
you like to do more of this type of work?” Marty asked. “You could
work with Rob part time on it until we see if we can bring in
enough work to make it full time for you. In the meantime, we could
bump your salary up to, say, ten bucks an hour when you are working
with Rob. What do you say?”

 


 


 


 



Chapter 6

 


“Tens bucks an hour?” Sean gaped. “Are you
kidding me? Christ! That’s more than twice what I’m
making!”

“Yes I know,” I still could hardly believe
it myself. “If this goes full time, we’ll be able to move out of
this crappy little apartment and get a townhouse. The kids would
have a backyard to play in. Annie and Billy could each have their
own room!”

“That would be great for the kids,” he
agreed, “but is that enough to make it worth it?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well,” he said, “building subdivisions.
Land development. Pretty sleazy line of work isn’t it?”

“What are you talking about? What do you
think you’re surveying? Day care centers, schools and
hospitals?”

“Cottage lots, if you’re interested,” he
said.

“So, what’s the difference?”

“Look you’ve said it yourself. Marty is
practically stealing the land off these country bumpkins, then
turning right around and selling it to property developers for a
fortune. Most of those country folk are so ignorant and illiterate,
they have to trace their own signature or sign over the deeds using
an ‘X’. They’ve no idea what their land is really worth and he’s
taking advantage of that to make himself a millionaire! You really
don’t see anything evil in that?”

“What on earth has that got to do with me
designing warehouses?”

“Are you kidding me? What is wrong with
you? Don’t you care that
he is ripping these people off?”

“I care about being able to support my
family, and I care about
getting ahead so our kids will have a decent life. What’s wrong
with that?”

“Oh, to hell with it!” he said. “Never
mind, I give up! Do what you have to do - but don’t expect me to
respect you for it!”

---

The design work did go full time and a year later, when I
suggested to Rob and Marty that we expand into strip mall design,
with me handling the architectural side of course, they were all
for it. In fact, on the morning of the chocolate milk in the
cereal, Marty, Rob and I were meeting to go over my latest project
sketches. We had worked out this neat little system where we would
hold back a piece of land from the property developers in each
subdivision, for use as a commercial development. Then we would
sell the commercial land and strip mall design as a package to the
industrial partners. This strip mall brainstorm of mine had
virtually doubled their profits on each subdivision and, by 1983,
Marty was raking in $3M per year on these strip malls alone. To
show his appreciation, he had more than doubled my salary again; I
was earning $55 thousand a year, more than twice what my Dad was
making at twice my age. Marty had also made Rob and me junior
partners in the company.

By June 1984, I had enough money to buy us
an extremely nice house on ‘snob hill’ in Riverview. And Sean had
managed to hang on to his job as rodman, just. And we were still
married, just. It seemed the more money I made, the more withdrawn
Sean became, and the more he drank.

---

“Hullo? Sean - is that you?” I hollered
into the phone. Loud music was blasting in the background on his
end. Elton John’s ‘Saturday Night’. Where the hell was he calling me
from? I had rung his
company’s office hours ago and left a message asking them to radio
the crew and get him to call me as soon as possible. I had a supper
meeting with a client and I needed him to pick up the kids from my
parents’ place after work.

“Yo, hullo,” he slurred, with the din of
Elton singing “get a little action in!” in the background, nearly drowning him out. “Wha’s
up?”

“Where are you?” I yelled into the phone.
As if I didn’t know, lunch at the tavern. Again.
How the hell did
these guys ever get any work done after lunch? I wondered. Ah well, I guess holding a rod in the bush
wasn’t exactly mentally challenging.

“Just having lunch,” he weaseled, “What do
you want?” I explained the situation, and asked him if he could
pick up the kids by six. “Well I don’t know. We’re out in Shediac,
and you know how it is - we get done when we get done. And I don’t
have the car out here with me - we came out in the crew
truck.”

“Well, can you call Mom if you are going to
be later than 6? I expect to be around 9 pm myself, so you’ll be
way ahead of me.”

“Okay,” his voice was faint amidst Bruce
Springsteen’s ‘Born in the USA’. “Listen, boys’r leaving - gotta
run.” The phone went dead.

