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Praise for Legacy
 
"Once in a while a mystery novel comes along that really lives up to its name. Legacy leaves us wanting to read more from its beautifully written opening to its clever closing chapters. A fascinating look at how four lives can collide."—D.J. McIntosh, author of The Witch of Babylon (CNN's pick as one of six enduring historical thrillers)
 
"The central image of Catherine Astolfo's Legacy is a wishing well, an ironic reminder of the old saying "Be careful what you wish for." In this powerful novel, characters who wish to dominate others spiritually end up creating victims not disciples. Astolfo's searing exploration of the anguish caused by egotism is counterbalanced by her characters' ultimate realization that friendship and community can overcome evil. In Legacy, Astolfo gives readers an enduring theme wrapped in a gripping narrative."—Gail Bowen, author of the Joanne Kilbourn Mysteries
 
"In Legacy, Catherine Astolfo poses searching questions about the consequences of childhood trauma. Through the interwoven lives of her small-town characters, she explores not only the corrosive effects of abuse, neglect, and loss but also the healing that comes from facing the darkness."—Kay Stewart, author of Sitting Lady Sutra
 
"Description, dialogue, plotting, all developed with the skill of a seasoned mystery writer…Your writing is consistently strong and invigorating. It solidified my feeling that you are a writer in for the long haul and should mature into a mystery author of the top rank in Canada."—Don Graves, The Hamilton Spectator



 
This book is dedicated to the amazing, resilient, wonderful children who have been such a source of happiness in my life. Here's to a legacy of love and joy.
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Brynstan
The old English
from which the word
Brimstone evolved.
A stone which,
when combined with fire,
gives off a noxious odour.
Brimstone
also
the name of a lovely butterfly.
 
Prologue
 
For a long time the boy knew he was only a step away from the edge. He could feel it in the pressure on his chest, the blockage in his throat, the mist before his eyes. All he had to do was give in, go forward, use the anger. Just take that one last step.
He began to spend more time alone, less time talking to anyone. Now and then he'd be sitting somewhere, at the table or his desk for instance, and realize that he had not connected with the world for long minutes or even hours. He had always been a quiet, introspective boy, so he was not surprised that no one noticed the changes inside him. But the absence of attention exacerbated the anger. One part of him wanted someone to stop him, to pull him free.
Whenever anyone did pick up on his mood, though, he wanted to lash out. It seemed that anger was all there was left. He was holding still, waiting for the nerve to act.
Instead he would go into his room and pick the flies off the screen, stuck there in the heat. He would slowly pull their wings off, or squish them between his fingers, or just let them suffocate in his palm. Sometimes he would force himself out of the house in search of other insects or small animals to punish. In the brush and trees surrounding the backyard, he would trap ants, mice and once, a cat. He realized that this was a kind of training ground. He was getting his body and his mind ready for the stepping off.
Unheeded, those around him continued to press him, move him along the continuum. They gave him no choice. The anger and the pressure kept building.
On the day that he decided to act, he locked eyes with his brother. In that precise moment, he knew that he could do it. He stood up, retrieved the weapon from the back room and held it steadily in his arms. Then he stepped forward, deliberately, in the knowledge that once he moved over that edge, their universe would be altered forever. He felt something shift inside.
He lifted the gun and fired.



 
Chapter 1: Doro
 
Countless rains had pitted and gouged the road into furrows. She stopped the car and began to walk. The silence was oppressive. She moved unsteadily around the potholes, stones rubbing against her heels. Perspiration seeped through her pant legs.
The spring sun was relentless and hot here in the open space. There were no leaves yet to block the rays and she was hatless. Her legs were short and sturdy and she was used to physical exercise, but her heart was already struggling with the fear. She kept looking from side to side and behind her, causing her to stumble again and again, but she could not control the emotions that welled up inside her.
Although many of the surrounding fields had been swallowed up by subdivisions, this area was different. It sat fallow and neglected. Weeds had choked away most of the grass. Trees, stuck in the dry clay, were bent and leafless. The eerie quiet sounded more like death than insects or animals waiting breathless with fear of an encroaching human.
It lay just beyond the next rise. Slowed and cowed by dread, yet propelled by an anguished curiosity, she pushed on. With an abrupt, lurching shock, she realized suddenly that she was at her destination. She swayed on her feet, the rubble spread out below her. For a moment she could only stare, listening to her pounding heart, her laboured breathing, the sudden buzz of a few awakening insects. The abrupt whine of a mosquito by her ear propelled her down the hill.
The house had crawled back into the earth. Faint outlines of disintegrating brick, decayed wood and unformed detritus mixed with spindles of weed and flower. Only memory could resurrect the structure. The building had collapsed in on itself and crumbled into the ground.
Bits of rock and debris crunched under her feet. The sound was at once terrifying and liberating. Her legs weakened unexpectedly and she sat heavily on a jagged rock, the edges digging into her thighs.
She looked around, as if she were being watched. She kicked at the stones. Frightened but determined to be courageous. Suddenly she bent right over, her face nearly touching the ground, and began to dig ferociously like a dog in the soot. Searching, testing. She threw bits of broken glass, ceramic, wilted plastic and rotting wood above her and behind her, faster and harder, her rage causing the fragments to wheel in the air and land in the brush.
A cloud of dust and destruction made her cough and she went down on all fours for a moment, chest heaving, her breath gradually slowing back to normal, forcing the rage from her face, her hands. Finally, she sat again, her heart pounding with shame and release, her face red with exertion and the probing sun. She felt ridiculous, as though she had become an angry child again.
The charred, acrid smell of the uncovered wood and rubble threatened to force vomit from her throat. She swallowed it back and turned toward the forest in the distance, as if she could gulp in cleaner air. She thought she saw something move. She sat still for a moment, listening, watching intently. Nothing appeared, but the stillness allowed her to become calm again. The nausea had all but disappeared. She tried to envision this house as it once must have been.
The memories were so vague. They moved in and out of her mind like tiny, damaged slides. Surrounded by mist, smothered in words that she could no longer decipher. Confusion, hurt, anger and fear were what she experienced when she remembered. She had never been able to straighten out the pictures, give them form and shape and logic. Yet the recollections haunted her, made her unsure and afraid in her life, though she had become adept at putting forward a tough, introspective exterior. Sometimes the anger built up until she burst in a stream of shouting and weeping, but she always ensured that she did this alone.
Now she wanted desperately to give the past some form so that she could put it in its proper context, start her life once again in a different way. She didn't want to infect her future children with a dark and controlling past.
She looked out over the square patch that must have once been a yard. There was a faded, broken wire fence poking its thin fingers out of the jungle of weeds. She could see where a tree must have been, though everything was a twisted mass of wild plants and bush.
She discovered that the weeds traced the outline of a room. She walked around it, feeling its demise. Ants and spiders twisted in and out of the rubble. Some day it would all crawl back into the earth. She felt glad that she was seeing it now, weakened and dying, but its ruin did not give her rest. She picked up a stick and used it to make a path in the dirt. She slashed at the broken bits of glass, sending them flying into the air. It felt good to be part of this destruction, but she wanted more. She needed answers, she needed definition.
Stunted and charred, a section of chimney still stood, struggling for survival. She walked over to it and kicked at one of the bricks. Crumbling, it sagged a little more. A large mound of soot became indistinguishable from the earth as she kicked it savagely. She wondered if this was the way their bodies looked now.
Mother. Father. The words were hollow. They had no meaning. They had left her no legacy.
The rubble lay harmlessly at her feet. Nothing jumped out at her. Nothing possessed her. She patted her slightly swollen belly and breathed deeply. A feeling of power and with it a touch of the freedom she sought surged through her.
She regretted that she didn't tell him where she was going. Her breath was short for a moment. Afraid that she might transmit more anxiety to the tiny life inside her, she sat again. She thought of his face. A touch of concern and loneliness had crossed his features as she drove away. She did not take pleasure in the secrecy. But this was her search. It had to be done alone.
She walked back to the car and began to edge carefully along the eroded driveway, heading uphill toward the road. She did not look back. It was no longer necessary. The house that lived in her nightmares was real but powerless.
Once she found the pieces and placed the puzzle at her feet, her past would no longer hold her in its clutch. Seeing the ruined house did not give her peace, but it would no longer haunt her in nightmares. It was defunct, reduced to rubble and this at least was rewarding.
Though she did not relish the task ahead of her, she had to seek the answers elsewhere. It was something she was good at when other people were involved. She must try to remain objective for herself. Perhaps this emotional visit to the ruin was necessary simply for the liberation of all that secret pent-up emotion.
As she headed toward the village, she was unaware of the figure standing behind a clump of trees on the hill, eyes locked onto her progress with intense hatred.



 
Chapter 2: Emily
 
The principal was in her office. She was kind of tall, but she had a nice face. Sydney liked the principal's light hair and soft blue eyes. She remembered one time when Mrs. Reneaux was away and Mrs. Taylor put on her Band-Aid. And another time, Mrs. Taylor gave her a little holder for her tooth, which bled and bled when it fell out. Lots of times, she came and sat in their classroom and just talked or worked with everyone, just like a real teacher. Mrs. Taylor wasn't like the principals that Daddy and Mummy told her about. They said you should never go to the principal's office. But sometimes kids came and saw Mrs. Taylor just because, like when they had good work to show or when they were hurt. But this time wasn't like any of the other times. She wasn't the one who was hurt. Maybe she shouldn't tell on Meghan's dad. Meghan didn't want her to.
It was very quiet in the hallway. No other kids were around. They were all working in their classrooms. Her teacher would start to wonder why she was taking so long. She felt like crying, because she was supposed to be in the bathroom, not here outside the principal's office. Her heart thudded with fright.
Suddenly Mrs. Taylor turned around. She saw her staring! But the principal's smile was so bright and nice, even though she had papers in her hand. She must be busy. Still she turned and said, "Hi, Sydney, what can I do for you?"
She sounded so kind and so friendly that Sydney felt like her heart would burst. She couldn't help the tears coming and she started to cry.
 
I put my arms around the little girl and took her into my office, where I sat her in the big comfortable chair and brought her some tissues. I waited a few moments until she had calmed down and then I squatted in front of her, so she could see my eyes.
Sydney D'Aubigne was six years old, a beautiful little girl whose character and bright, animated response to life promised leadership and astuteness in the future. It was a wonderful treat to be the principal of a small-town school because you had the chance to get to know each of the little people in your care, at least by name if not by personality, and their families as well.
"What's the matter, honey? What's happened to make you so sad?"
It was another moment before she could stop the tears. Her voice was hesitant and gravelly when she finally spoke.
"You know my friend, Meghan?" she asked in reply.
"Yes, I do. You and Meghan came and you read me the story you wrote and illustrated together, didn't you?"
Having gotten the conversation started, I rose from sitting on my heels and plopped into the chair beside her. I was only a few months away from retirement. Sitting in a squat position for too long was now clearly out of my range.
"Yes, we did," she said, so prim and proper for her age, the tissue twisting in her small hands, her eyes cast down. "That was fun. It's nice of you to do that."
Off topic or buttering me up? I wasn't sure, so I gave her a prompt. "Are you and Meghan not friends anymore? Is that what's making you cry?"
She looked up at me then, her deep-brown eyes reflecting the influence of Native roots. Lovely black straight hair perfectly framed her moon-shaped face.
"Oh no, Mrs. Taylor, we are best, best friends. It's…I'm afraid to tell you because Meghan will be mad at me when she finds out." She fell silent again, her eyes downward once more.
"Is it a secret?" Sydney nodded yes. "Is it a secret that Meghan told you?" Once again a nod, this time more vigorous.
I was getting warm. I thought for a moment. "Is Meghan being hurt by the secret and you think she should tell someone?"
Sydney looked up with a face suffused with surprise and awe. "How did you know?"
"Just a good guess, sweetheart. You know, if it's something that's hurting Meghan, you can tell me. Then I can talk to Meghan and pretend that I guessed, just like I did right now with you. And then Meghan won't have to know and you can still be best, best friends."
"Really?" Sydney almost smiled through the tears, her face lighting up with the lifeline.
"Really. I'm very good at that sort of thing."
I smiled at her and she threw herself into my arms. I hugged her and then settled her back onto the chair. This time when she spoke, she was clear eyed and determined.
"It's Meghan's daddy. He hurts her. Very, very badly. Every day."



 
Chapter 3: Brynstan
 
Suddenly, without knowing how, she was in the kitchen. The room seemed long, cavernous. She could not reach the top of the counters, where silver things were laid out, all gleaming and clean. The tile beneath her feet was spotless. She herself had scrubbed it with the stiff-bristled brush that she used when she was bad. She couldn't remember what she did wrong, but now the tiles shone in the early morning sun. The scrapes of the brush looked like fingernail marks across glass, barely distinguishable, but evidence nonetheless of her labour. She was afraid once more, scrambling through her mind to see what she had done this time.
Her mother stood at the other end, a cipher in the shadows, her thin, hunched shoulders motionless and rigid. The little girl did not cry out for her mother. Instead she waited, trembling.
He lifted her tiny frame roughly off her feet, his arms strong and hard against her thin body. Her ribs stung and the breath squeezed out of her lungs like a balloon being popped. He pulled her arm above her head and held her hand over the stove. The burner was red and blue and she could feel the heat, hear the hiss of the gas and the flames licking the air, searching for her flesh.
"You feel the fires of hell," he said. "Only if you follow my way will you escape the agony."



 
Chapter 4: Jacob
 
The sun danced warmly on his cheek and he felt completely relaxed and contented. He reached over to her side of the bed, anticipating the feel of her silky skin, her soft fine hair and the answering sigh of her response to his touch. Instead, his hand met empty air and untouched pillow and his body went rigid with grief once more.
Unable to stop, the images came back. The baby limp and barely breathing in Adrienne's arms. Laura's stiff, cold body slumped in the frigid water, her mouth twisted as if in agony. Bits of vomit clung to her chin and neck. The terrible smell, lumps of floating waste, porcelain white skin, eyes vacant holes in her face. He touched her briefly, staggering back in horror.
He opened his eyes and sat up, his breath slamming back as though he'd been kicked in the stomach. His heart pounded. He waited until he could breathe normally and then he flung back the covers. He'd been doing this for too many guilt-infested years.
He headed for the bathroom, a converted closet that was now a tiny en-suite toilet and shower. The house was a beautiful old brick building designated an historical site with a construction date circa 1832. It had that sense of history in the squeaky hardwood floors under his bare feet, yet its modern conveniences fit perfectly into the narrow hallways and tiny faultless rooms.
After he finished in the bathroom, he pulled on his pajamas and checked both the children's rooms, which were empty as expected. Throwing off the last vestiges of his misery, he ran down the stairs and pranced with happy anticipation into the kitchen. Adrienne sat at the table, gloriously chomping on cereal. Jordan gave him a porridge-smeared grin from his booster seat. Helen stood at the stove, frying something that smelled delicious. His heart swelled and he felt as though his smile might dissolve any moment into tears of gratitude.
"Good morning, champ," he said, kissing both of his son's sticky cheeks and getting a pair of wet hands clamped around his neck in return.
"Daddy, Daddy," the little boy chirped, his round face suffused with joy. He offered up a spoonful of clumpy milk and cereal, so Jacob pretended to eat it noisily.
Wiping himself off with a napkin, he bent over Adrienne, softly smoothing her long hair away from her face, and kissed her. She smiled up at him, her eyes shining with happiness and energy.
Jacob was still amazed at how much she resembled him. The feminine version of his deep-blue eyes and black wavy hair. A throwback to the "black Irish," his mother often said.
"Good morning, Daddy," Adrienne said in her lilting, mature little voice. "You sure slept in today."
"Your daddy works hard, Ennie," Helen said from the stove, turning to smile at him too. "He deserves a later mornin' now and then."
"You're right, Helen," Adrienne good-naturedly answered. "You do work too hard, Daddy." She leaned over, wrapped her arms around his waist and he felt as though he might burst.
"Got you some of that Canadian bacon you love, Mr. Jacob," Helen told him, placing a plate of meat, eggs and potatoes on the table in front of him.
He touched her shoulder appreciatively and sat with anticipation on his chair. "So, what's up for you three today? I know what I'm going to be up to. More sitting at that desk in there."
He waved in the direction of his home office, a workshop that had been added by the previous owners and connected to the house through the garage.
Helen answered for Jordan. "The little mister and I are going to walk Ennie to school and then we're headed to the park and then to pick up some things at the store." It was a long speech for Helen and she looked surprised, as though the words had tumbled out unbidden.
Jacob was smitten with Helen Lake the moment he met her and he'd hired her on the spot. A big, lumbering Native woman, she had been described to him for all the things she was not. Pretty, 'book learning smart,' married, articulate. Yet the qualities that she did have—her kindness, her instinct for children and their needs (and often adults too as Jacob discovered), her athletic prowess, her understated humour, her sparkling brown eyes and her spiritual solidity—all of these added up to one of the most amazing human beings he'd ever encountered.
Three years ago she moved in to become their housekeeper and nanny and quickly became their fourth family member, their missing piece. She handled Jordan's difficulties and Jacob's moods effortlessly. Even more, she was able to pry Adrienne's deeper feelings out from under the little girl's façade of cheerful strength and maturity. Jacob appreciated profoundly the fact that Adrienne had a confidante to whom she could confess the true effects of losing her mother, for he knew that his tearful responses to his daughter's distress were never helpful. Thus Adrienne, brilliant and older than her age might indicate, had actually formed a kind of friendship with Helen that defied the difference in years.
When Jacob worried about the future, which he tended to do a great deal, it was around the loss of Helen. At twenty-one, she might have appeared to be asexual to her family, but what would happen if she fell in love and went away to be married? How could he be so selfish as to hope that it might take ten years for her to do so, enough time for Adrienne to be twenty years old and for Jordan to be in high school?
Ennie began to speak, so he turned his thoughts toward her.
"I'm going to read to the kindergarten class today, Daddy," she said. "My friend Leslie and I wrote this book and we drew pictures and everything. So Mrs. Sullivan said we could go to the kindergarten classes and read it to the little ones. We practiced how we should sit and show them the pictures and go slowly so they understand the story."
"Wow, that's wonderful," he responded, genuinely proud of her creative abilities. She spent many hours writing and drawing and he could see that she got a great deal of pleasure out of the artistic process. "Can you bring the book home to read to us later?"
Her eyes danced. "That's a great idea. You would love that, wouldn't you, Jordie?"
Her little brother responded with a vigorous nodding of his head, which splattered bits of oatmeal all over them, accompanied by deep, rumbling laughter from Helen, which they all couldn't help but join.
As Jacob watched his youngest child open his small round mouth in laughter, he thought about how much he resembled his mother. His light-blue eyes and his fine blond hair bobbing in merriment, Jordan could've been a poster baby for a Pablum advertisement. You could not know from his outward, angelic appearance that his mind contained hidden valleys that no one had yet been able to reach or explain.



 
Chapter 5: Alain
 
May leaned over her husband and stroked his face, wondering if it had been his muttering or the moonlight that had awakened her. The soft filter of reflected light shone straight onto Alain's cheek, highlighting the curve of his face, the long lashes of his closed eyes and the turned-down pull and twitch on his mouth.
The Native woman didn't often think about their differences, because they were so alike in the important ways. But now, with his face defenceless and haunted, she could see how they would very shortly be showing the disparity in their ages. Alain was twelve years younger than May and up until now, no one could ever have guessed. Indeed, no one but May's best friend actually did know, because Alain had not grown up in Burchill.
As May approached her middle fifties, she had gained a little more weight and her hair was beginning to gray. Her skin was no longer completely wrinkle-free or as soft and silky as it had always been. Now she had to work to look younger. She had to apply creams and dyes and wear carefully selected clothes. In the past, she had never paid much attention to such things, being blessed with naturally pretty features, big brown eyes and straight, easily managed hair. She smiled a little at herself. If only Alain could know what she was thinking, he'd have given her hell for indulging in such negativity.
Right at this moment, though, as Alain gave another moan and shifted under her touch, his mouth pulling back and forth as though he were struggling to say something, May was worried about her husband. Over the last two years, his nightmares had become more frequent and fierce. Tonight, because she was awake and stroking his face, he hadn't erupted into the tortured shouts that had become common in their bedroom. They had both spent many nights awake, talking about his dreams, trying to analyze where they'd come from and when they'd started, to no avail. For when Alain finally woke up, he could remember nothing. The only detail he could hang onto was that the dreams emerged from a younger, immature and undeveloped Alain, the boy whose past had been buried for decades.
Most of his younger years had been spent in foster home after foster home. Although it was now difficult for May to believe, Alain had been rebellious, obnoxious and aggressive. He'd done everything from lighting fires to deliberately losing a family dog in the woods. His psychologist had worried that he might be a sociopath or even have psychotic tendencies, after which prognosis he had spent a couple of years in therapy. Over time, his ferocious anger had dissipated, replaced by a determination to accomplish something with his life.
School had not been kind to his tempestuous nature, but he'd always been good with his hands, so he learned on the job to tear apart any vehicle and put it back together in better shape than ever. He also taught himself to manage the computer and various types of business software.
After four years of working in a large auto repair shop while living sparingly in a boarding house in Toronto, Alain was in a financial position to purchase his own business. By sheer chance, that was the year that Johnny Wilder decided to sell his garage in Burchill, which he promptly advertised in a Toronto newspaper.
Alain Reneaux, tall, big boned and broad shouldered, had appeared at Johnny's with a deposit check and a will to succeed. A rumour raced around Burchill that a true 'coureur de bois' had arrived to take over the only full-service garage in town and now what would they do? How could a man with such large hands be good at car mechanics?
Luckily for Alain, the townspeople hadn't much choice. When their cars broke down, they couldn't very well get towed all the way to Merrickville or Ottawa, so they headed off to 'Johnny's.'
Alain, being a wise and prudent businessman besides a talented mechanic, did not change the name of the garage nor did he make any changes to its outward appearance until the villagers had accepted him completely. Acceptance did not take long once he got those large hands on their cars or trucks or tractors and demonstrated his highly developed skills.
He looked so much older than his chronological age. His broad face and large body bestowed an ageless quality to Alain, as though he'd always been a mature man. In fact, minus his greying hair and some laugh lines, he looked pretty much the same now as he did then. Never once did he volunteer information about himself and most of the villagers didn't ask.
He spoke with a slight French Canadian accent and could converse intelligently in both official languages. He lived in the local boarding house-hotel, dated no one and was a fair-minded employer. No one who worked with him or for him would have guessed that he was less than thirty years old.
Pleasant, quiet and efficient, he had the kind of aura that brooked no entry. Until, of course, he began to transform not only May Wabishki's old automobile but the two of them as well.
Prior to Alain's arrival, May had graduated from Business College and taken up a position as the school secretary. In a spirit of independence, intending to do more visiting outside of the confines of her little birthplace, she had purchased a second-hand car from Johnny. Promptly after he retired, it started giving her trouble. Years later, she joked with old Mr. Wilder that he had "set her up" with Alain by rigging the engine to fall apart after the new mechanic arrived in town. He always reminded her that she had driven the poor vehicle "all over hell's half acre" and that she was lucky it had lasted as long as it did.
May had heard all about the arrival of the new mechanic known as the 'coureur de bois.' As she drove her sputtering automobile into the garage yard that day, she caught sight of the man himself, broad shoulders leaning over the front of a car, the hood preventing her from seeing his face.



 
Chapter 6: Doro
 
The little town was bleak and windswept. Although it was the beginning of spring, the snowy freshness of the typical Canadian winter had quickly dissipated, leaving behind a dusty dryness that could be felt in the throat and in the blinking of the eye. As yet, there had been no real spring weather, with its refreshing rains, uplifting sun and healing winds.
Today the breeze was strong but unsatisfactory, devoid of moisture. It merely moved the dirt from one place to another and seemed to constrict rather than warm the air. It allowed the new sun to peer more directly onto the unprotected eye of the earth, drying it prematurely.
As soon as she stepped from the car, she was breathless and perspiring. But now, at least, she felt more in control, more like her external persona.
The village consisted of one main paved road, with a few narrow streets webbing off to end in a scattered pattern of homes, most of which were derelict or deserted. A few establishments displayed wares in their windows. Many had For Rent or For Sale signs hanging crookedly among the dust motes. It was reminiscent of the ghost towns she saw on cowboy shows as a child. Little more than a passageway between two larger towns. A place to visit briefly and leave. She could only pray that someone had stayed here, someone who remembered when the house down the road was alive and menacing.
Only one of the stores showed any sign of life. From a short distance, she watched as several cars, one after the other, pulled up to the curb out front. Usually only one person got out, returned and then sped away again, snacks and drinks piled high to get the travelers through the next stage of their journey.
She entered the shop after another of the passers-through and felt the fresh, cool air go through her like a shot of adrenaline. To her surprise, there was an enormous air conditioning unit standing upright in the corner, the kind that heated and cooled, providing a fresh, oxygen-rich climate any time of the year. Even if she found out nothing, she might just hang around inside.
The store was a large rectangle with a long counter and cash register in the middle. It was much bigger and far more modernized than it looked from the outside. In fact, it appeared they'd overtaken the neighbouring store, which explained the difference in ceiling tiles and décor. The air purifier chugged rather noisily from the corner, happily spreading its cheer over the customers.
Rows of foodstuff, all teetering on aluminum shelves, radiated to the left, while on the right, there was a collection of chairs and tables against the wall opposite the counter. Farther to the right she could see the usual Canadian crafts displayed on shelves and inside glass enclosures—red-and-white Maple Leaf T-shirts, furry moccasins, Native dolls, sculptures, maple sugar and syrup, jewellery made from natural stones, and an assortment of other treasures.
A young girl stood at the cash register, cheerfully ringing up the sales from the customers who flew in and out. She looked like a typical teenager in every way but her demeanour. One earring in her nose and three on each ear, jet-black hair pulled into a knot on top of her head. Her pale complexion was dotted with red spots and pimple scars. But she was smiling, open and friendly, not the normal slouching attitude of a teen at work.
There were three older men seated at the small tables, sipping coffee and nibbling on muffins. It was then she noticed the Tim Horton's Self-Service Express Center, tucked in beside the assortment of seats. Paper cups and plastic tops, creamers and sweeteners were heaped next to the gleaming coffee pots.
She decided that she was hungry. That giving in to her coffee craving, rather than ordering a bottle of good-for-you spring water, was excused by the cool air from the hard-working air purifier. Plus, maybe someone would talk to her if she sat down at the mini café.
She smiled at the cashier who grinned merrily back, and asked if she paid now or later for a Tim's.
"Oh, you pay me after," the girl said in a light, melodic voice. "Help yourself!" As though inviting someone into her own living room.
Doro poured a steaming coffee into one of the paper cups, wondering if heat was the secret behind Tim Horton's success. Just keep it hot and the coffee is great, she thought. Then she reached for a soft, fresh carrot muffin and sat down next to the three old men. As she ate, she listened and watched.
They appeared to be around the same age, probably in their seventies. Similar in build and coloring, they could've even been brothers. Their nails were short and clean, their hair sparse and gray. Two of them sported a plain gold wedding band. The other had no jewellery. None of them wore a watch. They were dressed in long pants, attired more for inside than outside. Each of them wore a light, short-sleeved shirt. She would have to call them Striped Shirt, Flowered Shirt and Blue Shirt, she decided.
The only difficulty she was having was that they were speaking French. Although she could understand the language fairly well, she had trouble with their country accent and the rapidity of their speech. After a few minutes, she began to tune into their cadence and could mostly understand.
"I don't believe we should be there at all," Striped Shirt said, his voice calm but powerful and adamant. "And that does not make me against them."
"But they went for the very reasons you are saying we shouldn't go," Flowered Shirt interjected. "That makes you against them."
"I agree with Paul," Blue Shirt stated, which meant that one of the shirts now had a name. "Just because a person doesn't believe we should be over there doesn't mean he's against the soldiers. I think they went there for other reasons. Maybe they were caught up in the patriotic spirit or maybe they joined up never really believing they'd be sent off to war…"
She realized with a start that they were discussing the Afghanistan War. Ashamedly, she recognized that she was expecting discussions about gardening or the possibility of another summer drought or the community gathering on Sunday. She had not imagined that they would be having a political discussion perched on rickety chairs in the back of a store.
She lifted her eyes and looked straight at Striped Shirt as though seeing him for the first time. "Are you Paul?" she asked in English.
He glanced her way, then turned in his chair and looked directly at her. She saw that his eyes were blue, the pupils tinged yellowish with cataracts in a face etched with laugh lines.
"Why, yes," he answered in perfect English, his words giving no indication of his French background. "And who are you?"
He asked his question pleasantly, displaying normal curiosity, but she felt exposed anyway, unaccustomed as she was to playing games.
"My name is Doro," she said, and realized with a shock that it felt right. "I used to live around here when I was a little girl."
"Doro," he repeated, as though testing it on his tongue.
He didn't ask how she knew him or his name. Instead, he turned to Flowered and Blue Shirts and asked in rapid French, "Do we recognize that name?" She thought it was a strange question, a challenge rather than a search for information.
They looked up now, stared pointedly at her. Flowered Shirt had deep, rich brown eyes and his face was less lined than Paul's, more leathery and puckered. Blue Shirt had blue eyes to match, but they were clear and direct, different from his Yellow Shirt companion, not just in the absence of cataracts but also in the coldness of his gaze.
"What's the last name?" Flowered Shirt asked, his English difficult to follow with his thick French accent and speech impediment, which she could see was caused by a thick, perhaps tied, tongue.
"I'm not sure," she said, selectively truthful. "When I was very young I was sent to my aunt's home. She raised me, never telling me I was adopted. When she died, I discovered the truth about my background but very little real information."
She stopped for a moment, trying to stem the tide of her admissions, wondering if she was saying too much. Rapidly, she decided that she had nothing to lose. "I know the house that I lived in as a child though. I found a picture of it among my aunt's possessions, along with some pretty specific directions. I looked at the location, but it's been burned to the ground."
All three shirts looked at one another. A telepathic message being sent. She could almost see the charge race through the air. At a practically imperceptible nod from the others, Paul pulled another chair up to their table and invited her to sit with them. She complied, her heart ramping up as she wondered where this was going to lead her but determined to follow through with her mission.
Paul gestured to Flowered Shirt. "Doro, meet Nic."
Flowered Shirt smiled at her.
"And Sam."
Blue Shirt merely gave her a tight-lipped gaze.
Paul paused for a moment and then continued. "I don't know if we can help you much, but we were in this area when the manse burned down. It's just that we were young men and not very interested, I'm afraid, except in the more sensational details."
She noticed that Nic looked down at the table, not at her, his lips pursed as though to keep himself from speaking. Sam made no movement at all. He sat with his hands folded, his stare unwavering as he looked at her through half-closed lids. She defiantly looked back at him and his eyes shifted away.
Her mind was racing, caught on his seemingly casual words—manse and sensational. Her emotions lurch and the acrid smell of the burned ruins was on her tongue.
"What's a manse?" she asked, the only question she could manage, the only answer she might handle.
"I think it's an old English word, really," Paul said, his voice conversational, informative. No inflections or emotion. "I think it means the preacher's house. At any rate, that's what we called the old Janot place." He pronounces it with a soft g sound, ending in the French long o.
"Janot?" Once again her question elicited the exchange of looks between the three men.
Before she could fill the awkward silence with another question, a disturbance occurred at the counter. The pleasant teenage girl was obviously trying to be polite as a man, tall and slender with a shock of long white hair, hastily bent over a spill of cans on the floor. As he replaced the last item on the shelf, the three men, she herself and the girl continued to be mesmerized by his odd movements.
Straightening up, he looked right at the group by the coffee station, casting them all a cold, angry gaze. She was amazed by his fury, wondering why their staring, though perhaps rude, had incited such a livid response.
Suddenly, she sensed a change beside her. The three Shirts pushed aside their chairs without comment and headed to the door. She tried to call out, frozen in her astonishment, when Blue Shirt looked back. The glare in his eyes stopped her from saying anything at all.