“Ellie?” My assistant, Sherry, knocked at
the door and started into my office. Like Percy, I was now
ensconced upstairs in one of the former bedrooms, with an air
conditioner of my own. “Can you check these oblique perspectives to
see if they are okay for your meeting tonight with Mike? Oh! Sorry,
I didn’t realize you were on the phone.” She turned to
leave.

“No, no, it’s okay - I’m done.” I said,
dropping the phone into its cradle. “Just organizing ‘kid pickup’
with Sean.” I held out my hand. “Let’s have a look.”

---

“These are great!” Mike said, smiling at me
over his beer. “I don’t know how you manage to make a strip mall
look attractive!”

“It’s the dollar signs puffing out through
the roof vents that do it every time,” I laughed. This was an old
joke with us. I’d been working with Mike on my last five projects
and our instant personal rapport had been a big factor in keeping
his interest and investment coming back. Just then the waiter
brought the meals, lobster in white wine sauce for both of
us. Dining at
Cy’s Seafood Restaurant is a great perk of the job - no
question, I thought.
“So, I take it that means you’re in for the full $300K?” I asked,
lifting my wineglass and my eyebrows.

“Of course,” he smiled, clinking his glass
with mine. “As long as you’re involved, I’m in.” I smiled back at
him - it was nice to be appreciated professionally. Mike leaned
forward and whispered, “You have a lovely smile, you
know.”

“Thank-you. Now, let’s tuck into this food.
It looks scrumptious!”

Mike had the coconut cream pie for dessert
- my personal favorite, and so a cruel agony for me. It was at
least five inches deep and as smooth and creamy as cheesecake. My
parents always bought me one on my birthday as a special treat. I
longed to have some too, but not tonight - after that meal I didn’t
dare indulge in the extra calories. I had managed to keep my figure
through two pregnancies and I aimed to hang onto it.

As we walked to our cars, Mike said,
“thanks again, that was a terrific meal.” His eyes looked like
deep, wet, black pools and I wondered briefly if he was okay to
drive. But he’d only had a couple of beers, I remembered - and he
was a big, muscular man. I was sure he could hold his liquor better
than that.

“My pleasure,” I smiled at him as we
approached my car. “Thanks Mi…” He cut me short, pressing his mouth
on mine, and easing me back against the car. His face was slightly
roughened by stubble, and his cologne was definitely expensive. I
breathed it in and couldn’t help but enjoy it as he leaned into me.
Then my bloody conscience kicked in. “Whoa!” I put my hands on his
chest and pushed him back a bit.

“What? Don’t tell me you’re not enjoying
this.”

“Mike, you know I’m married - I’ve got two
kids.”

“Don’t you think it’s significant that you
didn’t say ‘happily’ married and ‘we’ have two kids?” he asked,
sliding his hands around my waist. He kissed me again and I let
him, for a brief moment.

“Oh God,” I groaned, pushing him back a
second time. “Mike, sorry, I can’t do this. I think you are a great
guy, and I won’t deny, if the circumstances were different I would
definitely be keen. But I just can’t do this.”

Thankfully, he released me
and seemed resigned, rather
than petulant. “I understand, and don’t worry,” he said, reading my
mind. “The deal doesn’t rely on you sleeping with me. I’m not that
kind of guy, and besides, I care too much about you for that. Sorry
if that makes you uncomfortable, but it’s out there now and I feel
better about that at least.”

Relieved now, I could be honest. “I’d be
lying if I said I wasn’t attracted to you, too. Truth be told, I’m
probably not all that happily married. But I have young kids, a
full time job and… well…” I paused, taking a deep breath to calm my
thudding heart. “I don’t have time for any complications right now.
I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. I understand. At least I get to
work with you. That’s enough… for now. You won’t be uncomfortable
with me now, will you? I mean, you will still work with me, won’t
you?”

“Yes, of course I will! I really enjoy
working with you. And just think of all of the money we are going
to make together!”

---

I tapped the steering wheel as I sang
along with Carole King on the drive home, “I feel the earth! Move! Under my
feet!” I felt great
about the meeting. That last bit could have been very
uncomfortable, and scary, considering the money involved, but Mike
had been so gracious about it. He is such a sweetheart, I thought, such a gentleman. Pretty hot too, my bad side added. He was that, I agreed with myself.
Looks like I’ve
still got it, even if I am closing in on thirty, I smiled. I figured I owed myself a bit of
harmless fantasy at least. Mike’s kiss had tasted faintly of beer
and coconut cream, an oddly erotic mix, and I thought of his
tanned, rippled arms as I saw them often in his muscle shirt on the
job site. I drifted home on the glow of picturing how the evening
might have gone. God - what willpower you have girl, I congratulated myself as I turned into the
driveway.

That’s weird, I thought. I was a bit late, 9:30, and it was
getting dusky. Why are there no lights on? I jumped out of the car, and strode up to the back
door. It was locked. Very weird, I
thought. Why
would Sean have it locked before I got home? I fished in my bag for the key, opened the
door and pushed in past the litter of shoes, ball gloves, soccer
ball, and other assorted crap. Searching the house quickly, I
confirmed that I was the first one home. Just then the phone rang,
startling me stiff.

 


“Hello?” I answered. “Mom! Are the kids
with you…? Oh thank God! No I don’t know what happened! Yes, sure,
yes I’ll be right over - I’m really sorry!”

---

I’m sure there’s a perfectly logical explanation for this,
honey,” Dad reassured me as he carried Annie out to my car. Billy
had made it out under his own steam, but was already dozing on the
front seat. Looking down at them as he closed the car door, Dad
said, “Grandma had them out at the beach most of the day. They’re
pretty pooped.”

“I know, I’m sure you’re absolutely right,
Dad.” I hugged him. “Thanks, and please thank Mom again, too. I’m
really sorry to make you miss your bridge night.”

“It’s no big deal, honey, really! We love
having the kids with us whenever we get the chance. We were just
worried.”

I drove home thanking my lucky stars I had
such great parents and wondering what the hell could have happened
to Sean. As I turned onto our street, I saw his car in the driveway
and breathed a sigh of relief. I hadn’t realized until then just
how worried I’d been about him. Now I was suddenly angry at him
instead, as I saw he was staggering around to the back door
fumbling with his keys.

I pulled my car in beside his and roused
the kids, Billy plodded sleepily beside me, and Annie seemed to
weigh a ton in my arms. When I got around to the back door, it was
open, though the screen door had pulled itself shut. I bustled the
kids to their bedrooms and helped Annie undress for bed.
To hell with it for
tonight, they can go to bed once without brushing their
teeth, I thought. I
kissed them both as I tucked them in, but they were both asleep
already. I turned to search for my useless husband.

“Where have you been?” I fumed, whispering
furiously. “You were supposed to pick up the kids hours ago!” I had
found him in the rec room, swaying in front of the bar as he poured
himself a long scotch out of the crystal decanter; a full two
inches in the pinwheel tumbler.

“Huh? Oh, ya, sure, just give me a minute
and I’ll go. Just going to have a quick drink first.” He swiveled
around, swaying like long grass in a summer breeze. The scotch
sloshed over the rim of the glass through his fingers, dripping
onto the carpet.

“What the hell are you talking about? It’s
10 o’clock! You were supposed to pick them up four hours ago!
Thanks to you, Mom and Dad missed their bridge night.”

“Well hoop-de-doo! Big hairy deal, Betty
and Barney miss the big bridge game - God save us all! What on
earth did Fred and Wilma have to say about that?” he sniggered,
overcome by his own wit.

“Do you have any idea how much they do for
us already? We can’t just not show up to pick up our
kids!”

“Oh to hell with them! And to hell with
you, too - little Miss Perfect and her oh so perfect
parents!”

“Christ, when did you turn into such a
loser?”

“When did you turn into such an evil bitch?
Don’t you ever get tired of screwing people for money?”

“What the hell are you talking about you
lazy asshole? I am out there working my ass off every day! How do
you think we can afford to live like this?” I gestured around me.
“If it were down to you, we’d still be living in that crappy two
bedroom apartment!”