 
Chapter 7: Emily
 
Unlike Sydney D'Aubigne's clan, whose roots in Burchill and the surrounding area went back a couple of hundred years, Meghan Sanderson's family moved to our little town just before Meghan was born in August six years ago. There were ten of them when they arrived. The little girl with reddish curls soon made eleven.
Eight Sanderson children entered Burchill Public School that September: two sets of twins and four other siblings. All very tall for their ages, they were exceptionally thin and every one of them with reddish-blond hair and blue eyes. Extremely quiet, compliant and well mannered, the children were always hanging out in the yard or in the hallways with one or two others. But we never saw them actually talking to their friends, merely listening and following. They created no problems in the classroom or in the yard. Every single one of them achieved good marks and their projects were always neat and well thought out. In fact, the Sanderson children were unnaturally robotic and perfect.
The boys, including the eldest child, Aaron, Benjaman, and twins, Trevor and Tyler, often looked like deer caught in headlights. Whenever I appeared, their eyes immediately darted about, looking anywhere but at me. Even when I began to know them well enough to say hello to them by name, I received nothing but a short nod in return. Now that they knew me better, it was sometimes followed by a tremulous smile.
The oldest daughter, Cate, now in grade seven, was hunched over at the shoulders and barely spoke to anyone. The other three girls were much like their older sister, but perhaps because they were younger, Jennifer and the twins, Carly and Devon, were not hunched over—yet. They were like little ciphers, never saying much, never volunteering answers in class.
Meghan was very close to what we called a 'selective mute.' She rarely spoke to any adults. She resisted speaking in front of a group of other children. The only time she spoke in the classroom was to whisper to Sydney to relay her request or answer to the others. The teachers in both junior and senior kindergarten had worked intensively with her and there had been progress.
In grade one, the speech pathologist had become involved, but the little girl continued to be mostly silent. She had begun answering her teacher, Meredith Cole, when questioned one-on-one, but Meredith told me that Meghan would strictly speak in whispers. Only in the yard and sometimes in the gym could Meghan's voice be heard, shouting or singing along with her friends.
Thus, my guess that Sydney's secret with Meghan might involve "something that hurts her" wasn't entirely out of the blue. In fact, the teachers and I had long wondered about the entire Sanderson family. The children were far too quiet, far too submissive, frightened of everyone and everything. Despite our vigilance, we had never seen any signs of physical abuse and though emotional abuse appeared to be present, we simply had no proof. Their teachers and I held many talks with social services, but we seemed to hit a brick wall each time.
The children were always clean, though sometimes not so well dressed. There were no signs of beatings. They had never confessed unhappiness to their teachers or their friends. In fact, they had never confessed anything.
Little towns like ours didn't warrant Children's Aid Society offices. Fortunately, we had an outstanding itinerant child protection worker as our contact person for Burchill and Sahsejewon Reserve. Renae Ogemah was articulate, insightful, knowledgeable and compassionate. Although she had a no-nonsense exterior, enough to intimidate any big bully into backing down, she was also tender and kind to the children who came into her sphere. She'd been out to the Sanderson home a couple of times and had found it clean and well appointed. The only negative she reported was that the household appeared to be overly strict and regimented.
Privately, she told me that her "intuition was going wild." She felt that there was more to the story, but she had no objective, tangible proof of anything amiss. Even in cases far more black and white and disturbing than this one, she revealed, only about ten percent of children were removed from their homes. Her only course of action was to offer financial assistance and parenting lessons to Mrs. Sanderson, which were both politely refused.
After Sydney had left my office, I called Renae, but got only her voice mail. Just listening to her message conjured up her dynamic presence—a tall, wiry frame, short cropped hair sticking up all over her head with fashionable abandon, almond eyes, sparkling earrings protruding from three holes in each ear. Renae's eyes were lively and huge, insightful and sharp. Only her flat nose, nostrils spreading across the middle of her face, prevented her from being a traditional beauty.
Renae was full-blooded Native, proud of her roots. She often stated very clearly that she wanted to be called Indian and she always told the same little yarn.
"The name really comes from 'in Dios,' meaning 'with God.' The story about Columbus is nonsense. I am happy to be known as an Indian. Most people should aspire to being Indian."
Forthright, honest and loads of fun, Renae spoke in a softly modulated voice that soothed the savage beast instantly. Whenever I worked with her, I felt supported and even comforted.
We had dealt with an amazing number of delicate cases over the eight years I'd been the principal. People wrongly assumed that a small town had nothing to hide. I learned, sometimes the hard way, that many individuals had scars and secrets no matter where they lived, no matter the outer clothing they wore. The other misconception, expressed directly to me on many occasions, was the prejudiced assumption that most of the problems emerged from the reserve. I didn't know what the national statistics were, but in our town, Sahsejewon was no more likely to have cases of child abuse or neglect than in the center of Burchill.
I left my office through the connecting door and walked into the secretary's, which was also the reception area. Burchill Public School was well laid out generally, except for the office. Over the past few years, I'd persuaded Superintendent Peter McGraw to invest a few dollars into updating the old building. May, the secretary, was very happy with the changes. The long, sleek counter which spread in front of her desk afforded privacy and yet openness. The removal of a smaller room to enlarge the main office granted more space for filing cabinets and storage, as well as meeting and greeting.
May Reneaux was not simply my office partner. She was my best friend. Never having had a close female friend in the past, I was only just beginning to give back to her what she had given me. Also Native Canadian, a truly 'in Dios' person, May was somewhat shorter than I and quite stocky. Her broad face, straight hair and large oval brown eyes gave her a striking, approachable look. Not beautiful perhaps, but definitely eye catching. She was the kind of woman that everyone sought out, for confidences, for comfort, for fun. Only once had I ever seen May lose her temper and that time she had plenty of reason for doing so.
May did not have to work. Not only did her husband run a successful full-service garage, but she would also share an extremely large fortune with her aunt in the near future. Only three months apart in age, we planned to retire together at the end of this school year. We considered ourselves lucky to be able to retire so young. I because I started teaching at nineteen and took only one year off. She because of her beloved Aunt Oona. We called it 'Freedom 54,' gleeful that we outdid the old advertisement on retirement by one year.
"What was that all about?" she asked, her eyes still on a report she was completing.
"Sydney says her best, best friend is being hurt by her daddy," I said and I couldn't help but notice that my voice had a shameful excitement in it.
I was almost joyful that at last we had something to report, something to do. Fortunately, May understood completely.
"Maybe we'll be able to help those poor kids at last," she said, looking up at me with her trademark empathy and insight, knowing instantly that I was talking about Meghan Sanderson.
"Maybe," I agreed, but with less assurance.
I began to think back to all the ways we'd previously attempted to understand this complex family. The staff had struggled to find a way to get through to the children. When Mrs. Sanderson suddenly became a constant fixture inside the school as a volunteer, we thought this would be our opportunity to get to know the mother better and therefore gain some appreciation of the home situation. We couldn't have been more wrong.



 
Chapter 8: Brynstan
 
She lay whimpering into the pillow. Wallpaper hung like onionskins over the bed. The odour of a mattress soaked with urine stung the air.
A tall silent woman slipped through the door. Her hands were cold as she slid the girl out of the bed and pushed her to kneel on the freezing floor.
Quickly the mattress was flipped and the offending sheets were stuffed in a bag.
"Mother, I'm scared. I don't want to go to hell," the little girl whispered, her heart hammering as she spoke to the frowning face with the flat, wintry eyes.
The woman turned and for a moment her daughter glimpsed a flicker of pity in the aloof visage.
"Then do as the Lord says," she whispered back and left the room as silently as she had entered.
The little girl repeated over and over in an anxious whisper, "Do as the Lord says."
Eventually, she crawled back onto the bare mattress and fell asleep.



 
Chapter 9: Jacob
 
Later, when the house was empty, Jacob thought about the first time he saw Burchill. He was heading back to Toronto from Ottawa, where they'd spent a week with his sister Christine, and Adrienne and Jordan were sound asleep in the back seat. He decided on a whim to take the long scenic route instead of the 401. It was heading toward evening and he was tired and bored. He was not aware of looking for anything in particular, just a distraction during this long ride. But when he crossed the bridge into Burchill, he was suddenly seized with a longing so fierce it sent goose bumps down his arms.
Even in the gathering darkness, he could see the tree-lined streets, the people walking alongside the canal, the beautiful architecture of historical homes restored and re-loved. As the car rumbled over the bridge, he caught sight of powerful rapids racing adjacent to the canal, bursting into a little waterfall to his right. Judging by the lockmaster's house and the locks, he surmised that the bridge upon which they rode would lift and allow boats to cruise through. Picnic benches dotted the lush green grass alongside the canal and the river, tucked under the arms of huge old trees. In the distance, he had caught a glimpse of dark, calm water, with a white smudge of sand outlining the edges of a lake.
As Jacob drove slowly through the main street of the town, he saw warm lights splashing out onto the road. Soft laughter and musical hilarity mixed in the quiet of the night. Restaurants, fancy gift shops, artists' workplaces and trendy boutiques mixed with residences, hardware stores and groceries.
It was obvious that many of the people walking hand in hand up the street were tourists, but they appeared to be the kind that the villagers didn't mind having as guests.
He passed a museum, an inn and streets that boasted stately homes from a bygone era. Here was the Native influence. The graceful, proud reserve and the stores preserved the Indian roots by showcasing their artistic prowess.
One of the Native men sitting outside his shop looked up and waved at him. Jacob shyly waved back.
Just then, he passed the town limits, where a beautiful painted sign stated 'Thank you for visiting Burchill. We hope you return!' He felt suddenly that he had been invited back into life.
On the highway again, he immediately picked up his cell phone and called his mother in Florida, a ridiculous impulse, but one he'd learned to trust.
She obviously recognized the number, but instead of saying hello, she immediately asked, "Everything okay?" in a deceptively calm tone.
He kept his own voice low and hadn't awakened the children, but he found himself telling her that he thought he'd discovered a new place to live. During his description of Burchill, his mother responded with insightful questions that encouraged him to continue.
When he'd exhausted his tale, she said, "It sounds wonderful to me, honey. I know you've been longing to leave Toronto and I think it's a good idea. But have you thought about what work you'd find in a small town?"
He certainly had given it thought. Lots of thought.
Returning from his leave of absence from the legal firm was excruciating. The work had been ably accomplished by others. His being gone barely made a difference. The partners assured him, of course, that he was a centerpiece in the firm. That he was missed by every one of his clients. That everybody was thrilled to have him back.
But what really hurt and dismayed him was that he could not function properly. His heart wasn't in it. He was no longer ambitious. He couldn't spend the number of hours required to do the work effectively. He was lethargic and uncaring. Toward the clients, he was polite but inarticulate. He couldn't understand the point of certain trivial lawsuits or the client's distress over inconsequential matters. For Jacob, his love of the law and the excitement of complex problem solving had died even before Laura. Now all he wanted to do was spend his hours with his children.
A succession of babysitters didn't help matters. He constantly had to return home to deal with Jordan's problems. A child psychologist ate up many hours of his time and then simply laid the blame in Jacob's lap. More guilt he didn't need. He was already engulfed by it.
Adrienne was cheerful, energetic and wise. Only her deep-blue eyes showed any signs of distress, but she refused to speak of it. Jacob found himself sitting at his desk at work, even when things were under control at home, dreaming about quitting time and sobbing in the men's room, overcome with a desire to see the baby or to call Adrienne's school. He was ashamed and afraid to tell anyone that, even after months of therapy and all the best wishes and good intentions and support, he still could not cope. That was when he began dreaming of moving, of being in a small town, of perhaps working at something else, or at least, working less.
He answered his mother as cryptically as she would allow. "Not really, but I do have enough to live on for a long while if I'm careful and...well, I'm sure small towns need lawyers too."
He hadn't been certain of that last statement, so he took the advertisement as a sign that Burchill was their destiny. Surprisingly sophisticated for such a small town, the web site for the local newspaper included a link called 'Available Employment.' Jacob was surfing through it without much hope when he came across an ad for a lawyer—'Wanted: a lawyer who would be willing to work exclusively for a small company. Please send résumés to May Reneaux at…' followed by an email address.
He stared at the words as though he were dreaming. He couldn't have made up a better proposition. When he was finished swallowing in shock, he sent off his résumé. He felt that he'd sent a missive into space that was going to change their lives, depending upon where it landed, but instead of filling him with dread and worry as was his wont, he felt a thrill of excitement.
A few days later, he received a telephone call from a woman with a pleasant, friendly voice and he made an appointment to see her on a Saturday morning. He took the Friday off and drove to Christine's. After the children were in bed, he and his sister and brother-in-law stayed up late, red wine flowing, and talked.
Christine sat in the chair to his left, long slim legs tucked under her, a hand resting casually on her husband's knee. David nodded off occasionally, snoring softly as brother and sister continued to discuss life in general and Jacob's life in particular.
Chris, tall, blond and beautiful, was extremely intelligent and always supportive of her older brother. Their parents had lived the classic tale. They hadn't been able to get pregnant, so they adopted Jacob. A few months later, along came Christine.
Their parents never referred to the fact that they were not blood siblings. The nine months' difference in their ages was plausible and luckily, their birth dates had allowed them to be one year apart in school. Jacob's serious nature was offset by Christine's joie de vivre and as a result, they had always complemented one another and had been each other's best friend.
In addition, the dark-haired brother and the blonde-haired sister had both been very popular, so their circles had always intersected. David and Jacob had been very close in secondary school, so Jake was the natural selection for their best man.
Although he'd met Laura in law school, Christine had immediately made her part of the family as though she'd always been there. Thus, Christine's opinion of his move was crucial to him.
They discussed the pros. They would be closer to Chris and Dave. He would have more time with the children. They would leave the tragic memories of the Toronto house behind. Adrienne was young enough to adjust to a new school. Jordan was still a baby.
On the con side, the job might not be suitable. A small town might not have the resources for Jordan's needs. Adrienne would be leaving all that was familiar to her.
When they'd finished with their list, Christine laughed. "Let's face it, Jakie," she said, raising her wine glass in his direction, "you are going to do it, no matter what the list of the 'cons' looks like. Now let's get some sleep so you can wow them at that interview tomorrow."



 
Chapter 10: Alain
 
At thirty-two, May was not really looking for a husband. She'd been engaged once to a fellow she'd met when he toured the reserve and who'd pursued her relentlessly afterward. Long before she broke it off with him, she had known they weren't meant to be together. He shared none of her passion for the outdoors and treated her heritage like a Disney film.
Living apart, he in Ottawa and she in Burchill, had helped to prolong the engagement for three years, during which time May had found that she rather liked having less pressure from her relatives, yet being without the demands of the real boyfriend on the scene. She thought it might've been perfect if only he'd actually been imaginary.
At one stage May had even questioned her own sexuality, wondering why she more often than not put off his advances and had no drive to see him whatsoever. He had not been her first lover, though he'd never asked. She had been quite free as a young girl to spend hours in the woods and she'd done so with two of the local boys. But even those encounters didn't seem to arouse her nor did they satisfy her in any way.
May didn't have many female friends either. She'd spent most of her life hunting with her Aunt Oona or helping her parents in their dry cleaning store. Her mother and father had been loving and overindulgent toward their only child, unwittingly causing their daughter to be somewhat of a social pariah. May had always felt to some extent split between two worlds. Her beloved mother wanted her to be 'modern,' refined and educated. Her wish was for May to move out of Burchill into a big city with a big-city job. Aunt Oona, without saying a word, taught May to be an 'old-fashioned' traditional Native simply by her modeling.
When May was twenty-three, her engagement severed, fate stepped in and made the decisions for her. Her father, Matthew Wabishki, suddenly became very ill with cancer and languished for three months in severe pain before he died. Only a few months after his death, his wife Merci followed him when she had a massive heart attack. May's only regret was it had happened on one of the rare occasions she had spent in the woods since her father had taken ill, so her mother died alone. However, May consoled herself with the thought that Merci, despite the fact that she was relatively young, truly did not want to go on living without her husband.
May subsequently made some decisive changes. Within a couple of years, she sold her parents' business, including the house attached, where she had grown up. She registered to complete her degree at Ottawa University, where she again changed her mind and completed the Business College Diploma instead. Over those years, she wandered a little further from Burchill, but she was always drawn back for some reason or another, one in particular being her Aunt Oona. When she heard that the school was looking for a secretary, she immediately applied and won the position. She rented a one-bedroom apartment above a fancy tourist shop downtown and was suddenly, unexpectedly, extremely happy.
She loved the principal, an odd, crusty man whose wicked sense of humour was shared with only a few and she adored the children who came to see her every single day. She had a thousand decisions to make on a regular basis, which challenged her in all the good ways. Her business expertise was not really put to the test, but she discovered that the background made her a very organized, efficient office manager. Safety and frugality were paramount in the school and May handled these easily. For what appeared to be the first time, May enjoyed her life completely. She began to laugh and smile more. She developed good relationships with the staff at the school. She continued to accompany Oona on quiet, relaxing trips into the forest. To May, it seemed that she had, at last, found balance between her two worlds.
It was this balance that caused her to buy the car. She couldn't really afford a new one. The money left to her by her parents had been long used up for university and college fees. Her school salary wasn't enormous and May was a very frugal person. So she'd gone to Johnny, told him what she could spend and purchased the little red car that he acquired for her.
Once again, her newfound sense of fun carried her and the little car farther than she'd previously adventured. May discovered that Ottawa was a wonderful place to scour. She visited the Parliament buildings, the judicial courthouses, watched the RCMP Musical Ride and the Snowbirds, took guided tours through the various museums and spent hours in the National Art Gallery. When she was finished with Ottawa, she drove to Toronto several times a year to do much the same there. Each trip taught her that she loved her little town the best. Every time she returned from one of these treks, she went out on a hunt with Oona, just to settle herself in again.
The voyages did, however, refresh and interest her. As long as she knew she could come home to Burchill. Vacations began to be spent farther away. She flew to Mexico for a hedonistic, sumptuous holiday on a beach when Burchill was labouring under mounds of snow. She traveled to British Columbia through an organized tour by train to revel in the glorious mountains. She explored the east coast of Canada, driving all the way through Montreal, Quebec City and on to Prince Edward Island one lovely, temperate summer.
All of this travelling she accomplished alone. There were times when she felt lonely, especially during the summer trips when she was gone for more than a month at a time. But they were what she saved for all year long and she made the most of them. Later, she and Alain would say that not only had she sewn her wild oats with these voyages, but she also purposely wore down the little car so that it had to be serviced constantly.
May loved her little car and refused to trade it in, due to the fact that it was, for all intents and purposes, a new car, considering the myriad of replacements that had been performed over the years. It wasn't until Alain had become highly successful that he insisted she send it to the car graveyard, maintaining that it was embarrassing for his wife to run around in a wreck. From that time on, May walked everywhere, or drove around in Alain's truck.
When May and Alain first met, they regarded each other carefully, no hint of the passion that lurked under the surface. Each time May walked away from Johnny's, leaving the little red car with Alain, she tingled with pleasure from the memory of his eyes. They were a smudgy green color, with flecks of brown and gray, a hodgepodge of genes that had no known origin. His face, broad with a long, rounded chin, was always brown and grease streaked. His fingernails bitten and dirty. He smelled of oil and gasoline, but whenever she leaned over the engine and stood close to him, listening to the litany of car problems, she got a hint of fresh soap and musky sweat.
At night, she found herself dreaming of him, wondering where he'd come from, what he did with himself in the evenings when he wasn't working. She liked the sound of his voice on the telephone, telling her that she could pick her car up or warning her that the price would be steep and didn't she want to consider a new one? His voice was melodious, deep, tinged with a soft French burr, always quiet and soft. He seemed to choose every word carefully, arrange his smile smoothly and consciously, as though it wasn't natural but practiced.
She began to make it her mission to elicit a laugh, so each time she visited, she told him something funny that a child or a teacher had done at the school, or a ridiculous situation that had occurred. Alain appeared to love the stories and once or twice, a spontaneous chuckle arose from deep inside him as he wiped down the car, or wrote out her bill, or stood twisting a cloth around and around in his big hands.
When a whole month went by without a breakdown, May realized that she missed seeing him. For a few nights, she walked down the street toward Johnny's, but would turn around before she got too close. Her heart would pound and she wasn't sure what she could possibly say to him or what she could possibly want from him. She somehow knew, however, that she liked Alain Reneaux's company and that she wanted more.
Finally, on a warm September evening, she worked up the courage to set out to Johnny's, a basket of baked goods on her arm, chastising herself for looking like Little Red Riding Hood. Alain was inside the garage, bent as usual over an engine, and at first he didn't hear her. When he eventually looked up, she could see that this time the smile hit his eyes and suffused them with welcome.
That was the first time she took him to the tree near her Aunt Oona's cabin. It was a huge, sturdy maple, its fat arms spread to embrace children and adults alike. It was crooked to the sight but smooth to the touch. May showed Alain how to sit in the curve of the first huge branch and swing his legs above the ground. The breeze ruffled the wide, thick leaves, still summer green, and they could look out over the heads of several smaller trees and bushes into the forest beyond. Above them, a squirrel chattered noisily and a blue jay squawked at their presence.
On that occasion and on all the times after, May and Alain barely noticed the lack of welcome. The relative silence nurtured their quiet dispositions and encouraged them to talk. On the first visit, they chatted about surface, ordinary things, but later, on subsequent visits to the tree, as color arrived, then fled and the leaves started to fall, their talk became a genuine sharing of themselves.
When snow began to make sitting in the open on the edge of a dense forest uncomfortable, they began to visit museums in Ottawa, take in a movie they both wanted to see, or have dinner at the Burchill Inn. Often they sat in May's tiny apartment and ate dinner, drinking as much wine as they wanted and talking until morning. For the first time in her life, May was completely herself with another human being. She didn't have to straddle two worlds. She didn't have to be one thing or another. She simply had to be her own complex, muddled person who had many gifts and strengths, but who was also often needy and imperfect. With Alain, she laughed genuinely, wept passionately and talked without hesitation.
Alain accepted her completely and in turn, he began to smile, to laugh, to have fun. She expanded his horizons to include joy and hope and optimism. He told her everything. He held her close to him and she made him open up to the rest of the world. Suddenly people saw a different Alain Reneaux. He was more relaxed, welcoming and humorous. With May, Alain began to discover who he really was. He peeled back the layers and took down the walls that had protected him, for he was, at last, surrounded by genuine love.
At first, neither of them made any overtures beyond kissing and holding. The night that the kisses didn't stop, but ended up in May's narrow bed, was an experience they would talk about and secretly smile about until they were very old. They made love all night long, by turns gently, slowly, sweetly and then roughly and quickly. They explored every inch of each other's body, the scar here, the beauty mark there, the tickly spots, the places that triggered the passion. When morning came, they smiled into each other's eyes with the knowledge that a deep, satisfying friendship had become a passionate and equally satisfying love.



 
Chapter 11: Doro
 
Blue Shirt's anger was even more intense and puzzling than the rage from the man who'd knocked the canned goods to the floor. Before she knew it, everyone had vacated the store and the teenage cashier was recording something in a ledger. The Shirts must be regular customers with a tab.
She slowly finished her muffin and coffee, trying to decide what to do next. Perhaps the girl at the register would help, though she was obviously far too young to have been around when the Janot manse was still standing.
Doro headed toward the counter, swinging her purse over her shoulder, and asked the girl how much she owed. As she did so, she looked down at the ledger and sure enough, there was a name listed at the top of the page with dates and items of purchase. She was not sure how the idea came to her, but suddenly she was asking the girl if she could get the Native artefact down from the top shelf.
The teenager was helpful and animated as she hauled an aluminium ladder over to the shelf and lithely reached for the exquisite, intricate sculpture. She talked non-stop about how this was an art piece crafted by Paul Bruneau, a well-known Native sculptor.
In the meantime, Doro didn't move from the counter. As soon as the girl's back was turned, she quickly leafed through the pages of the ledger. As soon as she found Paul Marot, she arranged the book back on the counter the way she found it. She found only one Paul, but she hadn't had time to search thoroughly. There were no addresses. They probably knew where everyone lived in this small area. She just hoped that Paul Marot was indeed Striped Shirt.
The young shopkeeper enthusiastically showed Doro the Native sculpture, turning it over, pointing out the inspired coloring, the delicate lines, the amazingly expressive faces that gazed from such infinitesimal carvings, explaining each of the features of the artefact.
Doro, who had been using the sculpture as a means to an end, suddenly fell in love with the little artwork, turning it over in her hands, feeling the silky marble, tracing the lines of the minuscule faces that mirrored such spiritual depth. Perhaps these would prove to really be her spiritual helpers as she traced the past that held her in fear of intimacy, of true love, of motherhood.
When the shop girl named the price, Doro was a little taken aback, but she had brought a large amount of cash (she dared not use her credit card), so she bought it. Not only did she love the delicate lines of the piece, she reasoned, now thinking strictly logically once more, but perhaps her spiritual helpers would disclose even more information.
As the girl wrapped Doro's prize, she asked questions carefully and, she hoped, casually. "Who was that man who knocked over the cans? He looks so familiar."
"Do you live around here?" The girl did not seem suspicious, merely curious.
"I used to, probably before you were born," she answered, giving a wide smile. "That's why I wondered if I'd seen him somewhere or if I used to know him." No need to mention that she remembered so little of her life here or that she left when she was a small child.
"Izzy has lived here his whole life," the teenager said, as she continued to wind the bubble wrap around the carving. "His father and his father before that too, I think. He's part Ojibwa and French and English—a real mix. I probably shouldn't say this, but he's pretty strange. I don't understand how he knocked into that shelf. He's in here practically every day."
"Maybe I did know him when I lived here. What's his last name?"
She looked up, completely guileless, and examined Doro carefully. "I doubt if you knew him though. He's a bit older than you are. He's way past forty, probably closer to my dad's age." She had no idea that her remark could have been insulting as well as humorous.
Doro, however, took very little notice, so intent was she on the information the girl might give.
"Their last name is Rondeau. It's a pretty famous name around here, I think. Izzy's father is a minister of some church in Williamsburg."
The package was ready now. The girl processed the cash and handed Doro her change.
"Are you looking around the town for people you know?" Again, her question was curious, no infusion of suspicion, as though looking around for people one knows was a perfectly normal activity.
"Yes, as a matter of fact," Doro answered. "I'm trying to look into my past. You know, kind of searching-for-the-ancestors thing."
The girl nodded. "My mom got into that a few years ago. Then we had this big family reunion. Everybody was thrilled."
The teenager didn't sound thrilled. She sounded as though this was an unexplained behaviour that older people indulged in.
"I met a bunch of cousins that I didn't know existed and now I probably won't see them again." She shrugged. "But my mom loved it. In fact, you should go and see my mom. She's got a lot of the history of the village, because it was part of her research into our family, I think. I doubt if you'd get as much information from anybody else in town. They don't seem to care about it the way she does."
She gave a jovial laugh. "Including me! It just looks like a bunch of junk in her office to me. She's tried to get me interested, but…"
She pulled a scrap of paper toward her and wrote, 'Cynthia Denis.' "We say Denis the English way," she said, adding a street address. "My name's Kimberley, by the way."
She stuck out her hand to shake Doro's. "Two names and both could be male," she chuckled. "I guess that's why everyone calls me Kimmy."
"Well, my name's Doro, Kimmy, and this is wonderful. Thank you so much for your help. Do you think I should call your mom first?"
The spirits of her 'Paul Bruneau' were working already, she thought.
"Oh no, she'll be home and she absolutely loves visitors. Particularly if the visitor wants to wade through all of her research. Be prepared, though, you might have to stay longer than you want!"
They both turned as two people came through the door. One was obviously a passer-through, but the other gave Kimmy a smile and a nod that spoke of acquaintanceship. Kimmy waved toward the door and the right side of the building.
"You just go to the right, Doro, and you'll find Hill Street. It's a very steep hill, so you might want to take your car, especially if you happen to stay until after dark. And then Mill Street is on your left and we're number four. Tell her Kimmy sent you!"
And then she spun around to enthusiastically serve the passer-through as he made a purchase of chips, pop and a chocolate bar. Just the thing to help you through a long drive.
Clutching her carving, Doro headed for her car. She noticed to her amazement that she had been in the store for almost two hours. She thought she should give him a call. As she considered how she had lied to her husband, she felt her heart begin to pound with anxiety. Instinctively, she put her hand on her abdomen.
"Just ignore your mother, little one," she said out loud to the foetus. "I get stressed, but no reason you should. I am going to take care of you, I promise. And wait until you meet your dad. He's the best."
He was the best and he didn't deserve lies. But she was not sure how he would react to her quest. He believed in the here and now, in taking the day as it came, in facts and figures, not in superstitions or the past or in ghosts haunting your present. She was certain that he would tell her to "let sleeping dogs lie," one of his quaint old expressions that he often used to criticize others who'd made forays into their heritage or in particular, blamed the present on the past.
She hadn't confided much about her memories to him. She hadn't told him anything about her life before she went to live with her aunt. She hadn't quite told the Shirts the whole truth either. In fact, she had always known that she was adopted and she had always been haunted by the bits that she remembered from her early childhood. For some reason, she didn't want anyone to guess how much she remembered. She supposed that was because she didn't want to admit to the hold those memories have had on her. She never let anyone see her rituals for good luck and demon protection, her obsessive superstitions that she was very careful to hide, even from her lover.
In fact, she didn't really know if Candace was her blood relative or not. After 'Ma' died, Doro had discovered some documents that were unsettling and troubling to say the least. Those documents and the picture were what led her to this lonely, ruined little village.
She was determined to find the truth and for now, she must leave her husband out of it. She placed a call to him, forcing herself to sound cheerful and full of information, though false, about her trip. Then she turned the car up Hill Street, feeling as though she had just been unfaithful.
This side of the town appeared to be thriving in comparison to the dying, derelict downtown area. The homes were older, but well maintained and painted welcoming and attractive colors. Most of them had huge porches with chairs everywhere. It looked like a restful, neighbourly kind of place. Doro wondered if most of the people were retired, the kind who wanted to get away from the city, yet stay within close driving distance. As though to prove her point, she saw a large number of people out and about in their yards in the middle of a weekday afternoon. Raking, pulling, straightening, cleaning up after the damage of winter.
The house at number four Mill Street was a pleasant, homey two storey. There were wind chimes everywhere, a flowered Welcome Friends! sign on the door and lacy curtains at every window. As she climbed the steps of the porch, she noticed a little hedgehog boot cleaner and a mat that stated Home in brilliant green letters. There was a brass doorknocker in the shape of a gavel, but Doro chose to ring the bell. Naturally, it pealed out a singsong summons.
No wonder Kimmy is so cheerful, she thought. She must get it from her mom.
A large, smiling woman came to the door. She was so completely unlike her slim dark-haired daughter that Doro might think she has the wrong house, except that Cynthia Denis had the same wide, hospitable smile and a voice that was openly jovial, just like Kimmy's. She was wearing an enormous yellow shirt, half covered by a green apron stained with something dark, little circles of chocolate smudges perhaps.
"Hi there, stranger," she said. "Are you from the store?" And she stepped back, holding the screen door wide open, so Doro could enter.
"Kimmy sent me," she said, wondering if Cynthia thought she was a sales or delivery person.
"You've found the place then. I happened to call Kimmy at the store. She told me you are trying to look up your family history. Come right in."
Doro followed Cynthia through the hallway into a cozy, though small, living room, which was furnished with two big flowery stuffed love seats and a wingback chair.
As she sat down, she realized that she was tired. The emotions of the day had caught up to her and she also realized that she could very easily curl up in this embracing, comfortable love seat.
"I am," she answered. "I have to confess to you that I don't have much to go on, though. My name is Doro."
She was getting adept at lying, she thought, ashamed that she was being untruthful to this friendly, open woman who had welcomed her into her home.
"Mine's Cynthia. Happy to meet you. Would you like a cup of tea?"
"Oh, I would love one," she answered, admitting to herself that she was hungry and thirsty, despite having stuffed down the muffin and coffee a little earlier.
Cynthia disappeared. Doro leaned back on the couch, which seemed to reach out and massage her neck and head. She closed her eyes for a second and lulled by the warm sunlight shining through the window, she fell asleep.



 
Chapter 12: Emily
 
Every morning, just after announcements—barring any emergency of course—I walked around the school. It was a good time to be seen, to see, to hear, to drink in the energy and activity.
As I neared retirement, I enjoyed this walkabout even more than I used to. I was more relaxed, less pressured. I gave up caring about the paperwork piled on my desk. This increased relaxation could also be attributed to the fact that I now had a part-time vice principal.
Lynda McLeay, who'd taught every grade from kindergarten to grade eight, had been tapped to replace me. This year, because of the increase of population in Burchill, the school qualified for a part-time assistant principal, a situation that turned out to be an amazing apprenticeship for Lynda and a supportive, challenging experience for me. She held the part-time special education position in addition to her vice principal duties, so she was busy, but she clearly loved every minute.
Thus on my morning walks, I was free to pop in on little ones sitting in a circle around their teacher's feet, reciting the amazing combinations of letters that allow them into the world of words. To watch a group of larger but no less inspired heads gathered around a science experiment. It was a privilege to be able to spy on and be welcomed into this realm, a magical world of motivation, stimulation and learning.
On most mornings, a clutch of parents gathered in our volunteers' room. Once upon a time, that room had been storage and the parent volunteers spent their hours in the staff lounge. Soon after I'd arrived at Burchill Public School, I changed that situation. The staff lounge was the oasis where teachers relaxed, complained or told stupid jokes to let off steam. They hadn't felt comfortable with the parent volunteers around.
So now we had this lovely little spot for the parents—with a coffee station, a few chairs, a comfortable couch and a table. Here they collated, stapled booklets, laminated artistic endeavours, or counted fund-raising pennies. And they talked, mostly about their children, but sometimes they discussed politics and educational issues.
In our school, all of the volunteers were mothers of the children, with the exception of one grandmother. Few men were retired in this area and I'd been unable to convince any of them to volunteer. It was still the bastion of the stay-at-home moms in Burchill.
After Mrs. Sanderson began her volunteer stint, I unashamedly became an expert eavesdropper. It helped that the parents were used to my wanderings. I could pass by the door, give a wave and a smile, or drop in to chat for a time and then move on down the hallway with no suspicion as to my motives. But I was trying very hard to understand the young Sandersons and I hoped fervently that I could glean some information from their mother.
However, I was consistently disappointed. Fairly short and plump, she looked nothing like her children. Her hair was dark and her eyes a light-brownish color. The only resemblance to any of her offspring was a long, square-jawed face and small, thin lips. But similar to her children, she never uttered a word to the others, aside from an article of agreement or disagreement. Thus whenever I hovered long enough to hear her voice, it would be "Yes," "No," or "Well, well" or even the relatively longer response of "Is that right?" She didn't seem to invite any questions. In fact the usually inquisitive mothers appeared to avoid any personal queries at all.
I even attempted at one point to speak to Gillian Hubbard, our school council chair and emergency office secretary, about Mrs. Sanderson and how she was fitting in with the other volunteers. Gillian was effusive and extremely comfortable with me. She told me every detail about each of the volunteers, usually in a positive way, even if she managed now and then to criticize or alert me to some negative behaviour. Gillian would normally, by now, know everything there was to know about Mrs. Sanderson—where she'd been born, who her friends were, what her husband did for a living, which of her children was giving her trouble, whether or not she liked her mother-in-law.
"Oh, she's great. Very responsible. She never misses her days like some do. She's a really nice person, very adept with all of the tasks and works hard. Quiet, but she gets along with everyone."
Gillian was never this brief. Her reports on people were usually overenthusiastic, detailed and almost always touching on gossipy. Most of the time, I had to gently discourage her from telling someone's intimate confessions that were not within my realm of need to know. I began to think that Mrs. Sanderson might, contrary to her timid demeanour and self-effacing manner of speaking, be a very clever and perhaps even manipulative person.
Gillian, who normally could elicit an instantaneous intimacy from even the most reserved parent, wasn't even aware that Dorothy had admitted next to nothing about herself or her household. This situation never changed for the entire two years that the woman volunteered in the school.
In the beginning, the school staff assumed that the Sandersons were having difficulty supporting such a large family financially. When our CAS caseworker, Renae Ogemah, went to the house initially, it was in response to the fact that several of the children did not have appropriate winter clothing. Their coats were either far too light for the cold weather or several sizes too small. In addition, a couple of the boys came to school in running shoes in the depths of the central Ontario snows.
Renae reported to me on her return that she'd met only with Mrs. Sanderson, despite having made the appointment days before. All of the children and the father were, so Dorothy told her, in church. She explained proudly that they spent most Saturdays in the presence of the Lord, the only time during the interview that the woman appeared animated and lifted her eyes to meet Renae's. The remainder of gentle questions resulted in short, soft answers delivered with head lowered and eyes downcast.
Mrs. Sanderson told Renae that she and her husband had been talking about the problem of their children's clothing, that they hadn't had the opportunity to go shopping, that no, they didn't need any financial assistance from the community.
The following Monday, the children appeared at school with new coats, boots, beautiful scarves, hats and mittens.
One lovely fall morning, I was wandering the halls, turning one of the corners, when I suddenly, and literally, bumped into Cate Sanderson as she careened out of the washroom doorway. A slight wraith of a person, she almost fell as she bounced off my more substantial weight, except that I was able to steady her with my arm.
I smiled into her eyes, but she quickly lowered her gaze. Not before I caught a glimpse of terror that set my heart pounding in sympathy.
"What's wrong, Cate?" I asked gently, my hand feeling the bones protruding as it rested on her thin back.
Her head was bent, her eyes completely downcast. The slope of her shoulders in their familiar curvature made her look like an old woman hunched over with osteoporosis. She was trembling.
"Nothing, Mrs. Taylor," she whispered, her words precise, no hint of fear in her voice. "I was just startled when I bumped into you."
Her explanation made sense, but I continued to stand with my palm on her back and she remained rooted to the spot, afraid to disconnect. It was as if an electrical current were passing between us, one line alive with fear and the other with a passion to reassure.
I tried to give a soft, comforting chuckle. "I don't blame you. I guess I was coming around that corner a bit too fast. Are you sure you're okay?"
She shifted her eyes a bit then, looking up at me briefly. I could see they were shiny with tears.
"Absolutely fine, thank you, Mrs. Taylor," she said. "I am just…"
We both looked up at the sound of footsteps. Dorothy Sanderson had come out of the duplicating room. She smiled tentatively as she approached.
"Catherine," she said softly, holding her daughter's gaze. "Mrs. Taylor. Is there anything wrong?"
"Not at all, Mrs. Sanderson," I said, returning her smile. "Cate and I just bumped into one another coming around the corner. We were having a little chuckle about it."
Dorothy Sanderson's thin lips were pursed in a straight, unbelieving line. "Oh."
She looked down at the papers she was holding. "Well, I guess I'd better deliver these to the office."
She waited deliberately until Cate excused herself, leaving my palm warm and worried from her touch, and then they both left me standing in the hallway.
The moment they had disappeared, I was startled to see Aaron Sanderson exit the boys' bathroom next door. He did not turn his head to see me standing silently, so he missed the puzzled look on my face.
So many Sandersons, so little time.



 
Chapter 13: Brynstan
 
She was kneeling with the toothbrush at the fireplace. Her hand was still stinging from the hot stove. She could not think beyond the pain searing through to her fingers as she tried to scrub the sticky residue from the bricks.
She reached too far into the dark hole of the grate and a puff of ash filled the air, making her choke. She tried to stop the tears and sneezing, but she began to gag from the effort.
She saw his shoes, shining and black, as they planted themselves on the gray brick of the hearth, now smudged with the cinders that she had stirred up.
He was silent, but she could smell his body odour, the sweat of his anger. She could feel the heat of his displeasure.
She tried to swallow the cloud from the ashes but her throat closed and she vomited on his shoe.
His cane split her soft skin. She bit her fingers to keep from choking. She tried hard to obey, but her head was pounding and she was gasping for breath.
Repent, repent, she heard in her head as the darkness closed over her. Repent, repent, eternal damnation, all ye sinners.
Repent before it is too late.



 
Chapter 14: Jacob
 
The job interview took place the next morning in the breakfast room of the Burchill Inn. When Jacob asked for May Reneaux, the maitre d' pointed him in the direction of an attractive Native woman, dressed in a fashionably long purple skirt and a lacy white top.
She stood as he approached and put out her hand, giving him a skin-soft but firm handshake. When she smiled, her brown eyes sparkled and she was, momentarily, strikingly beautiful.
The breakfast room was surrounded by windows, which looked out onto a spectacular garden. Even at this time of the year, late summer, the flowers and bushes were still blooming. The inn had been decorated in pastels, mostly blues and yellows, and furnished with lush dark chairs and tables that he guessed were Victorian. All around were paintings and knickknacks. The room gave him a feeling of comfort, luxury and quiet. He began to feel very grateful to May Reneaux already. This was the perfect place for an interview.
The waiter came right over with coffee. Surprisingly, there seemed to be no one else in the place.
"Breakfast is actually over and they're just preparing for lunch, so we won't be disturbed," May said, as if she'd read his mind. "However, Teddy insisted on providing us with some baked goodies."
Just then, a basket of muffins and tea biscuits and scones, wafting odours that made Jacob's mouth water, was swept onto the table along with pats of butter, jars of jam and a bowl full of English cream.
The tall man in the chef's uniform grinned at May. "Yes, but I didn't have to insist for long, now did I?"
With a pleasant, hearty laugh, May gestured toward Jacob. "Teddy, this is Jacob Finch. I'm hoping to convince him to come work for Oona. Mr. Finch, this is Teddy Lavalle, owner of our inn and famous head chef."
Jacob stood and put his hand inside the big man's outstretched paw. Teddy placed his other hand on top and looked straight into Jacob's eyes with his own startling gray. "Welcome to Burchill, Jacob Finch. I hope to see you here again."
With that, he left them with rich dark coffee and buttery baking that melted in Jacob's mouth.
May began talking casually right away. Soon Jacob had forgotten about his formal portfolio and rigid briefcase on the floor beside him. They discussed everything, including their families, their childhoods, their points of view about the environment and school. An hour later, they still had not mentioned the job to one another.
Finally, after stating that she hoped she wouldn't scare him away, May began to describe the situation. Her tale of what had happened two years ago in Burchill, though shocking, was not enough to make him change his mind.
Already, the combination of the beauty of the village and the company of May Reneaux was irresistible.
When May related the story, she was dispassionate and concise, but Jacob could read the emotional toll it had taken in both her voice and her eyes. A fraudulent subdivision developer had set a series of events into play that nearly cost Oona Nabigon, May's aunt, her life.
A Native legend, a human-bear that appeared to come alive, terrorized the village. May's Aunt and her friend disappeared. Emily Taylor, the local school Principal, and Constable Frances Petapiece, along with the local shaman, Agnes Lake, concocted a dangerous resolution to the conspiracy of murder and duplicity. When it was all over, two people were dead and Oona was left in a wheelchair with very few of her faculties remaining.
On the positive side, if there could be a positive side, the results of the case included a stunning revelation. Oona was the de facto owner of a rare gold vein streaking through the land that had been purchased by her ancestors decades before.
As May was the sole beneficiary and currently power of attorney over her aunt's affairs, she wanted to take steps to protect Oona's wealth and secure her future. Oona, and therefore May, would soon be multimillionaires. The Native woman, proud and compassionate and careful, needed someone she could completely trust with running her aunt's business and personal affairs.
Luckily for Jacob Finch, May Reneaux chose him as her confidant and representative that very day.
Now Jacob's dream of living in a small town had been realized. He spent each day working diligently on the Nabigon land and gold mine dealings, but he was not expected to work all night or on weekends as was de rigueur in the city.
May became a good friend. She quite quickly became privy to all of his dark past and thoughts and he to hers. They gave each other solid support and advice.
As if that weren't enough, Jacob found the legal issues challenging and fascinating. Never before had he dealt with mining rights, land claims, housing, negotiations with mineral and construction companies, research on the environment, contributions to charities and community organizations and a myriad of other issues.
He was, for the most part, happy and content, although he continued to ache for Laura. He was finding it easier to accept the grieving process though. Not obsessed by worries about work or his children, he was more understanding and compassionate. He actually took the time to be sorrowful in order to keep marching toward complete healing. He had even, to some extent, forgiven Laura and in the process, he had almost absolved himself. And then he met someone who took him to the edge of forgiveness and beyond.



 
Chapter 15: Alain
 
It was after the sixth or seventh steamy encounter that May discovered some of Alain's source of stamina. He was only twenty years old. At first she was aghast, embarrassed, angry—until he began to remind her of his past and how it had aged him, how much he had experienced. She was quiet as she listened to him, following not only the words but the cadence as well. Responding to the life that had been lived, rather than the chronology, she decided at once that age had nothing to do with their relationship.
Another time in her life, May might have worried that he would get tired of her as she grew older, but at that moment, at that very second when he spoke into the darkness and then took her again in his arms, she realized that nothing mattered more than being with him. She knew him so completely. She knew that sometimes he was decidedly more mature than she and that they took turns as the nurturer, the elder.
They began discussing marriage shortly after their relationship became physical, but it was always Alain who began the conversation and always in a negative way. Adamant about never having children because of his past near-diagnosis of psychotic tendencies, Alain constantly questioned whether she should agree to marry him.
Gradually, Alain divulged what he knew about his past and his potential mental health problems. May convinced him that she completely accepted the fact that they would not be parents, a decision she came to with some difficulty. However, having reached her early thirties with the conviction that she would never even marry let alone become a mother, May was more amenable than someone younger might have been.
She had never seen any evidence of his alleged temper or aggression, so May might have argued with him if she had not seen the depth of his pain. It was the one topic that brought him to the brink of tears each time. He was terrified of what he might do to a child's own psyche or what he might pass on through his genes.
May's experiences with Oona and Agnes as they went on vision quests had taught her that there were old souls in this world, people who carried the wisdom and experience from their other lives into their new births. She believed firmly that Alain was an old soul and that somehow their spirits had been reunited. She was going to live with him for always and if that meant being childless, so be it. Her work with the children at school was extremely satisfying.
All of their shared history rushed through her mind in segments as she continued to stroke his face. The muttering and twitching began to subside. Calm and relaxed now, he turned in his sleep and placed a damp hand upon her breast.
Whenever she envisioned having to live up to the 'in sickness' component of their wedding vows, May always imagined it would be Alain, so much younger than she, who would have to be the caretaker. She never pictured herself looking after him. He was always straight backed and strong, treating her like a queen or a little girl as the situation warranted. It was disconcerting to see him tossing and turning and moaning, childlike, in his sleep.
As for Alain, he had initially tried to ignore the dreams. He was convinced at first that they had some other meaning. Too many violent shows on television, too little sleep, the incidents that had occurred in Burchill over the last few years, too much coffee, not enough exercise.
When they continued to haunt him and grew in detail and proportion, he found it impossible to deny the feeling of fear that raced through him. He was tempted to go to Doc Murphy for sleeping pills, anything to block out the pictures that were flashing through his mind all night. The nightmares began to take on more definition and as a result, he was physically reacting to them even as he slept. Two similar scenarios always repeated themselves, two films running back to back through his mind.
In the first, he would start out running in a field, terrified, his heart pounding, sweat pouring down his face. After some time, during which he would twitch and struggle against the sheets, the field would end and give way to a dark forest. Behind him, hot on his neck and choking him with its noxious odour, was an unformed cloud. Somehow he knew it was not smoke, but a monster in disguise, for every once in a while, he got a flash of a face covered in blood as it leered at him from the fog. He would turn back every once in a while as he ran and throw things at it. Rocks, sticks, anything he could get his hands on. Shortly, he would come to the well.
Sitting on the edge, dangling its feet in a manner of perfect ease, would appear a small child of indeterminate gender, its face hidden from him, head down, gazing into the depths. He could tell it was smiling. In every dream, despite the desire to stop himself, Alain would go up to the baby and shove it into the well. He could hear the screams as it careened down the damp, dark hole.
But what disturbed him the most, as he listened to the pitiful shrieks of that child as it fell to its death, was the elation that he always felt.
Sometimes he would even laugh out loud in his sleep.



 
Chapter 16: Doro
 
Seconds later, Doro thought, she was awakened by a rattle of teacups. She sat bolt upright, embarrassed. Cynthia was quietly sipping her tea, sitting in the other love seat, her legs tucked underneath her. The apron was gone and the woman was leafing through a Home and Garden magazine.
"I'm so sorry," Doro stumbled, mortified that she had to wipe saliva from her lips. "I just dozed off for a moment there…"
"You've been asleep for half an hour, dear," Cynthia replied, laughing. "I'm the one who's sorry. I woke you up getting a fresh pot of tea."
"Oh my God, how rude!"
"Not at all, Doro, don't worry. I slept every afternoon around this time when I was pregnant."
Doro was stunned. She knew that her little mound was far too tiny for anyone to notice yet. "How did you know?"
Cynthia leaned over and poured a steaming cup of tea, responding to Doro's nod for milk. Then, bless her soul, she handed over a lunch plate of small sandwiches and delicious looking cookies. Once settled with their goodies, the older woman replied.
"I can just tell. There's something about your aura. Your face, your skin, the way your hand falls instinctively and protectively on your womb when you walk. I've had six kids of my own. They're all grown up now, except for Kimmy, even though she thinks she is."
"From what I saw of Kimmy, she is a wonderful girl," Doro said honestly, between mouthfuls of egg salad, brown bread and fresh lettuce.
"Oh, yes, that's true. She just seems to want to grow up so fast. I think it's because all her brothers and sisters are gone from home now, so she feels like she wants to fly away too. Hard not to want to escape a dying town like this one. However, if the number of people coming from the city to retire here keeps up..."
Doro congratulated herself on her insight about the town's residents.
"Maybe it will recreate itself into a trendy little village again. Anyway, you didn't come for that kind of history lesson." She put her feet on the floor and picked up a small note pad.
"Before we go to my den of history, give me some info to go on, no matter how small. Then I'll know which files to access. When you see my den, you'll know what I mean. It's stuffed full of clippings and pictures and all kinds of memorabilia. Not to mention what's on my computer."
"The village has no town hall anymore and all records have been sent to the city, so I've kind of taken over the task of amassing the local history. I started with my family and it certainly helped one year when we had a huge family reunion. It turned out that my ancestors have all kinds of ties in this area, not just in the village, but all over the valley. Once I have enough information on the history of the village, I think I'll apply for some grants and see if I can't open a little museum."
She smiled, her soft blue eyes alert and enthusiastic. Her light gray hair curled around her face, making her look much younger than she must be. "So, fire away."
Her manner was inviting, completely disarming. Immediately at ease, Doro began to speak. When she was finished, she had told Cynthia Denis more than she'd ever told anyone. She related the story of discovering the picture and its detailed directions to the farmhouse on the reverse. Of the handwritten birth record of an unnamed child from this very town whose birth date was her own. She described her dreams, those deep memories that she had never before released into the vibrations of the air.
The woman looked up once in a while, face neutral, showing no reaction to what was said, instead scribbling furiously on the writing pad, asking a question of clarity here and there. Though Doro had a vague feeling that Cynthia was taken aback by some of her confessions, the historian masterfully led her visitor from one piece of information to another without judgment.
Doro finally ran out of steam and Cynthia out of questions. The older woman came and sat beside her visitor, taking Doro's hand in her soft plump one. She looked at Doro candidly, studying her face as though searching for answers to questions that could not be posed out loud.
"I think I can find a lot of information for you," she said kindly. "But I have to ask. Are you ready for whatever you discover? Are you sure you want to know where you came from?"
To her dismay, tears slid down Doro's face.
"I have to know," she said, her words definite even as her voice trembled slightly. She placed her hands on her womb. "For the baby, I need to know what happened. I have to banish the nightmares."
"And what if the information just stirs up more?"
Doro shook her head. "It can't get worse. I've lived with this my whole life. And since I've become pregnant, the fear is constantly with me. I am anxious because I know so little about where I've been. I don't want to be nervous during this pregnancy and I don't want the distorted memories hanging over me as I try to be a good parent. I've thought about this a great deal. Sometimes things that are hiding in the shadows are worse than those you can see in the sunlight. I can deal with monsters as long as I can face them clearly."
She wiped her eyes on a napkin and straightened her shoulders. "I know myself pretty well, Cynthia. I'm certain that I can handle the news. What I can't handle is not knowing, or seeing it through a little girl's eyes only. I need to get it out in the light, confront it and if need be, destroy it."
Satisfied, Cynthia Denis stood up. "Doro, I think you're doing the right thing, but I had to ask. Let's go. I'll show you everything I've got and we can try to put the pieces of the puzzle together after we lay it all out on the table. Maybe we'll even do some destroying together."
Cynthia had described her 'den of history' well. A fairly small room, just to the right of the staircase, boasted windows on all three walls. The sunshine, which continued to be fierce and hot even as the afternoon edged on, made the room overly warm.
Cynthia ambled over to the window on the far side and slid it open. A refreshing breeze reached them, waking Doro thoroughly.
Bookshelves lined the far wall under the window. A desk and computer stood in the middle of the room. A microfiche viewer, a desktop copier, a fax and a telephone all sat on smaller tables under the second window, along with more bookshelves filled with history and reference books.
All over the windowless wall to the left of the doorway were bulletin boards stuffed with pieces of paper speared with brightly coloured thumbtacks. Hundreds of pictures and newspaper clippings were stacked everywhere. Three huge filing cabinets took up the rest of the space. On the floor, a myriad of files could be glimpsed in neatly labelled boxes.
Suddenly, faced with all of this information, Doro was apprehensive, just a little afraid of what it might reveal. What she said to Cynthia was truthful. She did want to face her past, but now that it had happened, so easily and so rapidly, she was nervous and sweating.
"I'll pull out some of the files that you will find informative," Cynthia said, "and then I'll go through it with you. I do know some of the history up here." She tapped her head. "So I'll share all of that too. Plus of course, there's all the stuff I've gotten from the Internet."
Despite the amount of material in the room, it didn't take the amateur historian long. Moving quickly around the boxes and cabinets, her large body flowed in the bright yellow shirt and khaki pants. She was focused and efficient, but her cheerful nature kept erupting in murmurs of satisfaction when she discovered something relevant.
"Yes! That's it! I knew this was here. Oh, and you're going to need to see this," and so on.
By the time she was finished, there was an enormous pile of file folders and envelopes towering on the desk. Cynthia pulled up two chairs and patted the other seat for her visitor.
Doro perched more than sat, uncharacteristically quiet, knowing that this was the moment she had been anticipating yet dreading at the same time.
Each of the newspaper articles had been carefully preserved with laminating material or sleeves of plastic. Beginning with the first clipping, her past started to open up before her.
When Doro looked carefully at the photograph of the house shown in the article from a front-page spread, she felt nothing. Contrary to its lofty 'manse' moniker, the farmhouse was rather mundane. A clump of trees encircling it like a curtain, the house was all peak roofs and slats of a yellowish wood. The stone foundation was laid haphazardly in amateur fashion, as though the builder didn't plan for it to last. Attached to the back of the house was a large shed made of the same pale-yellow planks.
The dilapidated barn in the distance looked unused, its grey boards withering in the sun, its windows and doors boarded up and sagging. In all directions, farmland loomed beyond the house, sporting cultivated rows of wheat or corn. Here and there, large plots were abandoned to weeds.
The house did not pull her into the nightmare. She realized that it was the inside of the farmhouse that had dominated her memories all these years. In her mind, it was the walls and doors and closets of the old building that flashed through like film on fast forward.