“Blood money, Goddamn blood money. Doesn’t
it bother you that you’re screwing these people? Ripping off
illiterate country bumpkins, just to make a buck? For Christ’s
sake! It’s sick.”

“Doesn’t it bother you that I do EVERYTHING
around here? I make 80 percent of the money, I take care of the
kids, I do the grocery shopping, cooking, cleaning and laundry.
Meanwhile your only job is to hold up a glass and bend you elbow!
Honestly, I sometimes wonder what I ever saw in you.”

“That’s what this is really about isn’t it?
What’s the name of this guy you’re screwing? Do you really expect
me to take care of the kids so you can stay out late with your
boyfriend?”

“You jerk! I don’t know what you’re talking
about! I’ve never cheated on you! You’re just fabricating this
whole story so that you can deflect attention away from your
transgressions!”

“My ‘transgressions’? What are you, a
goddamn dictionary? I don’t even know what the hell you’re saying
half the time!” His look sobered as his eyes bore into mine.
“You’ve changed, you know; you used to be a good person; a fun
person, too. Now all you care about is the almightily buck! It
matters more to you than your principles… and definitely more to
you than I do.”

“Sure I’ve changed,” I hissed. “I bloody
well grew up! One of us had to!” He pushed past me and headed for
the stairs. “You on the other hand; you haven’t changed a bit!” I
shouted after him.

He slept in the den.

---

Thankfully, the next morning was a
Saturday. I woke up to blinding sunlight, streaming into the
bedroom through the crack between the closed curtains, cutting a
thin line down the centre of my pillow. I tilted my head up and looked around.
Thank God the kids
haven’t been in already,
I thought as I looked at Sean’s side of the bed - still made
up. Bastard! I
thought, my anger flaring again as I thought about the kids, and my
parents, waiting hours for him last night.

I pulled on my robe and padded down to the
family room where the kids were just finishing cereal as they
watched cartoons. Sean was watching them from the breakfast nook,
drinking coffee, cigarette in hand. He looked like he’d been
dragged through a knothole sideways.

I kissed the kids and took their bowls to
the sink. Then I dropped into the chair nearest Sean and whispered,
“What really happened last night? Where were you? Why didn’t you
pick up the kids?”

“Not now.”

“Yes now, I want to know.”

He lurched out of the chair, grabbed my
elbow and dragged me with him through the sliding door, out onto
the back deck, closing the door behind us. “If you must know - I
lost my job yesterday. Tim and I actually, both lost our
jobs.”

“Not that I give a shit about Tim
but…”

“Naturally…” he retorted.

“…but why? What reason could they possibly
have to fire you both? Do you mean they laid you off? That doesn’t
seem likely… We’re crazy busy, can’t find people in
fact.”

“If you’d just shut up for a bloody minute,
I could tell you. We weren’t laid off - we were fired - you know
F-I-R-E-D.” He held up his index finger as I opened my mouth to
interject. “We went to the tavern for lunch, and stayed a bit late,
lost track of time actually. Anyway, when we got back to the truck,
the crew chief was totally pissed - sacked us on the spot. Said we
were a couple of lazy, good for nothing, immature assholes and he’d
had enough.” Sean glared at me, daring me to echo the
sentiment.

“Well, why wasn’t he with you? Since when
do you not all eat together?”

“Since the company banned tavern lunches.
The bean counter figured that afternoon productivity was below par
and so the word came down from ‘on high’ to can the liquid
lunches.”

“So that still doesn’t explain why you
weren’t eating lunch with the crew chief.”

“We told him we had to go to the bank and
that we would pick up sandwiches on the way. We made arrangements
to meet back at the truck… we’d have gotten away with it if we
hadn’t been late.”

What an idiot!
I thought, but said instead,
“well, don’t let it get to you - it’s no big deal…” I was thinking
he could probably get on with one of our crews if I sweet talked
Marty.

“No, I know, my piddly little rodman’s
salary is insignificant in comparison to yours, Ms.
Vice-President.”

“I am a partner, not a vice-president and
that’s not what I meant! I just meant that I could check at the
office. I’m sure they’d take you on. We’re super busy!”