 
Chapter 17: Emily
 
Continuing my daily 'walk-about,' I proceeded down the hall toward the grade two class. Michelle Henderson, one of our newest teachers, was crouched over a table assisting some little ones with their painting. As I came in, she looked up and smiled.
"Look everyone! Mrs. Taylor has come to help us paint." She grinned mischievously at me and I gave her a wry smile in return.
Next thing I knew, I was seated at a big round table surrounded by paint, coloured water and eager artists showing off their sticky talent.
I sat down next to Vanessa, whose brown curls framed a classically lovely face, but whose beauty would probably not be appreciated until she was an adult. Initially shy about having the principal sit next to her, she began to warm up as she described her artistry.
"It's a bit complicated, Mrs. Taylor," she informed me in her grown-up voice. I did my best to keep from smiling. "First, I used yellow, then I mixed in some pink—that's my favourite color—then this is the sky and this is my house and this stands for all the flowers that grow in the summer…"
Later, I excused myself and sat near James, expecting the same lesson in color and symbolism. I looked down at a mix of purple, white and light blue.
"James, tell me about your picture. What does it mean?"
He looked up at me with huge brown eyes.
"I have no idea, Mrs. Taylor. I'm just a kid," he answered solemnly.
Later, when I mulled over my conversation with Gillian regarding Mrs. Sanderson, I decided it might be wise to speak with Dorothy on my own. I arranged to have her assist me with a school newsletter.
I was obsessed with mistakes in spelling and grammar, so I always had two sets of eyes proofing each newsletter before we printed it up. Thus I was alone with Mrs. Sanderson in the volunteer lounge.
She sat primly, fingers curiously folded together, barely touching the paper. We edited the pages for a moment in silence. Then, as we exchanged sheets, I was able to catch her eye. I smiled.
"How do you like living in a small town, Mrs. Sanderson?"
She looked so startled at the question that I felt compelled to add, "I noticed that you moved from a big city, just like I did. Almost around the same time too."
It was fascinating to see her face close down, like blinds being drawn on windows. She looked down at the sheet in front of her, eyes moving back and forth over the lines. For a moment, I thought she wouldn't answer.
"I'm used to small towns," she finally offered. "I grew up in one, though I lived for many years in Ottawa."
Before I could pursue any other questions, she glanced right back at me. "And how about you, Mrs. Taylor? Do you enjoy the small town?"
Years later I was still at a loss to describe how I responded to the sustained look she gave me. There were layers of colours in her eyes, a disconcertingly large black pupil in the center, surrounded by yellow and green and brown. Slightly squinting, her eyes appeared to be small and cruel. She stared right into me, invasive and sneering.
This was a woman who was not to be trifled with. She knew I was probing and she was throwing that incursion right back. Somehow I felt as though she had searched out all my secrets and was threatening to expose mine if I dared attempt to uncover hers.
Later I thought that perhaps I had overreacted, being excessively sensitive because of my past. At that moment, however, I could do nothing but smile back and offer some kind of inane response. We spent the remainder of the work period in silence.
While their mother was a volunteer, very few incidents occurred involving the Sandersons. The only child who gave any indication of inner turmoil was Meghan. She was an enigma. In the yard, she was gregarious and often mischievous. In the classroom, she was by and large silent.
On the pretext of introducing Meghan's new speech therapist to the Sandersons, Renae once again visited the home. Despite having agreed to the appointment, the same scenario was repeated. Only Mrs. Sanderson was present. The home was orderly though crammed, as could be expected in a household of eleven people. Clean and comfortable, though somewhat threadbare.
The children's names were labelled above coat hooks in the hallway. Shoes stood in a straight line. No clothes or toys were strewn about. Everything had a place. They might have cleaned up and prepared for their visitors, though Renae was of the opinion that life was pretty regimented for the Sanderson children.
Speech Therapist Carol Ann Fraser laid out the responsibilities of the family in treating Meghan to her mother, as well as the services and attention she could provide at school.
Up until this time, the family had not appeared to take Meghan's affliction seriously. Mrs. Sanderson had consistently made responses to the teachers such as, "She's young. She'll grow out of it." or "All my kids are quiet. She'll be fine."
Now that Meghan was in grade one, the therapist stressed, she should have grown out of her silence. The fact that she continued to be mute in the classroom was becoming a serious concern.
To every question or comment, Dorothy Sanderson nodded and agreed to carry out the tasks as recommended.
After the visit from both Renae and Carol Ann, the family seemed to be somewhat more supportive of Meghan. They claimed to follow through with every home exercise that was recommended. They made recordings of her reading at home.
The siblings refused to speak for her in school. They were careful to engage her whenever possible and encourage her to speak in front of others.
Yet Meghan remained stubbornly silent. Her big eyes were always unblinking and defiant, not the look of a subjugated or intimidated individual.
Both Carol Ann and Rebecca Michaels, the school psychologist, agreed with our assessment. 'Selective mute' was the method Meghan used to assert control on an otherwise difficult environment.
I visited Meredith Cole's grade one class often that fall, not just because of Meghan.
Two little boys, Evan and Kelly, had been experiencing a great deal of difficulty adjusting. The teacher, a tall, willowy young woman who'd previously taught junior level classes, was having some trouble getting control of them.
Meredith was kind and understanding, as well as efficient and full of energy. I had no doubt that her efforts would be successful, but I wanted to give her as much support as I could.
One morning, after a particularly fractious week, I decided to meet the boys as they entered the school. Initially they appeared to be obediently following everyone else in line, until I noticed Evan giving the other boy a poke from behind. Kelly's face flushed with immediate anger.
No doubt some quarrel left over from the yard, I thought. The remainder of the class entered the room with their teacher, but I kept the two boys in the deserted hallway.
Hands on hips, my classic principal stance, I looked down at the two red-faced antagonists, noticing the clenched fists and the daggers being thrown with sideways glances at one another.
"I'm going to ask what happened outside," I informed them, my voice controlled but obviously displeased. "And this is how I am going to do it. First, I will ask one of you to tell me what happened. The other one is not to interrupt. Then the second one will get to tell me what he thinks happened. Do you understand?"
Nods from both close-shaven heads.
"Plus, you are not allowed to call each other names or put each other down? Do you know what I mean by that?"
Again, the small round heads nodded.
"All right, let me see now." They looked up at me, expectant. "I think it's Evan's turn to go first today, because Kelly had that chance the last time we spoke."
I didn't actually remember who went first last time, but luckily, neither did they. "So, Evan, you go first and tell me what happened."
"He called me the B word," he answered promptly, his brown eyes flashing with triumph.
I could see he was convinced that this offense was sure to get Kelly in trouble. I wondered what B word Kelly had used. Bad?
Bugger?
Bum?
Butthead?
Bastard? Just how offensive was the offense?
"Okay, Evan, so that I know just how bad it was, you can tell me what the B was. You can whisper it in my ear so no one else will hear."
I bent forward and Evan murmured, "Fucking asshole."
I straightened up, letting out a long, thoughtful breath to ease the bubble of laughter. "Oh, that B word," I said.
So much for phonics. I guess we hadn't covered the swear words yet. It was time to involve our peer-problem-solving program, so I set up a series of meetings with my senior students and these two little munchkins.
As for Meghan Sanderson, in spite of my frequent visits to the classroom, she still would not meet my eyes, nor would she speak to me, even when I said hello directly to her.
Now, with Sydney D'Aubigne's confession, we might have received a break in the case. Perhaps we could prove that Meghan was being abused after all.
Renae called me back in the middle of the afternoon. When she heard what I'd learned from Sydney, she suggested that I speak to Meredith and then to Meghan herself. Renae would return to Burchill later in the day.
If the results of my investigation suggested that Meghan's safety was in jeopardy, I was to keep her at the school until Renae arrived, even if that was past dismissal time. In the meantime, she asked me to call Edgar.
Edgar Brennan was in charge of the Ontario Provincial Police (OPP) detachment in our area. His official title was chief superintendent, but we always referred to him simply, though respectfully, as the police chief.
The unit served our village of Burchill, the adjacent First Nation community and the Provincial Park. The jurisdiction also covered the highways that led into the area and therefore many of the nearby hamlets.
Burchill born and raised, Edgar had a kind, intelligent and caring nature that made him one of our most popular citizens. He was married to Frances Petapiece, one of the police constables in the detachment. In the last few years they had become very good friends of ours. Thus I had no hesitation in calling the station to ask for either of them to assist.
Marty Michano, another member of the OPP team, answered the phone and immediately transferred me to Edgar's office. I pictured him sitting in his leather high-backed chair, in front of the old desk likely piled high with paper.
Ever since the populations of Burchill and the surrounding villages had grown, Edgar's position required more paperwork than he liked. He often had to send Frances or Marty out on calls while he handled the politics and the written reports, which definitely did not appeal to him.
I wasn't surprised that he immediately offered to come over to the school personally. He was probably intensely bored. In addition, Frances was attending a conference, so he had an even greater excuse for tending to this matter himself.
"Just call me when you want me to come over, Em," he told me. "I'll be here very late anyway. I want to get all this paperwork done while Frances is at the conference."
He rattled off the number of his direct line and we hung up. For a moment, I sat at my desk in contemplation. Situations like this always made me nervous.
First of all, I could not quell the uneasiness that I knew perfectly well was a result of my past. Fear, insecurity and anger still seethed beneath the surface and probably always would. Twenty-eight years of horror, misery and secrets left permanent scars that I was just beginning to be able to ignore—most of the time. Accusing someone of anything, even if justified, often sent me into a state of nerves.
Secondly, I knew it was going to be a tricky balancing act to get Meghan to speak with me, or whisper to me, without betraying Sydney.
At recess, I asked Meredith to come to my office and talk. I told her about Sydney's confession.
Meredith's eyes widened, not with surprise, but with concern.
"Wow. Maybe this is the break we've been waiting for," she said.
My thoughts exactly.
"But if you're asking if I've seen a change in Meghan, I'd have to say no. She's getting a little more comfortable with me in fact. Now when I ask her to read to me, she sits very close and whispers. It's quite a breakthrough, or so I've been told by Rebecca. I haven't allowed Sydney to make requests on Meghan's behalf, so lately she comes up and whispers in my ear when she wants to use the washroom or whatever. But she's never confided anything about being hurt."
"Have you noticed any bruises or anything like that?"
Meredith thought for a moment. "No. She often wears short sleeves and I've seen nothing on her arms. In the gym, she changes into shorts, but her legs always look fine. I hope I haven't missed something."
"Meredith, knowing you, I'm sure that you haven't," I reassured her and I meant it.
I'd been in her classroom often enough to know that she was a very attentive teacher.
"Got any suggestions for an excuse to talk to Meghan today? If I can avoid it, I'd rather not betray Sydney's confidence."
Again, Meredith was silent in contemplation.
After a moment, she said brightly, "I've got it. The other day, when Meghan whispered another story to me, I told her that you'd love to hear her too. I said that you'd be alone in your office, so she could be as quiet or as loud as she wanted to be. Carol Ann gave me the idea as a way to expand Meghan's comfort level in the school."
"Perfect," I said. "I'll come into the class as if it's a normal visit and you can suggest to Meghan that this is the day."
A short time after recess, a reluctant Meghan followed me to the office, a book in hand. At first, she tried to indicate that Sydney had to come with her, but Meredith gently reminded her that she was to do the reading, which meant she should be alone with Mrs. Taylor. She dragged her feet as she walked, head bent, down the hallway.
I walked slowly, slightly ahead of her, talking in a cheerful, low voice, encouraging her every step of the way. When we reached the office, May gave us a cheery wave from behind her desk. Our eyes met and I read 'Good luck' in her expression.
The little girl seated herself on the edge of the chair next to my desk, the book clutched in front of her like a life ring. Her eyelids were lowered, but I had the feeling that she watched me carefully through the veil of her lashes. Yet she did not appear nervous. She did not swing her feet, she did not fidget and she was not stiff and rigid. Her small heart-shaped face was dotted with little brown freckles. She looked solemn and thoughtful, as though contemplating the task of speaking in front of the principal and planning how to manage it.
I swung my chair around to face her, making sure I didn't invade her space, but leaned toward her all the same.
"Hey, Meghan, I know this isn't easy for you. But there's just you and me here. I won't tell anyone whether you read or not. I promise. We can keep it to ourselves if you want. We can just sit here for a few minutes and then go back to class."
At this unexpected offer, she raised her eyes to look at me. A shocking blue, they were beautiful and expressive, like a layered afternoon sky, full of mystery. I smiled at her.
"Or, you can read from your book. You choose."
Once again, she lowered her eyes and appeared to be lost in thought. Then slowly she opened the book and began to read. Her voice was soft, just slightly above a whisper. There was a lilt to her tone that was pleasant and sweet to hear.
She read without hesitation. She was familiar with all the words and had the right expression for each sentence. Not once did she stumble or even seem to take a breath.
She didn't offer to show me the pictures. She simply raced through the reading as quickly as she could without missing any of the story.
When she was finished, she closed the book firmly and once more clutched it in both arms.
"Meghan, thank you," I said, trying to convey with my pitch just how honoured I was. "You are an exceptional reader. I think you're very, very smart."
She looked up at me again, this time with a tiny smile in those big eyes.
"Do you want me to tell Miss Cole that you read to me?"
She nodded.
"Okay, then I will. I've got some little rewards here in my desk drawer." I pulled it open to show her. "Lots of times kids come in here to read to me or to tell me things. Sometimes I let them pick a prize. Would you like one?"
Meghan nodded her head again, her eyes fixed on the messy drawer, filled with stickers and little dollar store playthings.
"Okay, reach right in until you find the one you want."
She got up from her chair, placing the book on the seat, and stood close to me. She searched carefully, picking up each little thing and looking at it.
I could see the fine hairs on her thin arms, her skin clean and freckled, no bruises or scratches to be seen. Her red hair hung in natural curls around her neck, which was also free of marks. She smelled of soap and shampoo. Her dress was neat and fresh, though not new.
While she looked, I tried a couple of questions.
"Do you think your mom and dad will be happy that you read to me?"
Her hands didn't stop moving, examining each offering. She nodded slowly.
"Do you want me to tell them too?"
This time, her hands were still as she slid her eyes sideways to look at me.
"No," she whispered. "I read for them all the time."
"Do you?" I was quiet for a moment. "Why don't you like reading at school, honey?"
She shrugged without looking toward me.
"How do your parents get you to read at home?"
"They make me," Meghan offered.
I knew I was going to risk scaring her away, but I couldn't think of a better moment to insert the topic.
"How do they make you? They don't hurt you, do they?"
At last, she selected one of the little toys and walked back toward her chair. Pausing for a moment with her back to me, she answered by shaking her head vigorously.
"You know you can tell me, Meghan," I urged her, keeping my voice soft and gentle. "No one can hurt other people, especially their own children. Miss Cole and I wouldn't let anyone hurt you."
Meghan turned to face me now, eyes lowered. The murmur was faint and I had to lean even closer.
"My mother and father don't hurt me."
She looked up, her gaze once more layered and cryptic. She surrounded the book with her arms, clutching her reward in her hand.
"I can go back to Miss Cole by myself," she whispered.
"Okay, if you want to."
I opened the door.
"I'll just watch you go down the hall. And remember, you can come back any time if you ever have anything that you need to tell me."
She nodded and then virtually skipped down the hall to her classroom.
I gazed at May, who was looking up at me expectantly.
"Well, that wasn't particularly successful," I told her. "She did read to me and she did answer a couple of my questions, but she says nothing is wrong. She certainly doesn't look like she's abused."
"Meghan is the healthiest of them all in some ways," May said. "I think she's more in control. There's something strong about that little girl."
I nodded thoughtfully. "I wonder why she told Sydney that she was being hurt by her dad."
"Maybe she just wanted some attention," May answered. "Sydney's such a motherly type, even at six years old. It might have been a confession that she encouraged in a way. And maybe there's some truth to it, but it's not the physical kind of hurt."
As usual, May's observations were astute and very likely accurate.
Later that afternoon, I called Edgar. He and Renae arrived around the same time. Once we were settled in my office, coffee in hand, pleasantries over, I related the results of my investigation. I also shared May's insights with them.
Renae, her red-tipped spiky hair appearing to be more upstanding than usual, was characteristically effusive.
"There is definitely something going on. But I'm not sure we can actually confront them about abuse. There are no marks. Her behaviour hasn't really changed. And there are lots of incidents of selective mutes that have nothing to do with family and everything to do with a fear of school. And she denies that anyone is hurting her. I don't know that I have any 'reasonable and probable grounds' for taking Meghan out of the home or even questioning her about her treatment by her parents."
Renae was quoting from the Child and Family Services Act and she had a good point. What reason did we have to believe that Meghan needed protection or intervention, other than another little girl's interpretation of her friend's angst, plus a 'gut feeling'? The frustration was obvious on each of our faces.
"What if you went for another home visit, Renae?" I suggested. "You could certainly use me as the complainant. I do have concerns. Meghan has made very slow progress through her silence. The other siblings continue to be peculiarly introverted. I think we have reasonable grounds for at least another home visit."
Edgar nodded his concurrence. "I would agree with that. We can't involve police presence or accuse them of anything, but you do have a valid reason to visit. Don't you think, Renae?"
She chewed on her lip for a moment, her large expressive eyes full of thought.
"I don't know if they'll let me in again, but I can try. In the meantime, why don't I plan to visit the school once a week, as though it's a regular appointment? My caseload hasn't been too heavy, thank goodness, so I think I can spare some extra time for Burchill."
Renae leaned forward, sighing before continuing.
"I have to be blunt though. The Sandersons don't exhibit any of the common characteristics that we would usually see when there is abuse or neglect or even emotional maltreatment."
I could tell that Renae was in her lecture mode. Her eyes were flashing and her voice, normally soft and modulated, was higher and louder.
"At least one or two of those kids ought to be acting out in some way. Their conduct is far too closed, too quiet. We haven't seen any of the usual signs."
She began to tick off on her fingers.
"Self-harming, violence toward others, running away, inappropriate sexual behaviour. There's no attention deficit disorder with any of them. They're accommodating, cooperative, obedient and polite. The only one requiring special education service is Meghan. The parents aren't abusing alcohol or drugs. There appears to be no domestic violence. The kids, except for that one occasion, have been appropriately dressed. Though their clothes are older and worn, they are certainly clean and neat."
She took a breath.
"I realize that we all have an apprehension about this family. And since we are all very experienced, well-educated people who know a problem when we see one, we wouldn't have these concerns without foundation. But we have no proof, no reasonable grounds to go into that home and remove any of them. I will certainly try to make an appointment. I can use the excuse of Meghan's continuing to be mute and doing a follow-up visit, but they don't really have to let me in."
We were silent after the lecture. Renae appeared to be exhausted and agitated at the same time.
"On the bright side," Edgar said, "we do have a plan in place. Renae will try to see them one more time and everyone here is on high alert to watch for signs of abuse. If nothing else, maybe knowing that you are following up will be enough to make the Sandersons toe the line. And Mrs. Sanderson is still volunteering in the school, so that's another line of communication. You're doing everything you can, Emily."
He turned and smiled at me.
"I recognize that look of guilt and frustration, kiddo. But believe me, you are providing a safe haven here at school for those kids and you can be sure the parents will be dealt with if they are abusing them. And they must be doing something to cause every single one of their kids to be so odd. I agree with May. It's probably not physical abuse. It's more likely to be emotional. And that's something we'll have a difficult time proving. But just keep trying to reach them here at school and maybe the kids will have a chance at healthy lives eventually."
Edgar stood up and put his hand on my shoulder.
"Anything I can do, give me a call. I'm kind of bored in the last couple of days with Frances at the seminar, so I'll be happy to come by any time!"
"How long is she gone?" I asked, immediately picturing his slim blond wife, whose feisty personality had so charmed every one of us.
"It's a two-week course," he said morosely. "She calls every night with some exciting tidbit about new policing methods! You can imagine how this old dog is responding to the suggestion of new tricks. Anyway, she'll be back all excited and raring to go, so I'd better take my vitamins."
He grinned slyly, the joy of a marriage later in life lighting up his face.
"Yah, you're so old, Ed," I replied sarcastically, standing up to give him a brief hug. "Thanks for coming over. I really appreciate your support—as you well know."
And a myriad of events from the past, connections that can only be forged by tragedy and extraordinary circumstance, shivered between us. It was a good thing we didn't know what faced us in both the near and distant futures.



 
Chapter 18: Brimstone
 
The woman moved the spoon methodically around the bowl. Beside her, the little girl tugged insistently at her apron.
The woman did not move. Her eyes were soft and brown, frightened like a doe's. She remained still as The Preacher Man came into the room and forced the child to kneel in the corner.
He touched the woman's shoulder. She followed him down the hall to the room the little girl has never seen. Its door remained closed always, as it did now. A faint sound of moaning began in the room.
Brother appeared and led her outside. In the yard they sat under the tree, holding hands. He told her again about the house in the meadow with the stream.
She understood only that he loved her. She believed that he would take care of her.
He wished she had known what it had been like when he was young. But perhaps knowing only made it harder to bear the present. He put his arms around her and rocked her, as though he could protect her from everything. His eyes were luminous and brooding.
After a while, The Preacher Man appeared on the back porch. Framed in the doorway, he looked ominous. He was tall and thin and dressed in black. He stared, his eyes flashing with menace, and shouted at them to come into the house.
Standing his children against the wall in the small entranceway, he began to shout, though they were only a few inches away.
"Sinners! Sinners! Dirty little minds!"
His eyes flashed and darted. His face purpled.
"You filthy sinners. Touching. Brother and sister love does not permit touching. You have not learned the lessons yet."
He grabbed the little girl by the hair and shoved her into a small dark room. She could feel cobwebs crawl on her face.
She began to cry.



 
Chapter 19: Jacob
 
Jacob, his objective legal mind demanding a fairly rigid schedule at first, went directly to his office every day after breakfast, while Helen and Jordan walked Adrienne to school.
Unless he had a meeting, he conducted all of his business through the Internet or the telephone. It was a very solitary situation, so vastly different from the noise and busy-ness of a huge legal firm. But the myriad of issues with which he dealt and the challenge of solving the problems inherent in the requisite negotiations kept him from being lonely.
Three years ago, his first order of business had been to gather and organize all of the information about Oona's land claims and to ensure their protection.
Next, he'd had to negotiate a compromise with the subdivision. Through no fault of their own, twenty different parties had bought houses on land that had been illegally obtained. Some of the homes, already in the fledgling stages of construction, had burned to the ground.
While Oona did not legally owe any compensation—it was up to the individuals to sue the development company—May felt that morally, they had to do something. She knew that the builder had declared bankruptcy, which meant lawsuits would gain the homeowners nothing.
Negotiations with the group of disgruntled subdivision purchasers had actually gone very well. They had happily agreed to pay the previous prices for their homes, despite a change from the original location. That site was now a developing gold mine. Very quickly, Jacob had found a construction company who agreed to take over the building of the homes.
Here was another difference from the city and the negative types of cases with which he'd had to deal. In this situation, people were generally eager to reach a resolution and the companies were anxious to demonstrate their honest and reliable services. They'd been quite willing to allow Jacob to oversee the construction and upon its completion, he'd been nearly as pleased as they. In fact, they'd arranged and invited him to a gala opening, along with May and Alain Reneaux and Oona Nabigon in her wheelchair.
The negotiations for the mine had not been so smooth, primarily because it was difficult to find a company that would adhere to May's environmental conditions.
In the past, Jacob learned, highly toxic chemicals, such as mercury and even cyanide, were used to leach the boulders and uncover the gold. Not only was Oona's streak an unusual phenomenon in the Canadian Shield, but according to the assays, it also contained fairly rich host rock, which should have kept the leaching process to a minimum.
However, for May, reducing the risk was not enough. She requested that Jacob do more research to uncover the best methods, processes that would preserve the land in, or return it to, its original condition.
Jacob quickly became aware that Canadian law was very strict as well. Every mining company had to acquire a multimillion-dollar reclamation bond, especially for an operation of the size that Oona's land would require. The money had to be used to return the land to its original condition, just as May had hoped. There would always be inspections and tests carried out by the government to ensure that the bond requirements were being met as the venture was carried out.
One of the companies Jacob discovered suggested placer mining. This method was especially effective in areas where there were large amounts of loose gravel and sand. The only 'chemical' they used was a large supply of a substance similar to Jet Dry, a kind of detergent many people used in their dishwashers. For extra protection, they set up ponds to capture any chemicals that might have otherwise gone into the ground. In addition, they guaranteed that the loosened soil would not be deposited in the surrounding river and streams.
Although this method was a huge advance, Jacob then stumbled across several companies who employed what is known as the Haber Gold Process. The technique was faster and used nontoxic solutions for gold removal.
Jacob studied the company's technology in detail and felt that he had discovered May's partner. Once he had presented his research to May, he began to look for Canadian companies who employed this method. He found three of them and began the negotiations immediately.
One company, Ashlu Mineral Productions, proved to be the most promising. Their current operations took place in British Columbia, but they were thrilled to consider a venture in Ontario. They too were committed to ensuring that there would be no damage to the environment. With May's blessing, Jacob hired them and began the process of contracts and plans.
Ongoing with the mining company research, Jacob handled all of the press interest. This gold mine was an astonishing event: a lode that, by most geologists' predictions, should not have been there. Add to that the history of its discovery. Walking Bear. The murder of some of the principals who discovered it. The story of the Native woman who'd had no idea she owned this land. The little town that had fought for her rights.
Big city newspapers, television media from all over the country, magazines, and even some interest from the United States, kept Jacob extremely busy.
For the most part, May chose to decline offers of interviews and articles, but he'd persuaded her to give them some tidbits if for no other reason than to stave off their inquiries. Eventually, the interest began to wane, but Jacob knew that as soon as gold recovery began, it was destined to start all over again.
After a long period of a self-imposed frenetic pace—for Burchill, that is—Jacob found that his routines were well established and that he had more leisure time. He began to walk over to the school once in a while to pick up Ennie at the end of her day.
Whether it was snowing and frigid or sunny and hot, he enjoyed the stroll through the village streets. It was a completely different experience to walking in Toronto. There he would be head down either to avoid the wind tunnelling through the buildings or the glare of the sun on a multitude of windows.
Here in Burchill, he ambled with head held high, bundled or short sleeved as the case may be, and literally stopped to smell the roses or the icicles along the way. Before he realized it, Jacob was taking this leisurely walk more and more often.
As the years went by, picking up Adrienne became only one of the motivations for visiting Burchill Public School.



 
Chapter 20: Alain
 
The second scenario that appeared to Alain through his nightmares was, in many ways, far worse.
 
He was in a dark, gloomy room with walls covered in cloth. A rancid smell pierced his nostrils. His head began to pound. He felt as though he had just awakened, for he was lying down. Unable to struggle to his feet, Alain gradually realized that he was pinned down by something heavy. Breathing became difficult. A gooey liquid dripped slowly from above, blocking his sight.
The only recourse he had was to ball up his hands into fists and begin pummelling whatever it was that held him down. As soon as he began the hitting, the heavy object assumed some definition, constantly morphing into other shapes as the dream progressed.
At first, it was the same baby who'd died in the well. Next, it was the face that appeared from inside the smoke. After that, a woman or another boy or a girl, all faces without real form or clarity, loomed menacingly above him.
Alain always did the same thing. He beat them into a mass of red and white, blood and tissue and bone.
And all the while, as he smashed their faces into a bloody mess, he felt the same surge of delight that consumed him in the first dream.



 
Chapter 21: Doro
 
January 20, 1970
 
Local Preacher Indicted in Fraud Scandal
 
Robert Janot, known locally as Pastor Rob, who heads the Church of Leviticus in town, has been accused of stealing thousands of dollars from his parishioners. A class action suit was filed by André Johnson, the famous lawyer from Ottawa, based on a series of newspaper reports and investigations by our own editor, Vincent Pirelli. According to Mr. Johnson, there are five prominent families attached to the class action. By court order, their identities are not to be made public.
The Janot manse has an addition that houses the local branch of the Church of Leviticus. The farm has been the location of many village celebrations, picnics and Pastor Rob's church services since 1958. A large number of people in town and from the city have generously donated money toward various charities, as directed by the pastor.
The possibility that this money has not, in fact, been going to the charities, has enraged many of the parishioners.
"I still can't believe Pastor Rob would cheat those charities—and us," said Mayor Melanie Stevens. "I am going to wait and see what proof Vincent Pirelli has uncovered before I make a judgment."
The local mayor's reaction mirrored that of many villagers whom the Village Voice interviewed. Pastor Rob appears in the city at provincial court next week.
 
February 27, 1970
 
Pastor Rob to Go to Trial
 
Yesterday a provincial court judge ruled that Robert Janot, known locally as Pastor Rob, will be brought to trial on the charges of fraud and in answer to a class action suit filed by local complainants. "The evidence against him is very strong," André Johnson, lawyer for the class action group, stated after the arraignment. "We believe he has diverted several thousand dollars of our good people's money to his own interests, rather than to the charities he purported to be supporting." Janot was released on bail.
 
Doro picked up this article, the only other column in the file that had a photograph with it. This one was a picture of Pastor Rob. Though it could have been partly the fault of the harsh black and white photo, Robert Janot looked like the stereotype of a criminal: squinty black eyes, thick eyebrows, a scowl that seemed permanent, a thin cruel mouth, a pointed chin with a deep cleft. He appeared to be nasty and livid, which perhaps at that point in his life, he had reason to be.
She tried to see if this was the male figure in the snippets from her childhood, but she could not tell. All she could remember was the sound of his voice. Always in the background of her memories, his deep rumbling speech was authoritative, aggressive, terrifying. His actual frame was indistinct, ephemeral.
She sometimes imagined that she could hear him spouting commandments, quoting from the Bible while at the same time, humiliating and abusing her mother. At least she assumed it was her mother.
The sad-eyed woman who flashed through the recollections always seemed to be stooped and cowering. Doro could not recall the sound of her voice at all.
These articles, written four years before her birth, were incapable of evoking any real emotion. She was still not convinced that she was reading about her biological family.
 
March 1, 1970
 
Church Vandalized
 
The Church of Leviticus, housed inside an addition to the manse of Pastor Robert Janot, was spray painted with graffiti last night. There are no suspects.
 
April 4, 1970
 
Pastor Vows to Keep Church Open
 
Pastor Rob, or Robert Janot, has vowed to keep his church open for his devotees. Despite financial difficulties as a result of his legal problems, he states that, "I will continue to run the one true church for my followers as long as I have breath in my body."
 
June 2, 1970
 
Church Picnic to Be Held July 14 as Usual
 
A young man from Ottawa, describing himself as "Assistant to Pastor Rob" and known only as 'Deacon,' has announced that the annual Church of Leviticus fund-raising picnic will take place in spite of the allegations levied against the church leader. "The parishioners have continued to support the one true church by their attendance," Deacon stated. "They will surely rally around their pastor." This time, the picnic is being advertised strictly as a fund-raiser for Pastor Rob, to pay for some of his legal fees.
 
July 15, 1970
 
Picnic a Huge Success
 
Despite his legal woes, Pastor Rob, whose real name is Robert Janot, continues to draw an enormous following. It is estimated that over three hundred people attended this year's picnic and raised over $30,000 to support the preacher's legal battles.
 
December 13, 1970
 
Pastor Found Not Guilty!
 
In a surprise turn, the judge in the trial of Robert Janot, or Pastor Rob, returned a verdict of not guilty within a few minutes' deliberation. Immediately, André Johnson, lawyer for the group involved in the class action suit, met with reporters outside the city courthouse to announce that they will file an appeal.
 
More information in a series of articles followed, recounting the trial in surprising detail. Pastor Janot had indeed donated the money raised by his church, though it had not ended up with the charities that the donators envisioned. Every dollar had been bequeathed to the Church of Leviticus.
This organization was able to demonstrate that the cash had been used for good works, such as schools, adult training courses and support for the poor. The objection from the class action group was that all the money had gone exclusively to the Church and not to any general charities such as the United Way.
However, the judge had concurred with the argument that all the advertising for the fund-raising events had been vague about where the money would be directed. Since the Church of Leviticus was a legal nonprofit organization, the judge reasoned, the money had not been stolen but had been donated to a registered charity.
In addition, it was proven beyond a doubt that Pastor Robert Janot had taken none of the money for himself or his family, other than a generous salary that had been agreed to by representatives of the parishioners within a signed contract.
But that wasn't the end of the story by any means. Through the next ten years' worth of clippings, Doro skimmed through accounts of two appeals (both of which were lost by André Johnson), editorials and comments from villagers and tales of encounters that took place at the manse.
 
October 4, 1974
 
Church Once Again Vandalized
 
The church that is situated in the home of Pastor Robert Janot was vandalized again last night, even more viciously than in the past, according to eyewitnesses. Spray paint, torn choir books, destroyed chairs and other debris were found by Cécile Janot this morning. The family swears they heard nothing out of the ordinary during the night. This is the fifth time the manse has been the target of vandals in this year alone. Police are investigating.
 
July 15, 1975
 
Picnic a Non-Event
 
Very few people attended the picnic at the manse of Pastor Rob, also known as Robert Janot. According to an observer who wished to remain anonymous, there were only about fifty people in attendance. This is a huge contrast to the enormous numbers who used to flock to the Church of Leviticus, housed on the Janot manse farm. However, the pastor's assistant, known only as Deacon, stated that they were "happy with the quality of the devotees who attended and for their everlasting support."
 
October 11, 1976
 
Pastor Janot Beaten
 
Robert Janot, the disgraced pastor of the town's former Church of Leviticus, was savagely beaten and left bleeding on the steps of his church altar yesterday. His wife Cécile called an ambulance and he was hospitalized last night. When Janot regained consciousness, he claimed to have no knowledge of what happened. Police are investigating.
 
Cynthia Denis was quiet while Doro read avidly. At some point, fresh tea appeared, along with a small square of something gooey and delicious. After an hour, Doro got up and stretched. Cynthia appeared by her side.
"Now that you've read most of the accounts, at least the ones I think you'll be interested in, let me show you the pictures I've gathered and some of the records from the Town Hall and the city."
She said this in a voice that sounded cautious, as though warning Doro that the pictures would be more difficult than the newsprint.
Doro sat once again, realizing quickly that she was holding her breath. She tried to sit straight, taking slow, deep breaths as Cynthia opened a huge scrapbook.
Doro gasped in admiration. "Where did you get all the pictures?"
"Oh, I am very resourceful!" Cynthia chuckled. "I collected them from garage sales, from the elderly people in town and from collectors like myself. The story of Pastor Robert Janot is extremely famous around here."
The first few pages in the scrapbook were photographs of the picnics held on the manse grounds, beginning in the early sixties and continuing through to the last reported event in 1975. Doro devoured the pictures.
In the beginning, they were small and black and white. They progressed to colour by the time they reached the mid-seventies, but were still relatively small and difficult to discern in detail. However, they were far more revealing than the words she had just read.
She thought of the adage that a picture was worth a thousand words and at that moment, she believed it. She felt like she did when she suddenly saw Niagara Falls or the Great Pyramids after years of reading about and studying them in books. The reality was so much more powerful, so all consuming, yet informed and shaped by the words of the texts she had devoured. This was the point at which her nightmares became reality. Far less frightening, yet perhaps more damaging.
The pieces of the puzzle, the little snippets of memory that had darted in and out of her consciousness for so long, suddenly shaped themselves into a picture that had definition and depth. In some ways, she had been right. It was better to have the monster out in the light where she could deal with it, but it was also far more difficult than she had envisioned.
In the initial photographs, Pastor Rob stood very close to a thin dark-haired girl, his arm resting on her shoulders. She was extremely pretty and petite. Even in the poor resolution of the primitive camera lens, her eyes appeared wide and cloudless. Her skin was clear and smooth, her legs long and shapely. A full mouth curved up in a shy smile. Her delicate hands were folded prayer-style in front of her. She could have been a model for a flower child poster. Her dress was below her knees and formless. Her hair was unnaturally straight. She never looked as though she wore make-up or jewellery, at least for the photos.
Doro had the sensation of soft hands on her cheek and she sucked in her breath.
Luckily, sensing that this would be the most difficult journey, Cynthia kept up a running commentary as they went through the pages.
She pointed to the original picture of the preacher and his wife and compared it to a picture at the bottom of the first page.
"This was taken when they were first married," Cynthia told Doro. "According to the records, they were married on May 6, the year that picture was taken, 1961. Her name was Cécile Meloche. She was from French River. You can tell by the name of the town that it was a real French Canadian enclave. She was twenty and Pastor Rob was twenty-nine."
"I was able to trace Cécile's family pretty far back. She was a descendent of the 'coureurs de bois,' very Canadian background. However, her mother died during childbirth, so Cécile appeared to have lived a very solitary and sad existence. As for Pastor Rob's background, I couldn't find much, other than he was born in this area to a couple who had come from Québec. He didn't have any siblings either that I could find."
"Now here, in this photo, taken in the summer of 1962, Cécile has a baby in her arms."
The woman still looked young and pretty, though there were dark circles under her eyes, perhaps from nights awake with a child. The baby appeared only as a clump of blankets, even though the picture was taken in the summer under a sunny sky. The pastor stood next to her, once again his arm across her shoulders, but his face was exactly the same as before, stern, serious, unfriendly.
"According to the city records, this child was named Elias."
Doro looked at her questioningly, her innate law-abiding nature slipping out. "How did you access the records?"
"I'm sure you've tried and failed," Cynthia commiserated, fortunately incorrectly guessing the motive behind the query.
"But in a small town like this one, most of the records were very accessible until they moved everything to the city. Basically anyone could go into the old town hall and take a look at the registrations. They weren't always complete. For instance, there are no second names listed for the children. But often, you could go in and have a very good look at people's backgrounds, depending upon what they wrote."
She gave a wicked little chuckle that made Doro smile in return.
"Most people would think the current privacy laws are good while nosy parkers like myself find them extremely restrictive!"
They leafed through a few more photos of the various church events. In all of them, the preacher looked the same.
Cécile Meloche Janot, however, began to appear haggard and much older than she was. After a while, her smile vanished. The baby was soon a toddler, holding on to his mother's hand, or hiding behind her skirt, his two middle fingers always in his mouth. Finally, after about five years, another bundle of blankets appeared.
"This one was called Ithamar," Cynthia said and she laughed at Doro's reaction. "I know, strange isn't it? I looked up the names and found out that they all have religious significance. Elias means, 'The Lord is My God' in Hebrew. Ithamar was the nephew of Moses."
The years from 1967 to 1970, up until Pastor Rob was indicted, appeared to have been the 'heydays' for the Church of Leviticus. Numerous pictures filled the next pages of the scrapbook, all showing people having fun at the manse. Games for the kids, groups singing around campfires, prayer circles with the Pastor at its center, children chasing Easter eggs.
All of the events were recorded by various cameras and photographers. The perspectives were therefore varied, but in most of them, Pastor Rob was the focus of their attention after their own families.
In many of these pictures, Cécile, Elias and Ithamar were also shown at the center of the action. At first, both boys often clung to their mother. As time went on Ithamar, now a toddler, and Elias were pictured standing so close to one another that they were constantly in touch. When they were photographed with the others in a game or contest, they looked artificial, posed, and always, hand in hand.
From 1970 until 1975, there were even more pictures, but fewer of happy events. Most were taken inside the church. The Pastor often stood at the pulpit or at the door of the manse, as though the photographers were paparazzi chasing a celebrity. Once again, none of them showed the preacher in a good light. He was always scowling and fierce.
"Why do you think people followed this man?" Doro asked, unable to keep her bewilderment to herself any longer. "He looks so unapproachable."
Cynthia, unable to conceal a tone of admiration, said, "He was a mesmerizing speaker. He could send the chills up and down your spine, let me tell you. And he always made his homilies so personal that every single person felt he was speaking to them. You went away determined to do better each time you listened to him."
"So you heard him?"
"Oh, yes. Although my parents never really belonged to the church in a big way, we did spend some time in those pews. And I do think they gave money to his causes quite freely, too. He could talk a cat into giving up a mouse. He was incredibly charismatic but only when he was up at the pulpit. It was an amazing transformation. Not to mention the fact that his voice was deep and sexy, just like you might hear on television or the radio."
"Even though he wasn't particularly handsome, he had the kind of face that lit up with his sermon. Mostly fire-and-brimstone messages of the first order, I might add. I was a teenager and given to romantic notions anyway. But I wasn't the only one who was awestruck by him. Lots of the adults were too. He had hundreds of followers."
Cynthia sighed. "My parents moved to Toronto when I was seventeen. That was in 1965. I really believe part of the reason I felt drawn back to this village was because of my fascination with Pastor Rob's story. That's why when Kimmy called…"
She was blushing a little now, looking much younger than her sixty years, as though she had returned to being a star struck teenager.
"I'm sure the Pastor Rob story is the biggest reason I have amassed this huge collection. I pretend it started as family research, but the story of the Janot family is by far the most interesting."
Doro smiled at her, glad beyond words that she had met this honest, outspoken woman.
As though reading her thoughts, Cynthia said, "Besides the fact that you seem like a very nice young woman, if you are who I think you are…Well, let's just say I'm very excited about meeting you and by the mystery of it all. I do hope that it doesn't cause you too much pain, though."
Doro was somewhat puzzled about why having a con man for a biological father would be so painful, but she didn't comment. She realized that, given her background and training, she had already pegged him as a shyster. One of those crooked evangelists who duped people into giving money and lived in luxury off the profits.
She knew there was still more to the story, or at least she suspected there was a great deal she did not yet know. And perhaps that Cynthia Denis did not know either.



 
Chapter 22: Emily
 
On the Monday following our discussion about possible abuse, May received a message from Dorothy Sanderson that she would not be returning to the school as a volunteer.
Surprised and disconcerted, I decided not to follow up until I had spoken with Renae. She was arriving later on that day because, to her astonishment, she had been given permission by Dorothy to visit with the entire family. On the weekend, even the father had been present this time.
In the meantime I had an unexpected request for an appointment from Aaron Sanderson, the eldest child.
He came into my office at recess, a tall, reed-thin boy with blond hair that was closely shaved in a fairly modern fashion. His clothes, thin and worn, were clean and pressed, but not chosen to be stylish. Most likely, they had been purchased at the thrift store.
However, it was Aaron's face that I found most fascinating.
As I've said, I rarely got to look straight into the boys' eyes. No one had been more evasive than this eldest child. Until today. This time, he looked straight at me as I invited him in, leaving the door slightly ajar.
May knew her role in this situation. She always sat close to the open door, listening very carefully, allowing the telephone to go to voice mail. Too often, unfortunately, a female or male authority figure alone with a student can be accused of almost anything. In other words, May acted as my witness.
Aaron sat down only when I asked him to do so. At first his shoulders were hunched over as usual, but I noticed that he began to straighten, almost unconsciously, as we talked.
From the beginning, he attempted, very successfully I might add, to control the conversation.
"I was thinking that I might do some work for the school," Aaron said immediately. "My mother won't be able to volunteer anymore, so I figured I could represent my family."
His voice was steady, his words well formed and mature. His large blue eyes looked straight at me. Like Meghan, he was not at all uncomfortable. In fact, he could have been much older than his thirteen years if you only considered his manner and confidence.
I was, to say the least, taken aback. I hadn't dreamed that, after years of knowing these children, I could be completely wrong about this boy's nature. He appeared relaxed, determined and sincere, rather than the meek, self-conscious manner that I'd come to expect from the Sanderson clan. The look on his face could only be described as smug, cool, self-assured. I had no idea how to react.
"That's very nice of you, Aaron," I managed. "But you are in your graduation year. You might not have very much time."
"I'm sure if you ask Miss George, she will tell you that I'm doing very well with my studies," Aaron responded.
I decided it would indeed be a good idea to talk to Kristen George.
He smiled at me, a smile that was so affable that I felt absurdly as though I were being ridiculed.
"Well, Aaron, thank you for your offer. I know we can always use volunteer help around here."
"I would love to help you out in the office, Mrs. Taylor. I'm really good with numbers. I know my mother counted money for you and I would be happy to take that task if you wanted."
At that moment, the bell rang, but Aaron didn't move or react. He was waiting for my answer.
Without giving it much thought, I replied, reflecting the same formal mannerism as he had adopted.
"We could really use someone to replace your mom in that task, Aaron. Thanks for thinking of that. I'll let you know when we can schedule you in."
"Thanks. I guess I'd better get back to class before I'm marked late."
Standing, he stretched his thin frame and then oddly, put out his hand. I grasped his cool fingers in mine and we shook.
"See you soon," I said, not knowing quite how to end the encounter.
He turned and walked away. As he did so, I could see his shoulders return to their normally hunched position.
I was looking forward to Renae's visit to fill in some of the missing pieces and I wasn't disappointed. Once again, she perched on the edge of the guest chair in my office, coffee in hand, her eyes alight with an odd expression as she related her story.
"I called the Sanderson house as soon as I could on Friday and left a message. I was so surprised when Dorothy called me back before the end of the day. She invited me to come over right away," Renae said.
"Normally I wouldn't have jumped at the invitation. I don't like my clients to think I'm at their beck and call, but I told her sure, I can be there in an hour. I obviously called her bluff, because she immediately conferred with her husband and we changed it to Sunday afternoon. Saturday's church day for them, I guess. Mr. Sanderson opened the door."
"Holy shit!" I exclaimed, unable to help myself.
Good thing the door was closed. The shining example of Mrs. Taylor would have been tarnished indeed.
"We've never laid eyes on him in eight years, except from afar in town. Wow."
"He's just like the kids—tall and thin, pale. They get the red hair and freckles from him and the lean physique. It was odd to see Dorothy and Carl sitting next to one another and then watch all the kids gather round. His manner was completely unexpected and one of the strangest encounters I've ever had. I'm still not really sure how to react."
Renae began to relate the story of her extraordinary visit.



 
Chapter 23: Brimstone
 
She did not know how long she lay there in the closet. Her body was sore and cramped. Her hunger was a dull, thudding pain inside. Whimpering and moaning, she sucked her thumb, too frightened to call for Brother. She squeezed her eyes and tried to picture the house in the meadow by the stream. But most of the time she slept.
When The Preacher Man came for her, he was dressed in long, flowing white robes. At first, she thought he was God who had come to take her to hell and she began to cry. She forgot that crying made him angry.
His face reddened and a blue line down the side of his forehead pulsed. But he paid no attention to her, only shoved her hard. Her thin little shoulders hurt from the pressure of his hand and now she was in the parlour.
She was pushed toward a row of chairs where both Brothers sat side by side, not touching. Baby was propped up in a bassinet, fingers in her mouth. Big Brother cradled his head in his hands.
He stood in front of them, resting on the lectern. His eyes held theirs. Bulging. Fired.
"Hell and damnation." His deep, booming voice filled the parlour.
"O children of Satan, ye must be freed from sin, saved from eternal suffering. Ye must learn the wrath of the Lord."
The Preacher Man reached for something on the counter, something putrid and red and smelly.
He intoned as he swung the fetid mess onto the table, "Its blood shall be splashed on the sides of the altar."
Reddish brown liquid splattered the white cloth of the table and all over his white robes. It spat out at them, covering their faces and clothes with its cloying stain and its rancid odour. Everything was dotted with thick globs of flesh.
"All of its fat shall be taken from it and offered up...the fatty tail, the fatty membrane over the inner organs, as well as two kidneys with the fat on them near the loins and the lobe of the liver, which must be severed above the kidneys."
He clutched each object, brown and black and unformed, mashed in his large fingers, waving them in the air before tossing them into the bowl. "And the right leg. The priest shall burn all of this on the altar."
The small, pathetic limb, gray fur still clinging to the sides, innards leaking from the wound where it had been ripped from the body, waved grotesquely over their heads.
They sat motionless, frozen to the hard seats, swallowing their fear, hiding the trembling of their hands from his view. He did not look at them, however. He focused solely on the ritual.
The Preacher Man rubbed his hands in the empty bowl and put blood on their ears, thumbs and right toes. Next he placed the dripping, soggy parts in their hands, pulling their little palms upward.
Her brothers squirmed and moaned, but she herself was silent, too terrified to move. She felt the small dead bits in her hands and thought of the wiggling worms under leaves in the backyard. She stared at them, her eyes unable to move from their purpled, grotesque succulence.
Now he turned toward the woman and she presented a basket as though it were a gift. With great ceremony, lifting the tiny wafers of unleavened bread in the air, he added a piece to each of their trembling hands.
Once more, he sprinkled blood on them from the altar, all the while intoning his rules of conduct. They blinked as the thick liquid hit their faces. The baby began a low whining sound.
"Be holy," The Preacher Man said, his voice reverberating from the walls, echoing in her ears over and over.
"Revere your mother and father. Do not touch one another. Do not go with strangers."
As he spoke, he snatched the globs from each of their hands and threw the sticky mess into the shining pot on the stove, which began to hiss with the odour of boiling meat. He slowly scraped the odds and ends from the table into his hands, red with blood and white with bits of fat and bone, and tossed them into the boiling water.
"Do peace offerings such as this to keep away evil," he lectured, his voice now hushed and then loud with threat.
"No stealing, no lying. Do not cheat or commit slander, even in your heart. If you curse your parents or commit adultery or lie with your same sex or lie with your sibling, you will be put to death."
His pitch was now roaring and trembling with anger. He pointed a shaking finger at the woman.
"Such as this woman, lying down with a stranger, her action warrants her death."
He paused, closing his eyes.
The children stole a look at their mother, standing head down, arms at her sides, tears streaming down her cheeks in silence.
He looked up again and they snapped to attention, terrified eyes now riveted on his red, mottled face.
"Yet I allow her to live," he whispered, the words difficult to catch and all the more horrifying for their softness.