“Are you completely batshit? Oh yeah - I
would just love that - me the rodman and you the boss!” He snorted
his derision. “And everybody knowing you got me the job. Not to
mention joining up with the dark side. Not bloody likely.
“

“What?” I was baffled. “We’re busy as hell,
we’re going to be hiring at least two full new survey crews in the
next six months just to keep up. We’re just lucky you’re
available.” I added the lie.

“What makes you think I’d want to join in
on your evil crusade to rip off the masses? One member of the
family screwing the local yokels out of their land is enough. I’ll
get my own job, thanks.” He pushed past me and pulled at the
sliding door.

“Okay!” he hollered, clapping his hands
together as he stepped through the door. “Who wants to go to the
beach?”

“Meeeee!” the kids cried in
unison.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 7

 


“You look like you’ve lost your last
friend. What’s up?” Mike said. We were sitting over coffees in an
Irving truck stop on Highway 2, after meeting at the site of our
latest project to check on construction progress.

“What? Oh, sorry, ya. Rough
weekend.”

“You party animal, you,” he
smiled.

“No unfortunately, rough as in ‘really
crappy’.”

“Oh I see, want to talk about
it?”

“Nah - it’s okay. The last thing you need
to hear about is my petty domestic problems,” I said, twirling my
cup.

“I doubt they are petty,” he said, reaching
across to stroke my hand. “Actually, I’d really like to hear about
it.”

I looked up to meet his eyes and
sighed. God,
a girl could get lost in those eyes… “Er, well… ah…”

“Yes, you said that already,” Mike teased,
his eyes crinkling.

“Yes, sorry, well the long and the short of
it is, things are, ah… not going too well between Sean and
me.”

“I had a feeling you were going to say
that.”

“Yah, well… he said some pretty nasty
things to me. Basically he thinks what we’re doing here is evil.
Says we’re exploiting people. That it’s sickening.”

“Oh - I see.”

“Yes, well, it’s pretty rich - considering
he has no problem helping me spend the money I make doing it! Oh
ya, actually, there’s more - he got fired on Friday.”

“Well maybe that explains it. You know,
sort of lashing out as some sort of defense mechanism? What
happened?”

I told him about Sean coming home
shitfaced, about him not picking up the kids at my parents and the
details of how he lost his job. “Anyway, we had a huge fight on
Saturday morning and then he took off with the kids to the beach.
Didn’t ask me to go along and I let them leave. Then yesterday
morning, he was up early and disappeared for the whole day. I guess
he slept at home last night, but he wasn’t home by the time I went
to bed and he wasn’t there when the kids and I got up
either.”

“Uh huh...”

“He’s sleeping in the den,” I
added.

“I see.”

“Ya - not good.”

“Well there’s got to be more to it than
that - you told me the other night that things weren’t going that
great.”

“Yes, it’s true. We’ve been growing apart
for a while now. It’s just that, well, I enjoyed all the partying
and boozing when we were kids in school. But we’ve got two kids, a
mortgage - you know, responsibilities, now. He still acts like he
did when we first met. He’s got absolutely zero ambition, he drinks
like a fish and he never lifts a finger around the house. It drives
me nuts!”

Mike stretched back into his booth seat,
and took a long drink of his coffee. Then he slapped his palms on
the table and started to rise. “C’mon, what you need is a break
from all this. Let’s go for a drive!”

“I can’t go for a drive! I’ve got to get
back to the office - I’ve got a ton of work to do!”

“Who’s your biggest client?”

“You are; you know that.”

“Well,” he smiled. “Then follow me.” He
headed for the pay phone and dropped a dime into the slot. “What’s the office number
again?”

“382-5050”

“Oh, ya, right.” He punched it in. “Laurie
sweetie! It’s Mike Leger… Yes great, thanks. You? Good, good. He he
- oh you are wicked.” He winked at me and I rolled my eyes. “Say,
honey, is Marty in by any chance? Great! Thanks. Sure.” He covered
the phone with his palm. “She’s putting me through,” he
smiled.

“Oh no,” I sighed.

He put the phone back to his mouth.
“Marty! Hi! Mike here - how’s it going? Great. Listen Marty, I’m
wondering if I might steal Ellie for a few hours, I’ve found a nice
new prospect for us out in Baie Verte and I’d like to get her take
on it. What? Yes she is. We’ve just finished at the Memramcook site
and I thought it might be expedient to check it out now, since
we’re halfway there already. I’m not sure how long the opportunity
will sit, so I’d like to jump right on it. You’ve got nothing
pressing on there for her this afternoon do you? Great! Thanks.
What? Well, no, actually, I don’t think I can get her back to the
office this afternoon - that a problem? Excellent! Okay, yes, okay.
Yup, yes, sure, I’ll tell her. Okay, thanks Marty, see you.” He
hung up.

“Shit! What did he say? What did he tell
you to tell me?”

Mike took my elbow and guided me through
the door. Leaning down to whisper into my ear he said, “He told me
to tell you to take very good care of me.”

“Oh bullshit! Come on - really, what did he
say?”

“Honestly!” he laughed. “That’s what he
said - word for word! So come on! We’re playing hooky - boss’s
orders!” He steered me to his pickup and opened the passenger door
for me. “Go ahead, get in. We’ll come back for your car
later.”

“Oh God!” I said, as Mike opened his door
and slid in behind the wheel. “Marty’s no fool, you know. He’s
going to think we’re buggering off for a screwing
party.”

“I love the ladylike way you put things,”
he laughed again. “Anyway, so what if he does? He’ll probably give
you a raise… above and beyond the call of duty and all
that!”

I punched him in the arm, but had to
laugh, too. “Might as well enjoy myself then.”

“That’s the spirit! Now, lets’ go find a
nice spot for lunch! Actually, I know just the place!” He turned
out southeast on Highway 2.

“Are we really going out to Baie Verte?” I
asked.

“Not if I can help it.”

“Well then where are we…”

“You’ll just have to wait and
see.”

I leaned back into the seat and relaxed. I
had to admit, it was nice to escape from the grind for a change,
especially given the stresses at home. He drove about 15 minutes
and then took the first exit into Sackville, then asked, “You been
here before?”

“Actually no, I haven’t.” He drove past the
foundry, then took a left when he reached the campus of Mount
Allison University. As we drove past the pond, I spotted two white
swans. “Oh look!” I cried, pointing them out to him.

“Yes, I know,” he said. “Apparently, they
belong to the university - sort of academic pets you might
say.”

“This is a beautiful little town.” I said
as he rounded the corner and stopped at the lights. He signaled
left. “I can’t believe we’ve not done any work down this
way.”

“Well, it’s pretty much all English here.
Marty’s contacts are all French,” he said as we turned into a
driveway on our right.

“Grand Mount Hotel,” I read the sign.
“Oooo, I’ve heard about this place. “Very up-market. Definitely
looks it.” I said as we stepped out onto a gravel drive and
crunched to the front door. It looked like a giant multi-story
Victorian mansion. Something like my childhood home in Kingshurst,
only on steroids. It was huge. “You know,” I stopped, and put my
hand on his arm to slow him. “I’m not really dressed for this sort
of place.” I gestured down at my jeans.

“No problem. Dress code is informal at
lunch time.” He took my hand and led me up onto the front porch,
and in through the front door.

---

“Yum! This seafood chowder is heavenly!” I
said, patting my mouth with a crisp linen napkin.

“Yes, the food is excellent here. We should
come for dinner some evening.”

“Ya right, that’s definitely going to
happen.”

“Listen,” he said. “Would you excuse me for
a minute? I need to um...” He rose, looking around. “Be right
back.”

Mike went back out through the dining room
door, and disappeared into the lobby. I eased back in the chair
bringing my glass along and stretched my legs out under the table.
I sipped the perfectly chilled, and probably obscenely expensive,
white wine as I enjoyed the view. Through a 40 foot wide expanse of
French doors encompassing the length of the dining room, I could
see a huge, sprawling back garden, dotted with majestic trees,
flowers and rose bushes. Several of the doors were open and a light
breeze wafted the sweet scent of the roses into the dining
room. Beautiful, I
thought. Hard
to believe we’re in the middle of a town.