 
Chapter 24: Jacob
 
The first few times Jacob went to pick up his daughter at school, he waited outside with all the other parents until Adrienne came skipping out. He still felt guilty taking off from work so early in the day, even though he knew he'd be putting in another two hours once they got home. Then dinner, playtime, baths, bedtime stories. It was a routine, but it was the most fun he had.
The look on Adrienne's face every time he showed up at the school erased any feelings of guilt about work. She was always delighted, surprised and energized. She'd catch his eyes, grin broadly and race into his arms. Backpack and all, he would swing her around, clasping her to him as though she'd been gone for months.
At first the tears would be difficult to stem, but as time went on, he became less teary and more joyful. In addition, as the years went by, Adrienne grew into more 'dignified, grown-up' hugs and kisses, although no less filled with pleasure.
One day when he was a bit early, having spent less time getting to the school than he anticipated, he met Emily Taylor outside. She was supervising a group of students as they shot baskets into the outdoor hoop.
Although in her early fifties, Principal Taylor was a beautiful woman, her blond hair stylish, her blue eyes welcoming and lively, her skin peachy cream and clear. She waved at him and suggested that he go and see May in the office. That was the beginning of a meeting that took place once or twice a week afterward.
That first year, Emily talked him into appearing before several classes of junior and intermediate students on Career Day to speak about becoming a lawyer. Her next step was to cajole him into being a member of the school council.
"We only meet once a month," she assured him, but suddenly he was the treasurer and once a month became more like once a week.
He thoroughly enjoyed the roles, however, and was especially thrilled by his closer contact with May. On as many of his visits as possible, she would make time for him. They would sit in the outer office, drinking coffee, talking and laughing.
He was constantly astounded at the work environment Emily Taylor had fostered. The staff, the students and any visitors were welcomed into a natural, friendly and sincere atmosphere. Although there was lots of laughter, there were serious times too.
Every difficulty was approached with earnest problem-solving skills by the office staff, the teachers, or the caretaker. Over the years, Jacob saw sick children, irate parents, students in trouble and salespeople treated with the same deference and sincerity.
Not only was he impressed, he felt almost like a member of the staff. He was even able to provide Emily with some legal advice now and then, which gave him a greater sense of belonging.
Gradually, he began to notice that Burchill Public School had made him forget Toronto more thoroughly than even the village had.
In addition, as he went through the various problems with Emily and May and eventually some of the other teachers, he began to understand the complexities of human nature more thoroughly. And that understanding was a corner piece in his eventual forgiveness of himself and Laura.
In Jacob's second year on the school council, Kristen George became the teacher representative. At first, he was overwhelmed and tongue tied by her beauty. Every time he looked at her, the feeling that rushed through him made him feel as though he had just been unfaithful to Laura. Thus he allowed the austere, cool lawyer's façade to create a distance between him and the young teacher. However, she appeared to take no notice.
Kristen George was not only beautiful but also had the kind of personality that allowed no one to feel distant. She was smart, warm, funny, outgoing and energetic. It seemed to Jacob that she exuded the kind of magnetism that great leaders have.
Certainly no one at the school council table was immune to her charms. She could talk the parents into giving almost anything to the school. She always had her facts straight, but she was also extremely persuasive. The school council began fund-raising for more projects than ever before. More volunteers were recruited to run programs, assist teachers and carry out tasks that the staff hadn't time for.
Jacob found himself mesmerized by her style and her charisma. She never appeared to center him out, but slowly he realized that they were spending more and more time talking between the two of them. During breaks or before and after the meetings, often it was Jacob and Kristen discussing something over coffee or cookies or just leaning on the table, philosophizing.
They had so much in common. Their political views, their theories on education, their spiritual sentiments, their approach to life in general—their opinions were either complementary or captivatingly different. Thus their discussions were embarrassingly deep, at least when within earshot of the others.
Jacob was aware that Emily and May and the other parent members of the council had noticed the developing relationship, but he was still too guilty to be able to take a step forward.
In the end, Kristen did it for him. One evening, when the council ended much earlier than usual, she asked Jacob if he had time to go out for coffee rather than drink the leftovers from the meeting. He couldn't resist her lively invitation.
He gave Helen and the kids a quick call. Both Adrienne and Jordan bid him cheery good nights and Helen sounded pleased that he was going out to have some fun.
They went to the Main Street Station Pub, an establishment that Jacob had not yet visited. The frontage was rubble stone and stucco, a tall, thin building squeezed between others similar in style. Inside, the atmosphere was jovial and warm. Conversation, laughter and music bounced off the wooden tables, chairs and walls.
"Thursdays are nacho night," Kristen told him. "Emily treats the staff to an evening here at least three times a year. And a group of us comes on other nights too just to hear the music. They have live groups every weekend."
She waved at the owner. Barry Mills was tall, slightly overweight, a ruddy complexion and the perfect personality to successfully run a pub. Kristen drew Jacob to a table for two near the window.
When they sat down, Jacob said, "Do we have to stick to coffee? I sure could go for nachos and it would be a sin to drink anything but beer with those."
Her light-brown skin glowed in the soft luminosity of the pub and her teeth flashed as her full lips opened in a hearty laugh.
"I totally agree," she returned.
When the server came over to their table, Kristen introduced them.
"Kathy, this is Jacob Finch. He's May's lawyer. Jacob, this is Kathy Mills. She and her husband, Barry, own this place."
Kathy Mills, a plump redhead with huge brown eyes and a nose spattered with freckles, gave him a wide smile. She could have been her husband's sister, perhaps proving that the longer you stay married, the more you began to look alike.
"I'd heard about your arrival in town," she said. "Of course everybody knows everything around Burchill! I'm so glad you finally came to the pub."
"Me too," Jacob said. "With two little kids, it's not easy to get out, but I'm happy to be here at last. Great place you have."
"Thanks. It's a hell of a lot of work, but at least we are doing it together. And we love the people, that's for sure."
She waved toward the kitchen.
"I'm usually in the kitchen all night, but I thought I'd come out and meet you before I went back to finish off the nacho platters. Is that what you're interested in?"
"Absolutely," Kristen chimed back. "I've already told Jacob how great they are. And beer, of course, goes perfectly with them."
"Barry will pour the libation and I'll be back with the nachos."
Kathy put her hand out to Jacob. "Nice to meet you, Jacob."
It was a friendly, casual beginning to an evening of remarkable conversation, delicious food and relaxing drinks. In the course of three hours, Jacob and Kristen explored the gamut of their interests, as they had done over several school council meetings, but more deeply, aided by the anonymity of background noise that had no curiosity about the couple in the corner.
Jacob found that his initial physical attraction to this woman was only enhanced by her wit, her insights, her openness to the world at large. She was informed, intelligent and enthusiastic about life in general.
Over the years in mourning Laura and in his grief over how she died, he had forgotten that a relationship could be so nurturing, so infused with synergy. He felt the energy between them giving him back his natural optimism, his hope and faith.
Although later he was to say that he fell in love with Kristen on that first date in the Main Street Station Pub, he didn't admit it then. For at that point in time, love still meant risk and hurt and disappointment. It was to be many dates later before he began to consider that a newer, more mature, deeper intimacy could really be his.
It was also many dates later before he was able to tell Kristen the details about Laura.



 
Chapter 25: Alain
 
At first, Alain simply could not bring himself to tell May about the rage and insanity that struck his subconscious through his nightmares. It had taken a huge effort to recount his past to her, but even that ordeal was easier than this one.
In relating the story of his youth, he felt as though he were telling a tale that had been well rehearsed, one that he'd been told, almost as if he were talking about someone else.
Here, in the sweat and terror of the night, Alain was unable to create any distance. He was in the middle of this. He was the monster, the source of rage and anger. He was someone who could actually delight in beating another human being to death. He wasn't able to say, here's the story of a young boy who would take out his anger on innocent animals but who has turned his life around and made something of himself.
Instead, he had to admit that here was a man who had such intense hatred living inside the cells of his brain that no one could predict what he might do. Mr. Hyde was taking control at night and there was nothing Dr. Jekyll could do about it. The vampire was restless. Who knew when he might break into the dawn?
Alain began sitting up in a chair at night, afraid to remain beside his beloved wife during the full onslaught of the nightmares. He already knew that the shouting, the verbal anger, had broken through.
What would happen if he awoke with his fists pounding into her beautiful, loving face, covering her huge brown eyes and smiling lips with the red of her blood, exposing the white of her bone, all the while laughing as he did so? The terror of this possibility kept him awake, tears streaming down his face, horrified at what felt like a tumour in his brain. A tumour that was growing and becoming a fixture in his life. Was becoming him.
After two—or was it three?—weeks of very little sleep, Alain was physically and emotionally exhausted. He suffered several migraines, spending long agonizing hours in bed during the middle of the day.
Luckily, he knew the station could survive without him these days. He'd hired good, loyal help and in reality, he knew that he wasn't working because he needed the money.
But the days in bed were debilitating for a man who prided himself on his physical prowess and his strength of character. To Alain, his weakness meant that he was succumbing to the evil within. All the years of fighting his demons and winning were for naught. He was going to be overwhelmed by the monster. And all the good man that he thought he'd become could do was weep.
One afternoon, May came home early from school and found him in the living room, tightly wound up in a blanket, sweat pouring down his face while shivers wracked his body. She convinced him to go with her to see Doc Murphy.
Doctor Ronald Murphy was the quintessential small-town doctor in appearance and manner, yet highly educated and up to date with every new technique and philosophy. He lived on Brock Street, his office attached to his house, though he regularly performed other duties at the hospital in Ottawa. With his skills and intelligence, he could easily have had a much more lucrative practice in a city, but Doc, his wife Maire and their two sons were very happy with life in Burchill.
May and Alain arrived at the doctor's office, Alain dishevelled and trembling, his eyes great black circles, his cheeks puffy and tear tracked.
Maire met them at the door and hustled them straight into her husband's private office, bypassing the rather full waiting room.
Doc's wife was a tall, large-boned woman with sparkling eyes and a kind, warm manner that evoked her traditional Irish heritage. She was obviously shocked at Alain's appearance, but she translated those feelings into mothering him, bringing him tea and a plate of treats before she disappeared to alert Ron.
May was grateful to see that Alain, despite shaky hands, wrapped his fingers around the hot tea and sipped, even nibbling on a homemade chocolate chip cookie.
It was a fairly long wait, which May did not mind, because she knew that at last Alain was in safe hands. Something was going to be done.
Alain was beginning to relax because he had been forced to take action. He had to admit both to his wife and to a health care professional that he was unable to handle his problem.
The fact that the health care professional was also a good friend and neighbour, with the sensibility that people who've lived their lives in a small town have, made them both feel better.
When Doc finally opened his office door, he lit up the room like a whiff of oxygen, a father figure who exuded affection and respect.
"I'm sorry to keep you two waiting so long," he said. "I wanted to get through my patients out there so we could spend some uninterrupted time."
He slid into his leather chair and leaned toward them, his hands folded, at once professional and supportive.
"Okay, Alain, you look like shit, so tell me what's going on."
Alain couldn't help but smile.
"You have a real way with words, Doc," he replied.
May's stress level plummeted for a moment in the glow of his returning sense of humour, only to rise again at Alain's next words.
"Some of this I haven't even told May."
He grasped her hand and, frightened by the weighted tone of his voice, she was unable to stop the tears silently coursing down her face.
Without appearing to look at her, his gaze solidly on Alain, Doc handed her a tissue.
Alain took a deep breath and told them the details of his dreams: the viciousness, his elation, the terror of his hidden Mr. Hyde that kept him awake all night.
When he was finished, he began to sob, his shoulders hunched and his grief such that, as May rose to cuddle him, he went limp against her.
Doc Murphy opened a locked cabinet door and came back with a filled dropper, which he handed to Alain.
"Take this," he urged gently.
Obediently Alain swallowed the medication, shuddered and was able to breathe normally after a few moments.
May sat next to him again, her hand in his, her eyes on his face, as though looking for signs that he had come back to her.
"Well, first of all, Alain," Doc said, his voice calm and reassuring, "you aren't a monster. Monsters—psychopaths or sociopaths, whichever label you want—don't feel any true regret or worry or guilt, let alone the grief that you are suffering."
It was the best thing he could have said to Alain, May thought, marvelling at the doctor's insight. In one sentence, he had dispelled some of the terror that her husband had suffered since being wrongly diagnosed many years previously.
"Tell me a little about your past, Alain," Doc continued. "Tell me why you've always thought you had a Mr. Hyde inside you."
Alain was gradually relaxing, responding to the sedative effects of the medication. His words were slower but coherent. He continued to cling fiercely to May's hand.
"To be perfectly honest, Doc, the first real memory I have is of the group home I lived in when I was about thirteen. It's as though I blocked out the rest, as if I were born thirteen. I remember the foster home vividly. It was an older place and seemed to have kids coming in and out all the time. Often there were about ten of us, with a couple who watched us during the day and another couple who came in at night. I felt such a disconnect, from everyone and everything. I used to think I was an alien who had just landed."
Alain gave a mirthless laugh.
"Maybe I was. I also remember how very angry I felt. I wanted to pound everyone who crossed me. I did a lot of rotten things, both to the other kids and to animals. Next thing I knew, I was in another foster home and then another and another. Sometimes I'm sure they really wanted to get through to me, but their kindness and attention would just make me angrier. I'd make sure I made them regret their trust or generosity. Most of the time, after the first bad thing I did, they'd get rid of me."
"I do remember one couple. He was called Alex. Her name was Sara. He tried so hard. He kept telling me that I wouldn't be pushing him away. That he'd always be there for me. But when I almost burned down their house…well, that was a little more than he expected."
May watched Doc's face, but if he was shocked by these revelations, he was a master at hiding it.
As though reading her mind, the doctor said, "Alain, I realize that your behaviour sounds shocking. But that all depends upon what happened to you before you were thirteen. Have you ever tried to find out?"
Alain shook his head.
"To be honest, all I did was run away from everything. After I tried to burn Alex and Sara's house, they sent me to an institution for a while, where I had psychotherapy. That's when I was told that I was likely a sociopath or maybe even a psychopath. But they never completed the tests, because I ran away. I decided to live my own life. Thank God I met May. I believe she saved me."
Doc Murphy was silent for a moment.
"So what has brought the past back to you?" he wondered aloud. "There must have been a trigger. Something so shocking to your subconscious that it even shook the pre-thirteen memories loose. From what you've told me of your nightmares, I believe you are remembering bits and pieces of a violent past. One that you cast out of your memory for many years. Something had to have brought it back."
May interjected here.
"We've tried to figure out exactly when the nightmares began. They sort of crept up on us. I mean, they started off happening now and then, but gradually became a regular thing. Recently, it's been every night. I was so worried today that I came home from school early."
"We think they started about four years ago," Alain added.
Doc raised his eyebrows. "Four years? Took you long enough to deal with them."
He was gentle in his admonishment, however.
"It's my typical way—just ignore it and it will go away."
Alain gave a rueful laugh, which came out strangled in his throat.
"Well, it ain't goin' away, so let's make a plan to help," Doc said sternly. "No more ignoring."
He opened the door and called out for his wife.
"Maire! We're going to need more tea and some coffee for me and something to eat!"
He paused, obviously leaning out to hear her reply.
"Please!" he said, sounding contrite.



 
Chapter 26: Doro
 
The next picture she and Cynthia Denis looked at gave Doro her first shudder of recognition. Little Ithamar was about seven years old.
Doro felt the fingers of the past run up her spine. Suddenly she saw his hand in hers. A flash of huddling under blankets together. Fear flooded her body as though she had jumped into a cold shower. The emotions flushed her face and provoked her into a standing position.
"Are you all right?" Cynthia was solicitous and gentle.
Her tender hand on Doro's shoulder dispelled the nightmare. Doro straightened her back and unravelled her hands, which had unconsciously curled into fists. She tried to give a soft laugh, but it came out as a cough.
"I'm going to be," Doro whispered. "It's just that…seeing this little boy…"
She pointed to Ithamar. His thin face and big eyes glued permanently to a book, standing slightly behind his older, scowling brother. In front of the younger boy a stroller contained another bundle of blankets. Ithamar's hands were wrapped tightly around the buggy's handles, as though he was ready to push it out of the way if need be.
Pastor Rob and Cécile stood slightly separated from their children and each other, both rigid and frowning. Cécile had developed a stoop in her thin shoulders.
This was one of the few coloured pictures. Doro studied the details intently. The French influence was clear. Elias had dark brown eyes and hair, while Ithamar's looked green and his hair, a very light brown. They were a true mixture of their parents. Cecile's eyes were a light green or perhaps gray. Her hair was darker than her husband's. Janot's eyes were a very deep, penetrating brown. Cécile's hairstyle continued to be hippy length, but the boys had their hair cut into haphazard mops. Preacher Rob sported a more stylish version.
Doro sat down again, while Cynthia leaned gently over her, both hands on her shoulders as though to assist the younger woman in her resolve. She pointed a chubby finger to the stroller.
"This," she said, "is Dorothée. Her birth was registered as July 18, 1974. Dorothée means 'gift from God'", she added after a moment's silence.
"When you showed me the document that you found in your Aunt's possessions, I knew immediately who you were. Born in this town, on that date, well, there couldn't be two of you in a place this size. And when you said you were Doro…well, that's what she was called."
Doro was breathless. Here she truly was. Her real name, her legacy, her background.
Had her grave, fearsome parents really seen her as a 'gift from God'? How did her memories, the flashes of terror, moans and degradation, fit with a preacher who was either a great orator and leader of a caring community or a con man feeding off the people? How and when had violence crept into his life and who was the perpetrator? Who was Robert Janot and what happened to him?
The pictures came to an end. Cynthia closed the scrapbook carefully and placed it on the bookshelf once more.
"There are several more documents you should see and a great deal more press," she said, keeping her voice neutral. "Do you want to take a break for dinner first?"
Doro glanced at her watch and was astonished that it was after four thirty. She remembered with a start that she had not made arrangements for a hotel.
"I haven't done anything about accommodations," she said. "I hate to do this, but maybe I should leave and come back tomorrow. As long as you're free, of course."
Cynthia smiled. "Oh, I'm free, dear! The only tasks I have are cooking or cleaning or researching. Not that I'm complaining, mind. Those are all activities I love."
The older woman hesitated only a fraction of a second and rushed on, as though afraid to frighten Doro with the intimacy of her proposal.
"Why don't you stay? Kimmy is working until seven and Nicolas, my husband, will be home shortly for dinner. I have lots of extra rooms since the children have flown the coop. That way, you won't have to drive and be alone. We can talk all night if you want. Nicolas will have a lot to say too once he finds out. It's his day with the boys, but he's always home at five. He grew up in this town and he's even older than I am, as I like to remind him, so he's a great source of information. I use his memories all the time in my research."
Cynthia's offer was tempting. To remain in this woman's company, to continue uncovering the layers of her background, to be able to discuss the results with people who were knowledgeable but neutral—the opportunity was too good to miss. Although they had only known one another for a few hours, Doro felt comfortable and safe.
By the time she consented, was shown her temporary bedroom upstairs and Cynthia went off to finish dinner preparations, it was five o'clock.
Doro went out to her car to get her suitcase and from the open lid of her trunk, she saw Flowered Shirt start up the driveway toward the porch of four Mill Street.
Of course. Flowered Shirt. Nic. Nicolas Denis.
He jumped when the lid of her trunk slipped from her hand and slammed down. She looked up apologetically as he stared at her, as though calculating how she got here. But he was not stupid. He went rapidly from the store, his daughter and the line of inquiry she'd begun.
No wonder he had appeared to be holding back in the store. He knew perfectly well to whom she could go for information. Obviously, so would his friends. Why had they been so secretive and not forthcoming?
Nicolas Denis came over and silently picked up her suitcase. They climbed the steps of the porch without speaking. From the kitchen, they could hear Cynthia singing a French folk song in a high, clear and powerful voice.
Nic did not smile nor look at Doro. He carried her suitcase up the stairs and she followed him into the blue-and-white guest room.
She could stand the silence no longer.
"Why didn't you tell me about your wife when we were in the store?" she asked.
He looked at her now, his deep-brown eyes troubled, his face furrowed with worry.
"Because of Sam," he said and Doro remembered why he was most likely a quiet man.
His tied tongue and thick accent made listening to him very difficult. She also thought back to Blue Shirt and the icy, unfriendly stare he'd thrown her as they'd left the store. It seemed so long ago now. A lifetime of information ago.
Nicolas turned and retraced his steps without another word. Soon Doro heard a murmur of voices from the kitchen, replacing the spirited singing.
She opened her suitcase and grabbed a clean shirt. In the bathroom, which was pleasant and well decorated with its comforting yellows and blues, she studied her face in the mirror. She was still young and attractive. Her eyes were her best feature, she thought, because of the unusual gray color. They were wide and set in a long, thin face framed by hair that was thick and naturally blond.
It was her mother's face before time crumpled it.
The kitchen was huge. Doro figured that she should have expected no less from the homemaker side of Cynthia Denis. There were oak cupboards everywhere. A large island with built-in shelving, four stools and a cutting board, where the amateur historian was chopping up vegetables for a salad. The room was painted a light peach, with matching ceramic tiles, and the windows were covered in cheery curtains that brightened the entire room with vivid colours and patterns. A huge wooden table with eight comfortable chairs filled the remainder of the room.
A comforting, starchy fragrance came from the oven. Warm bread was piled in a basket. Nic Denis sat on one of the stools, chomping on a carrot.
Doro felt as though she was intruding on a private scene until Cynthia smiled and Nic pulled a stool out for her. His eyes were softer. He even gave her a little sideways grin. Perhaps his wife had smoothed the way.
Cynthia had her apron on again. She playfully slapped Nic's fingers away as he reached for more vegetables and began to toss the salad.
"Nicolas is shy," she said very openly and as if to agree, her husband blushed. "It's because of his speech impediment. But now that he knows who you are, he's going to open up, aren't you, darling?"
So Nic had not told his wife that he'd already met and talked with her. Doro looked at him, but he kept his eyes averted.
"Merci, Monsieur Denis," she said softly, using the French pronunciation of his name.
"Parle-tu francais?" Cynthia asked, turning toward the stove with huge oven mitts perched on her hands.
"Un peu," Doro answered, then in English, "I know I used to. That's one of the strange things. When I began taking French in school, it was almost as though I was back to my origins. I don't use it much these days, though. My husband is English."
She hadn't meant to mention her husband. She didn't want to go further.
Quickly, she added, "But I understand spoken French very well."
Let Nic know that she had understood the conversations in the coffee shop and would comprehend anything he might try to say in code to his wife.
Cynthia intuited that any conversation about Doro's past would ruin a good dinner, so she kept up a running commentary about the village, her research, her plans for the museum, their children. Nic made occasional comments, particularly when Cynthia spoke of their children and grandchildren.
The meal was exceptional. A steaming tortière that melted into layers of aromatic and spicy tastes onto Doro's tongue, the crust fluffy and delicious, accompanied by buttery crisp vegetables, salad and mouth-watering bread. It was an utter delight and kept Doro so completely enthralled that she spoke even fewer words than Nicolas Denis.
When they were finished, Cynthia insisted on piling the dishes in the sink.
"To soak," she said. "Let's have dessert a bit later, maybe when Kimmy gets home."
Doro wondered where she would possibly put dessert. Her body claimed to be filled up and satiated forever.
Cynthia motioned to Nic. "Come on, you come with us to the den of history. I need your experience."
Her husband's face clouded. Once again, his eyes were cast downward, but he followed Cynthia into the den.
He appeared to adore his wife in his own deferential way. He lit up when she spoke. He touched her by leaning close or patting her hand. Yet he did not seem to have confided in her about Sam and his friends' misgivings in this particular project—or the misleading, half information distributed at the café.
And what was 'Izzy's' role in all of this? Doro was wildly curious but knew there was little she could do to clear up the puzzle. She did not want to jeopardize her position with Cynthia by revealing Nic's subterfuge.
Once they reached the den, the historian pulled out another file stuffed with newspaper clippings, all carefully preserved as before.
"This is going to be the most difficult part," Cynthia cautioned her. "This tragedy is what put our village on the map, unfortunately. Let me start back in 1976."
She proffered a photocopy of a birth registration.
"There was another little girl born in the spring of 1976. They called her Faith, but that's only from hearsay, because no one ever saw her. They did register the birth on March 13, 1976. However, she was born at home. There was no record of a christening. That fall, both Elias and Ithamar were pulled from the school, presumably to be taught at home. It was almost as though the family decided to close in on itself. Circle the wagons so to speak. Wouldn't you say, Nic? I had returned to the village by then and bought the store with the money I inherited from my parents."
Doro blinked. Another surprise—the Denis family owned the store.
"Nicolas and I were courting, weren't we, dear? You were robbing the cradle, I should say."
He nodded, but still did not look happy about giving out his personal history. Cynthia ploughed on, undeterred.
"Cécile became a hermit right after the birth of her last child," she stated, shuffling through the papers, looking for something.
"The villagers rarely saw her. Then Pastor Rob closed the church down right after he was beaten in October of 1976, not that he had many followers left by then anyway. Despite being exonerated, people had drifted away from him. He didn't seem to have the same energy. Perhaps he was suffering from doubt himself, who knows? After the beating, he was much worse, sullen and completely distrustful. I guess I can't blame him. He gradually just shut off all connections with the town. The pastor and Elias did all the shopping in the city. They were seen there once in a while. Neither Ithamar nor any of the females were ever glimpsed outside, let alone in town."
She was quiet for a moment, holding a column just outside of Doro's sight line.
"And then, in 1980, this happened."
She sat down, her soft, comforting hand on Doro's arm and gave her the article.