“Right, you ready?” Mike was back, standing
beside my chair, his hand extended out to me.

“Oh darn, so soon? I’m enjoying this.
What’s the rush?”

“Oh we’re not leaving. We’re just going up
to the lounge. It’s on the third floor.”

“Huh? You sure? I didn’t notice any sign
for a lounge. Do you mean one of the parlors? They’re on the front
- we’ll lose this fabulous view.”

“No I mean the lounge. C’mon - the view is
even better from the third floor. Now, are you coming or not?” He
waggled his hand. I got up and took it.

We went out through the foyer and up the
mahogany staircase. We came to the second floor, and went down the
length of the hall. “Hey - these are hotel rooms!” I said, looking
at the numbers on the doors. “You sure we’re allowed to be up
here?”

“Positive,” he said, steering me up the
next flight of stairs. At the top we came upon double doors, spread
wide into a huge living space. As I stepped into the room, I had to
agree - the view was even better than that in the dining room. The
40 foot wide bank of French doors was reproduced here, but without
the multitude of dining tables to interrupt the view. Beyond the
doors, a full width, glass walled balcony looked out at tree top
level. We stepped into the room onto a deep, soft cream white
carpet. My feet literally sank into it - it felt like stepping onto
a cloud.

“This room must encompass the whole top
floor!” I said, looking around me. Plush deep sofas, divans and
chairs dotted the room, which had to be at least 30 foot deep on
the short dimension. Numerous large potted plants softened the
corners. Cream colored walls and elaborate white trim and crown
moldings reflected the sunlight streaming in through the wall of
glass doors, adding to the cloudlike ambience. Over to our right,
at an antique mahogany sideboard, a waiter was pouring champagne
into large crystal glasses set out on a silver tray. An ornate
silver ice bucket stood beside the drinks tray.

“Almost,” Mike replied. “There are a couple
of offices and a few hotel rooms as well.”

Just as I was about to ask him how he knew
all this, the waiter finished filling the glasses and crushed the
champagne bottle into the bucket, jiggling it to work it into the
ice. He turned to us. “Will that be all, Mr. Leger?”

“Yes thanks, Glen. That’s
perfect.”

I turned and gaped at Mike while Glen slid
out of the room, closing the double doors behind himself. Mike
turned and locked them.

“What the f…?”

“Now, now,” Mike pressed an index finger to
my lips, and then took my hand. “That’s not ladylike. Come see this
view.” He pulled me towards the French doors. He opened a couple
and then indicated a huge divan in front of them. Let’s sit here
and enjoy the view.

“You mean ‘lie’ here - it’s the size of an
aircraft carrier!”

“Oops, wait there,” he said, easing me down
onto it. “I’ll grab the champagne!”

I couldn’t resist the plush soft cushions
on the divan, the view, the breeze wafting heavenly scents in
through the open doors. I reclined and drank it all in.

“Here, try this,” Mike handed me a glass,
and joined me on the divan. “Cheers,” he said, clinking his glass
on mine. We both reclined, sipped champagne, and enjoyed the
view.

Still my curiosity was piqued. I sat
forward and turned to look at him. “Mike, what’s up? How come we
have this lounge to ourselves, and how come you know the waiter and
he knows you?”

“Well,” he smiled, “mainly because I own
the place.”

“You OWN the place? You own the Grand Mount
Hotel? Since when?”

“Oh- since about 10 months ago. I happened
across it last summer, and absolutely fell in love with it. So I
bought it.”

“So I bought it,” I parroted. “Christ, just
how loaded are you?”

“Very loaded,” he smiled.

“Shit!” I said, easing back into the
cushions and looking out at the view again. I sighed, “Well I can
relate to that. Falling in love with it, I mean. It’s absolutely
magical.”

“So you like it then?”

“Umm, definitely.” I said, sipping my
‘champers’.

He set his glass on the sofa table behind
our heads, then took my glass and put it there, too. He turned to
me, and took me in his arms. His eyes locked on mine and I was
immediately lost in them. He said “Well if you like that, I’m
hoping you’re going to love this!” He kissed me, and I let him. In
fact, I let him do a lot more than just kiss me. And he was right -
I loved every minute of it.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 8

 


“Are we going to put up the Crissmas tree
this weekend, Mommy?” Annie asked as we drove home from school. It
was December 1984, two weeks before Christmas.