 
Chapter 27: Renae
 
As I drove south on Church Street, I noticed that the houses began to get smaller. It always struck me as unfair that too often, as homes and gardens shrunk, the number of playthings, bicycles and other signs of children increased.
The Sanderson house was almost at the corner of Church and Lewis. One good thing about this location was that the cemetery parkland was right behind it, so they didn't have any neighbours—live ones at least. It would be quiet and open.
I parked my car in front of the house as I had on the two other visits. They shared a driveway with the neighbours on the left and all three times there were vehicles blocking any visitors from entering the drive. At the back, the two garages were separated from the house, side by side at the edges of the property.
Their home was narrow and tall, a three-storey stucco. A covered porch had been added at the top of the cement steps. It wasn't easy to traverse the stairs and hold the door open at the same time.
The doorbell was located inside on the original brick wall, so one was obliged to open the door and walk in. But today I was greeted by a tall, thin man who already stood with that door wide open as I got out of my car.
He was the image of his children, freckled, fair and pale. Somewhat stooped over, similar to the stance held by many of the kids, but in his case it was because he was quite elderly. In fact, I was so taken aback that he was this much older than his wife that I could not help but stare at him.
He didn't look directly at me, but gazed above my head as I climbed closer and thrust out my hand to introduce myself. He said nothing, merely shook, nodded and held the door as I entered.
Once I removed my shoes and added them to the line of neatly stacked footwear, he opened the heavy wooden inside door and gestured for me to go ahead of him.
All nine children, plus Dorothy Sanderson, were seated in the living room to my right. The room was somewhat shabby. That is to say, the furniture was very old, the carpet threadbare, no knickknacks or paintings to fancy it up. But it was sparkling clean and neat.
I saw no dust, fingerprints, children's belongings, or anything to indicate use by a large family. Perhaps they only gathered in this room on special occasions.
Straight ahead of me was the kitchen, a long narrow room going right back to the rear door. A large wooden table and a dozen chairs stood orderly and sanitary, the utensils and napkins already laid out for dinner. Again, this room was not fancy, but it was extremely tidy and organized.
To the extreme right were two archways, one that led to a steep set of stairs, the other to a room that served as a small office. I knew from my previous visit, when Dorothy offered a tour of the house, that the stairs led to a second floor with three bedrooms and a bathroom.
Another set of steps went up to the third floor, where there is a second bathroom and two more bedrooms. All of the rooms were small, but well used. They all had bunk beds or single beds and lots of shelving. And believe me, everything was highly organized. It reminded me of an army barracks.
The four boys, Aaron, Benjaman, Trevor and Tyler, stood up when I came into the room. For the most part, they looked down at their hands, which were folded in front of them, though Aaron had a more direct look at me. Ben was somehow my favourite. He always managed a small smile.
They looked so regimented that I was ready to burst out laughing.
It was on the tip of my tongue to say, "Are you for real? Are you going to all chorus, 'Good morning, Ms. Ogemah'? Is this some kind of Christian army thing?"
But of course I didn't because that would be not only unprofessional but enough to get me kicked out of social work altogether.
So I put on my game face and sat in the stiff-backed armchair that Benjaman politely led me to. As soon as I was seated, the boys followed suit. They perched on hassocks and small footstools in a semicircle to the left of their sisters.
Dorothy sat on the sofa surrounded by her girls. They were all primly dressed in skirts and blouses or dresses, which once again reflected the home—not new, but definitely scrubbed, pressed and well cared for.
Cate and Jennifer sat with their hands folded in their laps and Carly and Devon had their fingers entwined in their skirts. Meghan sat on her mother's knee, perhaps being held in check, fidgeting with the zipper of her shirt. She too looked up at me and for a moment I saw a spark of mischief in her eyes—a normal, defiant, childish twinkle of impishness, but it disappeared almost as quickly as it flashed across her face.
It was amazing how alike the children were and how different their colouring was from their mother. At first it looked as though none of her genes had been passed on, but as I looked at them, the whole family gathered in front of me for the first time, I realized that there were significant similarities. Their lips were thin and their eyes wide like their mom's. The two sets of twins had curly hair like hers. Cate and Tyler's eyes were more green than blue when you looked closely. Dorothy's dark hair might have been dyed. Her eyes were an odd mixture of green and brown. Plus they all had the same sort of squared chin as their mother.
There was absolutely no sound as Carl Sanderson entered the room. He sat to his wife's right in a chair similar to the one I had been given. When he spoke, there was an automatic shift in the room.
Every single pair of eyes, even mine, turned to look at him. We were all rapt with attention. His voice was silky, smooth and very deep, the voice of a man much younger. Though his tone was low and gentle, it was also commanding and mesmerizing. I could imagine him at a podium, selling fire and brimstone, compelling people into getting down on their knees to purge their sins.
His statement was simple, but I was suddenly tongue-tied, which was not a normal state for me. For a moment I didn't speak.
"What can we do for you today, Ms. Ogemah?" was all that he asked of me, but the way he asked it implied harassment, ignorance and intolerance and for a split second it washed over me with a guilty flush.
The next emotion I experienced, as was my wont, was an intense anger. Suddenly my intuition was raging at me, telling me there was something very dark living in this house.
"I'm here to talk mostly about Meghan, Mr. Sanderson, but—"
"Reverend," he said and I stared at him uncomprehendingly. "I am not Mr. Sanderson," he repeated as though to a slow child. "Please refer to me as Reverend Sanderson."
All I could murmur was, "Oh." Then I fumbled through my file.
"I apologize," I finally said. "The school records state that your occupation is labourer. Their information is that you work at the Burchill Mills."
"That's correct. During the day I labour at the mill, but in the evenings and on the weekend, I am the pastor of our church."
"Really? How interesting. What church is that, Reverend Sanderson?" I paused with my pen in the air, ready to write it down.
"The Church of Leviticus. The first church, the original and only church." He smiled at me, condescending, pitying. "The building that we use is located in Norvale, but the church is of course everywhere."
"I'll make sure this information is added to your file," I replied for lack of anything else to say. "I will have to drop by the church some day for one of your services."
He ducked his head as if complimented beyond his expectation, though I could tell it was an act.
"You would be most welcome. Now, can we conduct the business at hand please? My family has duties to fulfill."
"Of course. We are still very concerned about Meghan's reluctance to speak at school. In fact, we have some concerns about all of your children to be completely truthful, Reverend and Mrs. Sanderson."
At this point, I felt as though I were on a roll. I had both parents' attention now. All of the children were still, their eyes lowered, even Meghan. They appeared to be barely breathing for fear of making a noise.
"The children are all far too quiet. They don't appear to enjoy life the way most kids do. They seem to be somewhat nervous and fearful. We are…"
"Ms. Ogemah, who is the 'we' that you speak of?" he asked, once more interrupting with a soft but authoritative voice.
"The school staff and I. We are extremely…"
"I do understand, Ms. Ogemah. You are stating that our children are not like the others. That is to be expected. They are not like other children because they have been raised in the true faith. They are not interested in enjoying life the way other youngsters do. Our way is not commercial, nor is it egocentric. We are happy in a different manner. Our joy resides within and is contained in the worship of our God."
At this point, he stood, looking down at me from his height. I almost cowered in my chair. I didn't cower easily, but there was something about his eyes, the way he held his head and his hands, that frightened me into silence. I could only imagine being a child in that household. If he had that effect on me, I believed that his children would be far too scared to ever get out of line.
He gestured toward his offspring and his wife. "Please, Ms. Ogemah. Interview each of my children if you wish. Ask them if they do not have enough food or clothing or a roof over their heads. Ask them if they do not have joy when they enter the House of God. They may not have all the toys that other children possess, but possessions are mere trifles in comparison to the love that surrounds them. They are truly the anointed ones and they consider themselves extremely lucky."
"Reverend," I said, "I'm not disparaging your religion. I am trying to—"
"Oh, we are well aware of what you are trying to do," the reverend intoned, his voice never rising above a quiet rumble. "You are trying to force my children to be like all others. They are not and they never will be. I do not wish that for them and neither does their mother. You will see, in the future, just how much power and influence they will exert on this world. They will be known throughout the universe as the true Children of The Way."
He never raised his voice, but his eyes began to fire up. He was lecturing now, proselytizing, as though he were in front of a pulpit. But it was more than that. He oozed his own power, the kind that came from a fervour within, an obsession that literally seeped from his pores and surrounded the listener like fog.
I found that I was barely able to think. I felt as though I had been swept into another dimension.
There was an even deeper hush in the room. The children and Dorothy fastened their eyes on him and the looks on their faces showed a veneration that went beyond mere kinship.
As I looked around at them, avoiding the preacher's eyes, I saw only scrubbed and dressed and well-fed children whose body types were similar to their father, which explained the thin-boned stature. I saw a mother with a small child sitting very comfortably on her lap. I saw a well-organized and well-cared-for home.
I did not see abuse, I only felt it.
I heard an overly zealous man, but it might only be my own prejudice that led me to think of the children as maltreated.
The reverend wound up his lecture on the evils of the world.
"Ms. Ogemah, if you will listen to and be mindful of the Lord's words, He says this in The Book: 'If ye walk in My Statutes, and keep My Commandments, and do them, then I will give you rain in due season, and the land shall yield her increase, and the trees of the field shall yield their fruit.' This is what my family is doing. We keep the Statutes and Commandments. We risk that others do not understand us, but we have never harmed our children and they will prosper, though in ways most of the world will not understand until the final enlightenment."
He paused, held my eyes again and smiled kindly as he reached for my hand to pull me gently to a standing position.
I was now very close to him. I could smell his aftershave and his passion. I was drowning in a pool of obsession that wafted from his strikingly blue eyes.
"Please do come to our church some time and perhaps you will learn and understand."
He whirled around to face his family, one hand still resting on my arm, as though presenting me to them.
"Meghan," he said softly and benignly. "Will you please speak to Ms. Ogemah and set her heart at rest?"
Meghan slipped off her mother's lap and came up to me.
Her little hand clasped mine and she said, "I'm sorry I have worried you, Ms. Ogemah. I promise I will talk at school."
She seemed genuinely contrite. Her eyes were clear and beguiling. Her voice sounded sincere. When her father nodded, she went back to her mother's lap and sat down again, her hands folded, still looking up at me with a light in her eyes.
Her mother smiled and squeezed her reassuringly, proudly.
"Aaron will see you out," Reverend Sanderson said and the boy was at my side instantly.
"Thank you for caring about our children so much, even if it is misguided. I assure you they are fine."
I looked over at the family and this time, each of the faces turned toward mine and appeared grateful yet pitying.
"I am glad to discover that you are all fine," I managed to parrot. "Meghan, I look forward to hearing you talk at school and so do all your friends."
Now they all stood, smiling, some saying, "Good-bye Ms. Ogemah," some actually waving, as Aaron walked out to the little porch with me.
He shut the door and stood silently as I put my shoes back on and then he helped me to my feet even though I had not asked him to and really didn't need any assistance. On purpose, I thought, to make me feel old or powerless or both.
He hung onto my hands, the way his father had. The look that he gave me sent a chill down my spine. He was slightly taller than I and his eyes bored right into me. He stood close enough that I could smell the scent of tea and chocolate cookie on his breath.
"There's a part to that section of the Bible that my father didn't quote, Ms. Ogemah," he said, almost whispering as though he didn't want anyone else to hear. "'And ye shall chase your enemies, and they shall fall before you by the sword.'"
He laughed as he dropped my hands and walked toward the door.
"You can see why he left that out! You would certainly have taken it the wrong way. Now of course I never said that either. I sure hope we don't have to call your superiors regarding harassment. Now you have a great day! See you at school."
And he disappeared, shutting me into the chilly porch. I turned and almost ran out to my car, where I stood shaking for a while, wondering what just happened.
It was not a moment that I, to my infinite regret, shared with Emily Taylor until it was too late.



 
Chapter 28: Brimstone
 
As she trudged down the stairs at Brother's side, she looked down at his worn shoes. She saw everything from the perspective of her downward gaze.
Standing at the door, lunch pail in hand, he looked back at her. She tried to smile up at him, raised her hand to wave to him.
Without glancing from his paper, The Preacher Man slapped the greeting away.
When she dared to look up again, the doorway was empty. Her stomach rumbled and felt achy, but the pain of his parting was worse. Brother had told her not to cry. It made The Preacher Man angry.
But today she could not stop the tears from flowing. Her chest was full and heavy and she was unable to prevent the sobs from leaking out. She tried to draw in her breath, to block the heaviness, but instead she made a shuddering, high-pitched sound. It was loud and intrusive in the silence of the room.
The Preacher Man leaned over, hovering above her, a giant bird in black, his face long and pointed, his lips curled back as he dove toward her.
"You are sick. Repent," he hissed.
Holy water, laced with vinegar, dripped onto her back, seeping through her thin shirt. She began to shiver and whimper.
Behind her, she felt the movement rather than saw it as The Preacher Man whipped around. His huge fist crashed into Big Brother, who was futilely trying to wrench her away. Flinging Big Brother to the floor with one strong arm, The Preacher Man swung her around to face him, her small body fluttering in the air like a rag doll.
The air flowed too quickly back into her lungs, making her choke with the effort. For a moment he let her hang in the air, his eyes level with hers, then he dropped her like a sack onto the floor.
She lay there, panting and sobbing, as she heard The Preacher Man screaming invectives at Big Brother.
"Jezebel, all women are Jezebels," he said.



 
Chapter 29: Jacob
 
Kristen and Jacob were seated in the boat, drifting past the verdant expanse of the Rideau Hills, listening to the sounds of the water lapping at the shore.
Birds wheeled above their heads, hollered hello, or dove to snap a fish from safety.
It was a warm, fresh and clear kind of day, the breeze comforting and soft on their skin, the river calm as the sun began to set.
It was the end of a glorious summer, the first that Jacob had spent with Kristen. A series of many firsts in which Adrienne and Jordan had come to be happy and comfortable with their new friend. In which Kristen's presence in the kitchen in the mornings became almost as common as Helen's.
Kristen, perhaps because she was a teacher or perhaps it was just her nature, was kind, patient and understanding with Jordan, even when his lost little soul threw him into screaming fits. She was calm, professional and tender.
Jordan began to settle more quickly when she was with him during those rages. She'd even told Jacob that she was doing some research on oxygen deprivation and how they might help Jordan as he grew older.
She'd met Jacob's parents and Christine, whose approval had been swift and sincere. They loved her laugh, her sense of humour, affection for the children and open, honest nature.
"She's not like Laura," his mother said to him frankly after the first few get-togethers. "And to be honest, I'm glad. Laura, as much as I loved her, was always kind of distant, cool. I know now that she likely had problems all along, but I never really got to know her, I'm afraid. With Kristen, what you see is what you get. And I like what I see."
His mother had always been forthright, even when it hurt a little. He wasn't exactly startled to hear her true feelings about his wife. He'd recognized that Laura's personality, her cool exterior, had been difficult to handle or extract. He supposed that the difference between the two women had highlighted Laura's reticent nature.
For Kristen was quite different—she was outgoing and energetic and fun. Someone who didn't know her well might mistake her cheerful disposition as indicative of being a pushover or capricious, but Jacob had come to know her as feisty, passionate and intelligent.
That summer was also the beginning of their physical relationship. At first, Jacob had been shy and tentative. He'd not had sex with anyone since his wife's death, so closed off was he in his guilt and unhappiness, and before that, it had been only Laura. Oddly, he felt like a beginner, a new virgin and he was somehow ashamed of his lack of experience. But Kristen, her charm and charisma igniting a passion that he wasn't sure he'd ever enjoyed, eased him into the physical side of their friendship without much trouble. Not only that, she appeared to think that his expertise was quite satisfactory, thank you very much.
Laura had never told him whether or not he was a good lover. He'd had to assume from her eagerness in bed that he was an adequate partner. With Kristen, he felt wonderful. She talked to him, whispered to him, coached him when he needed it and generally taught him how to be a far better lover than he'd ever imagined.
He took some time off in August to spend with Kristen and the children, with his employer's encouragement. May had become such a good friend, almost another mother figure. She knew that Jacob was on the verge of being truly happy once more.
The little family, including Helen, spent a week with Christine and David at their cottage on the Ottawa River. Jacob learned how to manoeuvre the boat and they spent countless hours swimming with the kids just off a small island, where the water was shallow and clear.
This particular afternoon, Adrienne and Jordan had gone on a hike with Chris, Dave and Helen, so Jacob and Kristen were alone in the boat. He knew the time had come to tell her about Laura. When he broached the subject, she said nothing, simply took his hand and lowered her eyes so he could tell the story without scrutiny. Already, she knew him so well.
"When I got home that day, the door was wide open. I knew right away that something was wrong. We didn't have a screen door. It was autumn and leaving the door open just wasn't something we ever did. I came home early because that morning, Laura wasn't herself. She wouldn't tell me what was wrong, but she'd been very quiet since the baby arrived. I thought maybe she was having trouble adjusting to being at home instead of at the office, where everything is hectic and frantic and there are adults buzzing at you all day. Not to mention the fact that I had two huge cases that absorbed so much of my time. So often I wasn't home…"
He trailed off, feeling the tears begin to choke him, but determined to get through it.
"We had a big house in Toronto, one of those glass-and-tile-and-steel modern ones, not like here in Burchill. I rushed straight into the front foyer and I could see Adrienne in the living room. She was in the chair with the baby in her arms, rocking him back and forth. He was…he was still wet, but she had covered him in blankets. She was only six years old."
The tears began to stream down his cheeks. He stifled the sobs that threatened to halt the flow of words. Instead a bitter laugh bubbled from his lips.
"Before all of this, you wouldn't believe the man I was. I never cried as an adult. I was ambitious and in control. I knew where I was headed, what I wanted. I had my life all planned out."
Kristen raised her eyes to him and looked right into him, causing his toes to tingle.
"I don't think that was the real you, Jake," she said. "I'm not sure I would have loved that person."
He took in a deep, shuddering breath, knowing that what she said was true. He'd never really been content in that hectic, big-city atmosphere, never experienced the kind of slow, pleasurable happiness that had filled his life lately. He felt as though he'd been returned to himself. To the childhood that he'd loved, to the person that he'd been taught to be and then had allowed ambition and greed to reshape into someone else.
Perhaps one of the reasons he felt so guilty about Laura was that he knew, on some level, that she'd never known the real Jacob Finch. If she had known him, would any of this have happened? Or would they never have gotten married in the first place?
And then it struck him, incongruently within the midst of his racing thoughts, that Kristen had just said she loved him. He knew at that moment that he had to share this part of him with her, no matter what pain it dredged up in speaking the words aloud.
"I was so confused. I said to Adrienne, 'What's happened?' And I don't think I was very calm about it. She looked up at me, her eyes so full of tears and agony that I couldn't breathe."
"'Why didn't you call someone?' I asked...a stupid question, I know, but I was completely in shock."
"'I knew you would come, Daddy,' she said. I knew you would come! Jesus!"
"I took the baby from her. His breathing was so shallow. He was very pale and his little body was twitching. I hugged him and cradled him and called his name while I dialled 911, but he didn't respond. I didn't even ask about Laura. I didn't even know when I called the ambulance that…I don't know where I thought she was or if I was thinking at all."
Once again, the tears were streaming down his face. On the verge of collapsing, he knelt in the boat in front of Kristen, putting his head in her lap. She stroked his cheek and his hair. With those touches, she encouraged him to continue. He sat up, cross-legged in the bottom of the boat, knowing he was getting wet and not caring. Somehow it was fitting.
"Finally Adrienne got through to me. She'd been talking to me the whole time, but I was so wrapped up in Jordan that I hadn't really heard."
"She was telling me, 'Daddy, Mommy is in the bathroom and I didn't know what to do.'"
"Finally I went in and…Laura was in the water, pale and cold, surrounded by waste and vomit. I walked back into the living room like a zombie and put Jordan in Adrienne's arms again. Then I went in once more to that scene. I pulled her out…she was so heavy, so limp…she literally fell onto the floor and I started CPR. I was screaming at her and crying. I kept pumping on her chest and breathing into her mouth. I was frantic, crazy."
"I knew she was dead. There was absolutely no response to anything I did. Then suddenly emergency services were at the front door and they split up between Laura and Jordan. I sat Adrienne on my lap and we watched as they worked on the baby. I knew in my soul that there was nothing that could be done for Laura."
He drew in a deep breath again, calmer and steadier, his fingers intertwined with Kristen's.
"It's truly a blur what happened after that. We all went to the hospital and our doctor, bless him, he took charge of all of us. He treated me, he treated Adrienne. We were both in shock. He admitted Jordan immediately and began to perform every miracle he could to bring my son back."
"As for Laura, she was dead, as I'd known she was from the minute I walked into that bathroom. And then I was making weird decisions, like did I want to donate any organs that were still useful? I remember replying in this robotic way to so very many questions, most of which I had no answer to. Like why? When? Didn't I see this coming?"
He sat up, but this time, he gingerly placed himself beside Kristen.
The water was completely flat and calm. Even the breeze had ceased completely. The sun was lighting up the river in a dusky haze, but hovering over the hills. Jacob knew they should head back very soon.
"It turned out that Laura had taken an overdose of sleeping pills and had put some in Jordan's bottle too. Then she laid down in a warm bath with the baby on her chest and…well, they just went to sleep. When Adrienne got home, the front door was open, so the goddamn bus driver…she said she figured Laura was there, since the door was open. Ennie was allowed to run up the walk and into the house."
Jacob sighed. "For a long time, I kind of focused my attention on that, fought with the bus company, fought with the school. But it really was my own guilt. My own distress at what my little girl had been forced to deal with. I couldn't take it out on Laura, obviously. Adrienne had walked into that horror. She'd tried to shake Laura awake. And then at six years old, she had the sense to pick up her baby brother and warm him. Lifting him up had the effect of making him vomit too. She literally saved his life, though the diagnosis was that he'd suffered some brain damage due to oxygen deprivation. Which of course you already know."
He hung his head, still clinging to her hand.
"Kristen, I can't even begin to tell you how guilty I have felt. I still wake up in the morning sometimes with the image of Laura in that bathtub. I wonder why I didn't know that she had postpartum depression. I mean, I knew she was out of sorts, quieter than usual, not very happy. I figured it was because she hadn't really wanted to get pregnant again. She had made it clear that one child was enough. But when it happened, all those years later, by accident, and after we argued about abortion and how fundamentally against it I was…she seemed to accept it. She was fine throughout the pregnancy. I truly didn't see her behaviour as extreme, until that morning."
"That morning?" Kristen prompted gently when the silence continued and the sun's rays began to dissipate beyond the hills.
"That's why I came home early. I knew she wasn't right. I couldn't get her out of bed. She wouldn't talk to me. I stayed as late as I possibly could, got Ennie off to school. I had to be in court, I kept telling her, there's no one to take my place, I'll come home right after the appearance, I shouldn't be too late…and then I left. I left Jordan in the bed with her. She'd turned over and she put her arms around him and I thought…even though she wouldn't speak to me, wouldn't kiss me. I told myself she was angry with me for some reason and that I would figure it out later. I kissed them both on the forehead. Then…I left them like that."
Kristen knew that he had reached the core of his guilt. He had abandoned his wife and baby in a crisis. He might have prevented her suicide and his son's injuries if he'd stayed at home that day. She turned and put her arms around him, feeling his body tremble and shudder. As the rays of the sun left them in a gray dusk, Jacob sobbed until the grief had been discharged once and for all.
Later, Kristen turned the lights on for the boat while Jacob started the engine and headed back to the shore. Under the hum of the motor, he could hear her voice, soothing and reassuring.
"You might have stopped Laura that day, Jake, it's undeniable. But you probably would have just postponed it. Sometimes depression is so hard to see. Sometimes people are in so much pain or so deluded that they are determined to end their misery and there is nothing we can do about it."
"It might have been that Laura just wanted some sleep. Perhaps she didn't mean to kill herself or harm Jordan. She might have misjudged the number of pills she took. We all make horrible mistakes. Laura might have made one that took her life. Maybe you made one. But that doesn't mean you have to punish yourself for the rest of your life. You are a good, wonderful person and you love your children deeply. You have to forgive yourself, my darling."
He half turned toward her, one hand stroking her cheek as he steered through the empty water, slowing down as he neared the dock.
"I love you, Kristen," he told her. "I love you and I have never, ever felt like this before."
He pulled up alongside the dock. They sat with the motor idling for a moment.
"I don't think I knew what love really was until I met you. I don't think I ever believed in a soul mate until now."
Her eyes filled with tears, Kristen reached up and drew his face down for a long, soft kiss.
"From now on, we will live with your past together, but we'll live with it in forgiveness. We won't forget Laura. We'll help the kids remember her in all the good ways. We'll love them and we'll love each other and take care of each other for always. Okay?"
He smiled and hugged her, shutting off the motor.
"For always," he said. "Will you marry me, Kristen George?"
"Absolutely," she said immediately, with conviction.
"Let's go tell everybody."
He helped her out of the boat, onto the dock, and they raced up the hill toward the cottage, hand in hand.



 
Chapter 30: Alain
 
After the first visit with Doc Murphy, both Alain and May began to feel more hopeful, less burdened. The physician started his patient on a regimen of an antipsychotic drug, which Alain initially resisted, until Ron Murphy patiently explained that the medication would allow Alain to sleep and regain his equilibrium. Once he felt stable again, Alain would begin a milder form of antidepressant.
"Basically, we'll be boosting your body's defences," Doc told them. "Your psyche is a lot stronger than your natural resistance right now, so we're going to send in some extra troops to assist, as well as tame the brain waves that are playing havoc with you. Next, I suggest two methods that should get to the root of the problem."
He sat down and looked them both in the eyes, conveying the strength of his feelings through intense body language.
"I believe that you need to uncover your past, Alain," he said. "Right now you can't deal with it because it's unknown. You know how filmmakers play on our fears mostly by hiding the fiend at first? Once it's exposed, the hero goes on to slay it. That's what I recommend. Let's unearth that past of yours and then we can all deal with it together, whatever it is."
"You've told me that you can't remember being a little boy. You only remember some of the things you were told. Well, let's find out everything. Where were you born? Who were your birth parents? What happened to you that you were so traumatized that you can't remember what happened?"
"The first thing I want you to do," he went on, when they nodded, "is to ask Jacob Finch to investigate your birth. It's not easy to do, but I think he has the skills to dig up a great deal of information. The second thing is a little unorthodox, but you can do it. I want you to enter hypnosis with me."
May's head was spinning with both the possibilities and the dangers of her husband's journey. She found it difficult to think, to respond.
Surprisingly, Alain was eager to embrace everything Doc Murphy asked of him. He was drained, exhausted, and desperate for answers. He would try anything that would help him understand and ultimately, be at peace.
"I'll do it, Doc," was what Alain said, his hand grasping May's, his eyes more alert and optimistic than they'd been in months.
"I'm well trained in hypnosis," Doc went on, as though he hadn't already received assent. "I have used it often, though of course most people don't know that unless they've been one of my patients. Once the medication begins to take effect, you will also be more amenable to hypnosis, so we'll make an appointment for about two weeks from today. Once we uncover the truth, once you are able to face whatever happened, you will probably not need to rely on medication in the future. But that's something we'll deal with down the line. Right now, I'm just happy that you're willing to try anything to get to the root of your nightmares."
Later, when they were at home in bed, when the sun had disappeared and a full orange-tinged moon filtered through their curtains, May and Alain lay in each other's arms exploring their uncertainties about potential changes in their life together.
May confessed her secret fears about losing him. What if he discovered that the person he was had no room for an older wife?
Alain had not laughed at her, though she could feel his incredulity at her statement. He reassured her that the person he was would continue to exist, that despite whatever they uncovered, it would not change the Alain Reneaux she had married.
In turn, he confessed his fears that his past might repel her. What if his background was so disgusting, so terrifying, that she would decide she could no longer be married to him?
Again, she didn't laugh at him, but reassured Alain that she could not live without him, despicable past or not.
In the darkness they recommitted themselves to each other. Marriage vows reiterated as promises that they freely desired and chose to fulfill.
May told him something about the Ojibwa tradition of Mother Earth and Father Sun, the two intertwined to nourish and sustain life. Different yet symbiotic. A relationship whose purpose is to sustain and uphold each other.
Her spoken thoughts and the sound of her voice were like a rush of warm water over Alain's aching body. May could feel the muscles in her husband's shoulders begin to relax. He was leaning against her breasts. Her arms around him, she gently massaged him with her hands as well as with her voice.
May began to explore out loud the faith that Aunt Oona had taught her. She spoke of vision quests and soul mates. Though Alain had remained apart from this aspect of May's life, he suddenly began to see the depth, the possibility, the potential in her creed.
As for May, since dealing with Oona's loss of independence and faculties, she had set aside her prayer and her visioning. This late-night conversation, born of fear and insecurity, awakened once more her conviction that there were layers of the mind that could be tapped through the Ojibwa rituals. The belief in the path of souls and in destiny provided a kind of acceptance, yet a way to discover the truth.
She tentatively suggested a visit to Agnes Lake, her Bear Clan Shaman, as one of the tools they might use to guide them through this journey. Surprising her for the second time that day, Alain readily agreed.
He began to caress her, his hands light and feathery on her breasts, her stomach, her thighs. Their lips met in warm, succulent openness. His tongue explored her nipples, now taut with expectation, while she laced her fingers through his hair. When they made love, it was slow and deep and sustaining.