“You bet sweet pea!” I said with false
cheer and we turned into our street, wondering if Sean would be
getting blotto again tonight. He was still out of work, hadn’t even
applied for anything since September. The survey business was small
enough that everyone knew everyone, and word had gotten around
about Sean. Apparently he’d been drinking on the job for quite a
while and had been given many warnings before finally getting
fired. All this had come to me via Marty, who was buddies with the
boss at Sean’s old firm. Marty had known about all of this for
almost a year, but hadn’t known how to break it to me. Apparently,
no one wanted a drunk on their crew, especially one with a chip on
his shoulder.

In one sense, it had actually worked out
well for a while, with Sean at home that is. The kids had spent the
summer at home instead of at day camps and the three of them had
had a terrific time. Going to the beach, on picnics, biking,
camping; Sean had entertained them all summer. No wonder they all got on so
well, I thought.
He’s basically a big
kid himself. He still
never lifted a finger around the house despite being at home all
day, but the kids had had a terrific summer, and so I hadn’t
bothered to complain.

We hadn’t slept together since the big
fight back in June. For a couple of weeks, we hadn’t even exchanged
words. After that, we’d moved into sort of a cold war phase, where
we communicated just enough for the family business to function.
Eventually Sean got tired of sleeping on the couch in the den, and
bought a hide-a-bed. He moved his clothes into the den closet, and
his razor and toothbrush from the master bath into the kid’s
bathroom. If the kids wondered why Daddy wasn’t sleeping in Mommy’s
room - that’s what they called it now - they weren’t
asking.

We went along with this charade until
September, when school started. Left on his own much of the day,
Sean had started drinking in earnest and things had gone downhill
fast. Now here I was, picking up the kids at Mom and Dad’s, because
Sean would be too drunk to drive by 3 pm. This was after stopping
for groceries, and I probably still had dinner to make and laundry
to do when I got home.

I don’t know if, when or where Sean was
getting his, but after the blissful afternoon at the Grand Mount
Hotel, Mike and I had taken dozens of trips to Sackville, mostly
during work hours. If Sean suspected anything he never said so to
me; we’d stopped discussing anything personal that weekend back in
June. I felt guilty for cheating on Sean, despite the fact that it
seemed he no longer cared about me, or much of anything, anymore. I
knew that I should be dealing with our relationship one way or the
other before starting a new one. It’s just that, as far as I was
concerned, I wasn’t in a relationship. I knew that Mike was in love
with me, and though I enjoyed the sex a lot and looked forward to
our ‘wicked escapes’ as we called them - I was not in love with
him. My life was still too complicated to think about love and
commitment with Mike.

“Is Dad really going to take us out to the
country to chop down a tree, Mommy?” Billy asked.

“Absolutely, big guy!” I assured him.
“Daddy promised - tomorrow afternoon!” Actually, I had pressed Sean
into it. Despite our personal differences, he had seemed relatively
happy all summer and I thought if he did something with the kids,
he might leave off the booze for a day. Maybe with us all home
together over Christmas, it would finally turn things around. Maybe
we could start the New Year off on a more positive note.

---

“Okay! Billy - where are your mittens?” I
asked as I zipped Annie into her snowsuit.

“Here!” he cried, waving them up high over
his head.

“Okay - put them on and be sure to keep
them on, especially once you are out of the car.” I turned to look
at Sean, who had just come in from warming up the truck and loading
in the ropes, chainsaw and gas can. “You will make sure they’re
both bundled up before you set out into the woods?”

“Yeah, yeah, of course - Christ, I’m not
stupid!” he grumbled, then brightened as he put an arm around each
kid. “Okay, who’s ready to go get a Crissmas tree?”

“I am!” they chorused, and he swept them
out the door.

---

I had thought about going with
them. Should
have, I admonished
myself about an hour later, as I sat at the breakfast nook sipping
coffee and looking out through the sliding glass doors. I’d been
planning to, in fact, up to this morning.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/115918
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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