 
Chapter 31: Doro
 
The photo caught the smoke, a smudge against the background, as it wafted up from the crumbling bricks, plaster, wood, and roof tiles. A few ghostly outlines staggered feebly in the harsh light of the camera's lens. A section of a wall, a blackened refrigerator. A soaked and sagging mattress. The place looked as though an enormous giant's foot had flattened it. Very little remained of the wooden farmhouse that stood embraced by trees. Even the small clump of forest had been reduced to withering, smouldering sticks.
The roof was splayed on top of the second floor. The second floor bled all over the first. No windows, no discernible frames were left standing. It appeared to have been blasted apart by a bomb. The tone of the various articles was consistently cold and factual, which made the reality even worse.
The first one, with the accompanying picture, tersely told its readers that the manse burned to the ground during the night of July 14, 1980. Ironically, on a day that in the past would have heralded a joyous community picnic. The usual line was repeated at the end of the short, brusque paragraph: The police and, as an added bonus, the fire department, 'are investigating.'
The next articles mostly had a picture to accompany them. In the beginning, the house figured largely. Its smouldering ruins became steadily more pathetic as they were carefully and thoroughly picked apart or flattened further by investigators.
Later there were family pictures. The one showing the Pastor, his wife, Elias, Ithamar and Dorothée in her stroller, was used most often. A school picture of Elias and Ithamar. Robert and Cécile's wedding shot. Picnics at the manse. The Pastor on the steps of the courthouse, surrounded by both supporters and detractors. Through the cold black-on-white typing, the newspapers told the story in bits and pieces.
Robert and Cécile Janot, along with their son Elias, were found dead in the house. Only Elias, huddled in the front hall, died of smoke inhalation and flames. Robert and Cécile were discovered under the remains of the floor above and the roof. Rifle-sized bullet holes riddled their skeletons.
Ithamar, whose last picture from school in 1976 gave him the perpetual look of nine instead of thirteen, was discovered in the cornfield just beyond the farmhouse. His head ripped open and blood everywhere, his arms tightly wrapped around his four-year-old sister Dorothée, despite the fact that he had lost consciousness.
In later columns, updates added as much information or hearsay as the reporter could fit onto the front page. The words were stark. Ithamar continued to cling to life in critical condition in the hospital and had not yet regained consciousness. Dorothée was with relatives.
Mentioned only once, baby Faith. Her remains had not been found. The fire chief asserted that finding tiny bones was often impossible in a fire such as that one.
When the reports weren't focused on the family's deaths, they zeroed in on the causes of the fire. Arson was eventually proven. Gasoline had been spread throughout the first floor. The fire raced quickly to the second floor and through the roof. The fire department had not been called until nearly dawn, when a neighbour was alerted. By then, the house, barn and surrounding vegetation had been destroyed. But as to who the arsonist—the murderer—had been, the only speculation centered upon Elias.
Doro's breathing became shallow. The horror swirled lifelike within her. Suddenly she was cold, clinging to his small thin body, whimpering and terrified. Wake up Itha, wake up. The acrid smell, the sound of the fire eating its way through the wood, the black fog drifting closer to them. She was shaking and weeping. She rubbed his back, trying to soothe him. Itha, wake up. Wake up.
Something's coming. His arms were still wrapped around her, comforting and strong. She tried to see his eyes, tried to get him to respond. She did not let him go, rubbing and rubbing his back, the way he used to ease her grief and terror when she cried after the preacher horrified and accused them.
Then suddenly out of the thick smoke there were hands, lifting, pulling at her. Voices gentle and meant to be soothing. "It's okay. It's okay."
But Itha was too still, too quiet. He didn't hold out his arms to her now. He was white and pale and limp and the hands separated them. Itha, wake up. Itha, they're taking us.
Cynthia brought a cool cloth and placed it on Doro's forehead.
"Put your elbows on your knees and sit like that for moment," she said softly. "Breathe deeply. That's it."
Cynthia began to gently massage Doro's back in a way that reminded the younger woman of rubbing Itha's in that field so many years ago. A little girl mimicking her older brother's own gestures of comfort. Tears began to stream down her face.
Soon she was huddled in the larger woman's arms, being rocked as she sobbed. She had no memory of a mother in whose arms she could find such solace, such acceptance and empathy. She missed her aunt's flamboyant love and care, deep in the core of her.
At this moment, she lost the cool control that she had placed upon herself in order to survive. The memories slowed down, played themselves on regular speed, spilled out and overwhelmed her. When Doro at last came to her senses, she was lying on the living room couch, her head cradled in Cynthia's ample lap.
Nicolas Denis sat on a footstool in front of her, a glass of cold water in his hand. The expression on his face had changed dramatically. His face was now suffused with compassion and sorrow. He no longer appeared cold or reticent. He kindly handed her the water and helped her drink.
At the same time, his wife gently soothed away the marks of her tears.
Proving her intuition that Flowered Shirt was holding something back, Nic began to speak.
"You know, when we were young men listening to the gossip or talking about the Janot family, we never really saw them—you—as people. We saw it like a soap opera, not real."
Doro was still finding it difficult to listen through his speech impediment and the more he spoke, the thicker his accent became.
"When I was very young, my father died and left my mother with four little girls and me. I think this is what caused me to take so long to grow up to be a real man."
He smiled up at his wife. "I am in my early twenties when Pastor Rob came into the town and my mother was in a wheelchair then, after so many sicknesses. She took to him like a duck to water, as they say. As the dutiful son, I bring her to all the sermons and all the picnics. I began to hate him passionately."
He lowered his head. "I do not know if it was a kind of jealousy or whether I had suspicions of him. Maybe both. A few of my friends were also caught up in his wave and some were not. As I say before, we start to look at him like a soap opera star, especially when he was charge with the money scam. I never really think about the children. I was in a different frame of mind."
He rubbed his hand over his forehead.
Doro took the pause in conversation as an opportunity to sit up. Her hand continued to rest in Cynthia's, a source of power and reassurance.
"Then for a few years," Nic continued, "they kind of disappear. Cynthia and I are married and we have our first babies. We are paying no attention to the farmhouse outside of town. I am working and Cynthia is running the store and the house. We are building a life."
Once again, he smiled up at his wife, who beamed back at him with encouragement. "But something I never tell anyone…even you, ma chérie."
He was silent for a moment.
Doro could feel rather than hear Cynthia's intake of breath. She was suddenly aware of the reasons for Nic's silence in the store. This couple probably had no other secrets between them.
"My friend Samuel Perrault," Nic continued. "His son Steven becomes good friends with Elias Janot at school. Even when Elias is taken from the school, he continue to see the boy. I think they sneak out at night. All this Sam finds out later."
After the fire is unspoken but understood.
"But Steven, he is seventeen and he is wild, out of control. Sam and his wife Rita are crazy with worry but everything they do does not help. It seems only to make him worse. They worry about drugs, but they see no sign of it, though in 1976 we are pretty naïve about those thing."
He scratched his head, as though wondering how they could have been so innocent, then went on.
"Steven is nowhere around the night of the fire. Then he appears just before dawn, covered in soot, sobbing and crazy with fear. Sam and Rita clean him up and settle him down. He tells them that he thinks Elias is dead, that Elias has killed his parents with the fire. He tells them that he arrived at the house to go out sneaking around the town as usual and smoke is pouring out of the place. Elias meets him at the front door and tells him the mother and father are already dead, but can he help the brother and sister?"
"Together, they drag the boy, who is hurt bad, and the girl out of the house to the cornfield, away from the fire. Then there is a kind of explosion, probably the propane tanks, and the back of the house is ripped apart. Ashes and soot are everywhere, covering the boys and the lawns around the home. Elias tells Steven he must go back, he will be right back, please stay with his brother and sister."
"Steven says he tries to say don't go, we'll get help, but Elias gives him a strange look and says no, he must go inside. So Steven waits with the two younger ones, thinking Elias is going back after the baby, but he does not come out."
"More exploding and soon the whole house is a ball of fire. Steven runs out into the roadway and flags down a farmer, who says he will get the fire department. Steven tells him there are two children in the cornfield. The boy waits for help to arrive, running between the children in the field and the house, screaming for Elias."
Cynthia's voice was infused with astonishment.
"No one ever reported that Steven was there."
"Ken Patterson, who called it in, always think the boy was Elias. When the fire trucks arrive, Steven told his parents he was scared and sick. He just raced home. Right or wrong, Sam and Rita have remain silent all these years. And as it turned out, one of the reasons they never seriously go after Elias as the killer of his parents was that he was seen on that road and they say he must have gone back into the house to save the rest of the family. You have information on the inquest, ma chérie?"
Cynthia roused from her astonished silence.
"Oui, oui," she said. "Do you want to finish looking, Doro? Are you okay or would it be better to continue tomorrow?"
"Is Kimmy home yet? What time is it?"
Doro felt drained and stupid, as though she had been asleep for twelve hours.
"Kimmy called to say she will be staying at her friend Tanya's until very late, so no worries," Cynthia reassured her. "It's…" she leaned into the kitchen doorway to check the clock "…almost eight o'clock. Is it too late to keeping going?"
Doro was still feeling dazed, but at the same time, too wired to sleep. "I would really like to finish this," she said. "But it's up to you, Cynthia. You have already been so kind to me."
A tear slipped through and slid down her cheek before she could swipe at it. "I'm not used to being this emotional!" she said shakily. "You'd never know it, but I'm usually very reserved." She gave a rueful laugh.
Cynthia came over and put her arms around the younger, slighter woman.
"I think our meeting was meant to be," she said. "I believe that I was meant to be obsessed with your family history so that we could become friends. And don't worry, you are entitled to be emotional, not just because of this little one." She patted Doro's stomach. "Think of all the shocking information that you have learned today."
Doro wept quietly against the woman's shoulder.



 
Chapter 32: Emily
 
Walking along the bridge after school, I peered down at the swirling brown water as it struggled out from under clinging bits of ice. As always, I glanced over at the Bridgeman's House, which was converted to a tourist information office after the tragic death of the last original lockmaster.
Now activated by a computer, no physical work was involved in the raising of the bridge. The information center employees, usually young people in the heavy traffic times of summer, were able to handle it all.
I thought often of Nathaniel Ryeburn, his wretched life and death, and now and then in a secret part of me, I still shed a tear for that tortured family. Each morning, as I jogged to school, I recalled the morning when my fragile life in Burchill almost came to an end. And every afternoon, when I headed back to Beatty House, as our residence was known historically, I couldn't help but walk slowly, drinking in the sustaining atmosphere of this beautiful town. I always kept my destination in mind: the thought of our home relaxed me completely, flooding my system with peace and contentment, no matter what the day had wrought.
As I walked, I pictured the huge wooden porches, the tranquil lake nearly at our doorstep, the lovely old trees. Painted a light blue with white shutters, the house was modernized but not spoiled. It maintained its grandeur and majesty, but was comfortable and contemporary. Beatty House was my sanctuary, my dream home, my source of inspiration and solace. It was also where I would find Langford and Angel.
Although just a few hours ago I'd been talking nonstop with Renae and Edgar about the social worker's latest and as things turned out, her last, visit to the Sandersons, I was no longer thinking about school that particular afternoon. Instead, I was enjoying the rare freshness of the air. It had been an odd month for weather, dry and unusually warm. At this moment, though, I was enjoying that tease of warm weather on the breeze, the flow of the river as I sauntered slowly over the bridge.
The village had, in many ways, withstood the passage of time. Relatively small and quiet, its architecture had been lovingly preserved. In the 1800's Burchill threatened to become an industrial force in the area, but suddenly the train supplanted the canal and the little town nearly died. The system of locks continued to provide a bypass over the wildest sections of the Kanawhe River, which sliced through the town and the reserve, but slowly tourist boats replaced cargo vessels.
The Native reserve, called Sahsejewon, which meant 'rapids' in Ojibwa, provided a huge, untouched space of land, where a fairly large number of residents lived, most of whom were ardent environmentalists. Lake Ogeechee, relatively unspoiled and unpolluted as a result of the continuing ban on motorized vehicles, lay along Burchill's outer edges next to our own house, its sandy beaches pristine and stocked with plenty of healthy fish.
A provincial park, another source of untamed and tranquil land, extended from the lake to the Native land. During the summer, Ogeechee was always adorned with colourful sails and graceful canoes, while the motorboats used the locks. North of the lake, stretching all the way to Ottawa, were over a thousand hectares of beautiful mixed forest.
The only industry remaining was a small brick factory, the Burchill Mills. The town quickly morphed into an artists' settlement. These days, many artists lived right in town, often beside or above their stores. The old woollen mill was converted into the Burchill Inn, not only a beautiful place to stay but also a popular and thriving restaurant.
In the summer the town filled with tourists, who arrived by every possible means of transportation. They flooded the inn, motels just outside the village and various bed-and-breakfast accommodations. Money spent on crafts, gifts and souvenirs, not to mention the cash spread around in the restaurants and pubs, kept the villagers and reserve inhabitants happy with the annual invasion. Thus the many people who made their living from the tourist trade balanced out those who resented the increase in traffic, noise and general bedlam that often accompanied the visitors.
A few years ago, a subdivision was begun just on the outskirts of the town, much to the chagrin of the council and its residents. In a complicated twist of events, May's Aunt Oona discovered that she was the rightful owner of the land, which was not only ripe for development but also held the secrets of an unusual gold deposit in its folds. Along with the assistance of their lawyer, Jacob Finch, Oona and May compromised on the subdivision. Those people who'd already purchased their homes were allowed to continue to build. Those plots that were in the planning stages only, however, were forever banned. This agreement had cheered both 'Burchillians' and the potential new arrivals.
Shortly after the decision had been reached, construction began again and twenty new houses had been completed. The new villagers appeared to be grateful and delighted and a positive addition to the town. Some of the 'original' villagers' adult children now occupied a few of the homes, which certainly meant that the area had received a stamp of approval.
Our school had been the beneficiary of the new subdivision, too. The houses were fairly small and therefore moderately priced. Thus lots of families with young children moved in. Burchill Public School had undergone renovations in the last couple of years, including the addition of the portapak.
In the meantime, negotiations were being waged over the gold. Jacob Finch had researched companies who employed the latest environmental methods for mining and on Oona's behalf, was brokering a deal. In a few months, Oona and therefore May would be very, very wealthy.
All of this was playing through my mind as I stood on the bridge, the soft breeze whipping my hair gently around my face. I was listening to the water bubble past, noisily breaking through the remaining ice patches. Daydreaming.
All of that explained why I never heard him come up behind me.



 
Chapter 33: Brimstone
 
Somehow Brother was there, sitting on the bed beside her, stroking her hair. She could not see him clearly. It was dark and there was a haze over her eyes. She was so tired that she could not move to receive his caresses, but her fingers tightened around his wrist.
Softly he told her the story again, about the meadow and the stream, about the nice house they would live in. She slept.
Big Brother had changed. He did not come near her now. She wondered if he too was angry with her. Sometimes she found him sitting on his bed, fists clenched, knuckles white. Trembling. He would not speak to her. Stared vacantly. She became frightened that he hated her too, the way the preacher did.
She had not seen Baby for some time now. Hungry and tired, she stayed in her room most of the time so that she could not hear the preacher's shouting or see the stiff, distant back of Big Brother.
Mother stood in the kitchen, the spoon in the bowl going around and around and around. The little girl allowed the repetitive sound to lull her once more. The darkness soothed her into the safety of sleep.



 
Chapter 34: Jacob
 
A week after Jacob proposed to Kristen, he was presented with a case that took him into very different territory.
Alain Reneaux was a tall, handsome man with large yet delicate hands. Shot with gray, his dark hair was still thick and wavy. His face had a timeless quality: rugged and creased, not old and not young. Jacob thought that Alain would look the same way his entire life. His eyes, a light-green color, added to his attractiveness. He was a gentle giant. Quiet, reserved, with a finely honed sense of humour that he shared only now and then.
Although he and May did not appear to fit one another physically, there was such an aura of togetherness about them that Jacob couldn't even imagine one without the other.
This day, however, Alain was standing alone at the door of Jacob's office, twisting his hat in his hands. He looked nervous and shy. His usual smile was absent.
"Hey, Alain, come on in," Jacob greeted him, holding the door wide open and leading the way. "Want a coffee? Helen makes the best."
"Sure."
Alain's voice was gravelly, as though he had just awakened. He cleared his throat.
"Hey, congratulations again, Jacob. We're very happy for you and Kristen."
"Thanks, Alain! I'm so happy, I can't tell you. It's been great the way everyone is supporting us too."
Jacob waved him into one of the comfortable leather chairs that surrounded the small conference table. He poured them each a coffee. "Sugar? Cream?"
Alain nodded for both. Jacob dressed the cups and then brought them over. They sat around the table in silence for a moment, sipping the steaming dark roasted drink.
"So what's up?" Jacob finally asked, which might have sounded abrupt had he not used such a soft, friendly tone.
"May told me to come and see you," Alain said, his French Canadian accent giving a faintly exotic touch to his speech. "She says that you may have time to help me. Help us."
"Always," Jacob replied sincerely. "Not only is May my employer, but as you know, she has become a great friend to me and the kids. So whatever you need, Alain, just tell me. If I don't know the answer, I'll dig it up for you."
Alain drank another satisfying swallow of his coffee before he responded.
"I haven't told you this. In fact, I haven't told very many people, probably just May and Emily and Langford and now Doc, but I spent most of my life in foster homes. I remember very little about my younger years, more about when I was a teenager. I was not a very well behaved fellow, to put it mildly, and I had to undergo a great deal of therapy. In the last few years some memory has been seeping in. And it's not good."
He set the empty cup on the table, the tips of his long fingers beginning an unconscious, delicate drumming on the shiny wood.
"May has been so understanding and supportive, but I…well, first of all, I can't continue to awaken us both with my dreams. It's just not good for our relationship, for any relationship. Second, I am terrified of what I might find if the revelations continue."
Jacob made no comment, continuing to sip his coffee, allowing Alain time to think before speaking. The other man stood up, driving his hands into his pockets, and began to pace.
"When I was fifteen, a psychologist told me that I was likely psychotic or a sociopath."
Alain's voice was hard and fierce.
Jacob could not help but draw in his breath noisily. "That's ridiculous," he blurted out, immediately regretting the outburst, wondering how the other man would react.
But Alain gave him a grateful look. "After all these years, I'm inclined to agree with you. I have a temper, it's true, and sometimes I feel so angry…"
He paused thoughtfully. "May and I have discussed this with each other and with Doc Murphy at great length. I have never erupted the way a psychotic person would. I do have empathy and compassion and a sociopath would not. I now believe that the psychologist was wrongly reacting to something in my file, but I don't know what it was."
He sat down at the table again. This time, he looked his companion in the eyes.
"For many years, Jacob, my only memory was of the foster homes. I was an angry boy, with no explanation for the anger. I lashed out. I hurt other people. I wanted to hurt them. It has taken me a long, long time and the love of a wonderful woman to work past all of that. To…well…to trust myself. I stopped worrying that my Mr. Hyde would suddenly appear. Now…"
Again he paused, lowered his eyes, blinking rapidly.
"Now I'm afraid again. If the dreams continue, will I unearth that evil person that I may have been?"
Jacob, though he was analytical and objective by trade, knew a great deal about fear, guilt and grief.
"I need to uncover my past, as painful as that may be," Alain finished.
"You've come to the right place, so to speak. You see, I'm adopted," Jacob admitted. "Though I haven't yet looked up my background, I've certainly researched how you can do it. Or not do it, as the case may be."
He gave a low chuckle that was rueful rather than amused. "There are lots of protections around the privacy of the birth parents. Unfortunately for people like you and me, that makes it difficult. But not impossible."
This time, it was Jacob who stood. He grabbed a pad and pen from his desk and returned to the table. He agreed that Alain needed a pathway, something to cling to while he dealt with his demons. An objective framework to place the confusion upon.
"Tell me everything you know and all about your dreams. I think if we lay it all out on paper, we'll be able to brainstorm a plan of attack. I agree that researching your past might help with the nightmares. Maybe we can find an explanation that will set your mind at ease. At least it's a place to start."
Jacob's intuition was right. Alain's face cleared. His eyes looked less haunted.
"That's what May and Doc said too." He cleared his throat.
Jacob handed him a bottle of water, which he drank gratefully. Alain began to speak and the lawyer began to write, using his own shorthand to keep up.
"The dreams started about four years ago, infrequently at first, then weekly and now nightly unless I take sleeping pills. We've tried to identify a trigger for them with Doc Murphy's help. We know that they intensified around the Walking Bear incident, but I dismissed them as a result of the stress over Oona's disappearance and all that happened afterward. There are two events from that time that seem to recur in my dreams. The bones in the well and the subdivision fire."
Two hours later, the two men had gone through Jacob's interpretation of Alain's meanderings. They rehashed everything, sorting out what might tell them something about Alain's past from the exaggerations of his subconscious mind. By the time Alain had exhausted all he knew, Jacob believed he had enough information to do some useful research.
When Alain finally left, he seemed lighter, more hopeful. Little did they know the tragedy and the joy that would unfold as together they peeled back the layers of the past.



 
Chapter 35: Alain
 
Dreams: A window opens. The breeze flows in to rest upon my shoulder. A brief moment as it whispers words of life into my ear.
Hope: A door closes. But shafts of light sift through the crack underneath it. Not all is dark.
Fear: A dark closet. Filled with imaginings. Concocted monsters that are not there but within the mind, waiting for us to believe in them and give them power.
Hate: A cloaked dagger, concealed as protection but a weapon that wounds all that it sees.
Love: A beacon of life from within, no switch pulled can extinguish its glow. No monster can tear it from the soul. It is a truth that waits for us all to discover.
 
Alain was lying on the warm sand, its fine grains cupping around his body as though held by a silky giant hand. Lake Ogeechee was moving but gentle, the sound of the waves like the rocking of a chair, back and forth, soothing and comforting.
Behind him, he could see May sitting on the branch of their tree, watching over him. Her face was alight with love. She persuaded him to lie still, to enter further, to go with courage. He felt the heat of her smile. The breeze was gentle, its touch feathery as it caressed the frown etching his forehead, erasing the fear, injecting audacity and encouragement. He let himself go.
 
Elements around and within me cry out in observation. My eyes are opening to a brand new world where I can see myself more clearly than I have since the fog first lifted. Clarity calls out my name in ecstasy as she enwraps another searching heart in her warm embrace. My footsteps linger in the air as my path rises and dips before me in such a way as to challenge my heart and spur me on toward life and my own evolution.
Joy clots my heart, even in times of bloodshed and pain. For no matter all that occurs, I see my goal before me like a star shining in remembrance of the truths that lie but a choice away. A ripple in time is all we have. Now. Here. How shall we make the best of it? Who will we let ourselves be when the time comes to prove ourselves to ourselves?
So much lies in wait and at the ready for our hearts and souls if we simply see the seeds of the tree, smells the scent of the rosebuds blooming within the moment of our living. There is more to life than the shackles that adorn our necks, for we are the fire that forged them and the hammer that shall break their unsubstantiated forms.
We begin to rise to the stars once we realize that we are already there.
 
The boy stood by the pond. His shoulders shook as he held one end of a plastic tablecloth. Tears streamed down his face but he was silent in his grief.
The tall man at the other end pulled open the cover and the little body tumbled out. Plop, into the water, pulled down by the bricks tied to its midsection, it floated for a few seconds.
To the boy, she looked as though she were swimming, reaching, begging him to save her. He wanted to jump into the cold depths, but he could not move.
Then very quickly, she was gone. The scum closed over her. The ripples reached the shore and disappeared.
Suddenly he was back in his bedroom, his sister beside him. A terrible smell, a thick, choking stench, came from somewhere in the house. Heart hammering with fear, he tightened his grip on his sister's hand as they silently approached the hallway. Their feet and legs were bare and cold on the wooden floor.
Silhouetted by the moonlight, their parents, straight backed and staring, sat in the darkness of the kitchen. They did not see the children lingering in the doorway. Their eyes were locked on a figure in the distance.
Through a mist of putrid smoke, the boy could see the outline of someone tall and looming, someone with a long black cylinder in his arms.
No one moved or spoke. The clock ticked nervously. A flash of light and a burst of sound made them jump. The first bullet ripped into the woman's head, knocking the chair over backwards.
The boy stared numbly at the mass of blood and tissue that used to be his mother.
The second explosion hit the preacher as he loomed out of his chair. It caught him in the stomach and splattered intestines against the kitchen wall. Blood rushed into the man's eyes as he crumpled across the table.
By now the smoke was moving toward them, covering their eyes, hiding the destruction. They heard an explosion from somewhere behind the kitchen and the roof began to clatter around them. Planks of wood hammered to the floor.
The boy leaned over his sister, who was frozen in place, silent.
"Run," he yelled at her.
She awakened to action, turned and raced toward the front door, her thin little legs pumping up and down with terror, yet she kept looking back, her eyes black with fear.
He meant to follow her, but something stopped him. Something heavy crashed over his head, stopped his legs in midflight, flung him to the floor.
His sister turned at the sound. She looked like she was floating. He began to crawl toward her. Suddenly something broke, spitting and exploding behind them. The sound was deafening. Thick black smoke filled his nose, clogged his throat. He couldn't breathe. He couldn't see her.
The next moment, a pair of strong arms lifted him. He was swung toward the front door, where he felt the jarring cold of the night air. She was beside him, dangling in the same saving embrace. He realized their big brother was carrying them to safety. He sobbed with relief, even as the house lit up, licked orange and red and blue with flames and smoke.
Someone else was suddenly there, carrying him into the field beyond. Big Brother laid their sister tenderly on the ground and disappeared.
Surrounded by tall, ragged stalks of corn, a black stream of smoke drifting above their heads, the boy clutched her small body to his side, holding her as she trembled and cried.
A short time later he gave in to the pain. He entered the darkness.
 
Alain opened his eyes. He realized that he was sobbing.
Doc Murphy was there, lifting Alain's head gently so he wouldn't choke on his tears.
May, her face flushed with sadness, knelt beside the sofa, her fingers entwined with his. She helped him sit up.
They were silent as Alain gratefully sipped warm tea, clutching the cup as though infusing its heat into his body.
He felt weak, shaken, as if he had run a long distance or been through a severe illness. Slowly the strength came back to his arms, his legs. His mind began to scramble toward the present.
"Are you ready to talk about it?" Doc Murphy asked.
Alain nodded his head but said nothing, still sipping on the tea as if it were an oxygen line.
Doc began to lecture for a while, giving Alain time to adjust. May sat beside her husband, touching her shoulder to his, listening intently. Alain's muscles trembled as though awakening from a long period of disuse or injury.
"Lots of health professionals are cautious about using hypnosis to release repressed memories," the physician said. "We have to remember that everything we learn here needs to be researched, to see if it can be borne out in fact. I believe it will be helpful in your case. With luck, it will point Jacob in the right direction. Some patients don't remember what they've said, but before we start telling you what we heard, Alain, I want you to think carefully about what you just experienced."
"Hypnosis actually puts you in a hyper-attentive state. It allows you to access your subconscious mind without all the distractions of your environment and other thought processes. The subconscious is where all your memories are stored, including the ones that you have banished from your consciousness. I'm hoping that uncovering these repressed memories will help us resolve your problems."
He was at the end of his mini lecture. The tap of leaves strewn about by a fierce wind against the window began to fill the silence. The dry dust of a post winter drought sprayed against the glass. Within the warmth of the doctor's office, the three people listened to the rhythmic sounds and allowed a secure, safe feeling to permeate.
The speech had its effect. Alain recognized his mission, knew that he must rise to meet the path no matter where it would lead him. He realized that he could do so because May would always be next to him. Even in his subconscious, she had been there.
"I remember a young boy," Alain finally said, clearing his throat and meeting his wife's eyes with determination. "I guess it's me."
He smiled and put the cup down on the table in front of him. "I can also see my sister. She's so pretty, so little and frail. And I think…I know she's here in Burchill."



 
Chapter 36: Doro
 
"Let's finish this, then." Cynthia looked over at her husband. "Nic, will you please make us some coffee and slice up that dessert for all of us? I'm going to do a quick clean up while you do that. Doro, do you want to freshen up before we begin again?"
"Yes, thanks, unless I can help…"
"Absolutely not. I have my methods and besides, I wish to speak with Nicolas."
She didn't sound angry with her husband, really, but there was a suggestion of "We've got to talk" in her voice.
Doro went up to the guest room and got out her cell phone. When she heard his voice, she began to weep. Before she descended the stairs again, she had told him everything.
The two women walked side by side down the hallway toward the den of history, Cynthia with her arm still lightly around Doro's shoulders. The touch gave her strength.
By the time they were re-seated in the den, the young woman was again straight shouldered and dry eyed, ready for the remaining revelations. She too had always secretly believed in fate, despite lots of evidence to the contrary. Right now she was grateful to whatever gods had sent Cynthia into her life.
"Let's look at the inquest information first," the historian suggested. "Now that Nic has surprised us with the story about Sam's boy, we can put everything into context. Then you can tell me what you remember, if you wish. That way, we should have a very clear picture. Probably better than what the inquest had."
She pulled out a stack of papers. "I have a copy of the transcript," she said, smiling sheepishly. "I told you I was resourceful—and obsessed. It was a public inquest, so it wasn't too difficult to obtain. There is probably too much information here, so I would suggest that we read the summary at the end. We can go back over anything that you want to know in detail."
She shuffled the stack of papers and showed Doro.
"Here is the list of witnesses. You'll probably want to read the testimony from Ken Patterson, who called in the fire, and the local fire chief at the time, Jean Fournier. The coroner, Dr. Marc André, is informative and so is the report of a woman from the Children's Aid, Mary Douay."
Doro was jolted a little with recognition at the fire chief's name, but she said nothing. She wanted to wait until she had put all the pieces of the puzzle into place.
Ken Patterson related his story to the inquest jury in basic terms. He reported seeing a tall, ash-covered boy who waved and screamed that the farmhouse up ahead was on fire. He stated that he knew the only farm in that particular area belonged to Robert Janot, so he drove quickly to his home and called the emergency services to proceed there.
When questioned, he said he presumed the boy was Elias Janot, as he was around the same age and height. The farmer did not have a good look because of the predawn light and the fact that the young man was covered in soot. No, he did not think of taking the boy away with him because as soon as the message was delivered, the young man disappeared.
Fire Chief Jean Fournier went over the evidence of arson for the jury. Gasoline was the origin of the fire, which spread rapidly up the stairs. Eventually it travelled into the basement, where the stored propane tanks exploded. The fire became hotter and raged ever more fiercely as it devoured the house. The second floor collapsed first, pushing the first floor into the basement. Then the roof plummeted down on top. The fire obliterated almost everything in the house, the chief reported.
Doro stopped reading for a moment. "I can always smell it in my dreams," she said, wonderingly. "It's as though the fire burned its way into my skin. It smells so awful that it's hard to describe."
Cynthia waited a beat before they continued. Both women, in silent agreement, skipped over the description of the remains. The jury was shown pictures, which were described on these pages in detail.
The body of Elias Janot was discovered first, in the hallway. Most of the second floor and roof had caved in toward the middle, so the front areas had been more accessible to the searchers. Dental records were used to firmly identify the boy.
The two adults were found somewhere near the middle of the house. Buried under an enormous amount of debris, burned beyond recognition, the bodies were, in the chief's words, "in several pieces with the force of wooden beams and other debris crashing down on them." Although members of the community reported another child living in the house, no other body parts or skeletal remains were found.
"However," Chief Fournier stated, "if the child was tiny, the remains may have been obliterated in the explosion of the propane tanks or even crushed so completely that we were unable to find them."
Poor little baby, Doro thought. Lived in obscurity, died in obscurity.
"The deceased adults were likely in the kitchen when the fire began," the Chief reported. "Although at first we surmised that they might have been in one of the bedrooms above, we deduced from the amount of debris on top of the bodies that they were probably on the first floor. In addition, you can see from the coroner's report that they were both fully dressed and therefore not likely to have been in bed."
The coroner's report was next. Both women prepared themselves mentally and emotionally. Cynthia placed her hand, reassuring and motherly, on Doro's shoulder. Once again, they strayed away from the clinical descriptions of the terrible destruction the fire inflicted on the bodies. Instead, Cynthia led them to the section about Robert Janot and Cécile Meloche.
"The two adults were deceased before the fire began, though only by a short time," Dr. Marc André asserted. "During the autopsy, it was discovered that the male died from a gunshot wound to the midsection, while the female was killed with a bullet in the head. Clothing was mostly burned away, but often bits of the material become embedded in the skeleton, which did occur in this instance. I therefore concluded that they were fully clothed. In addition, it appeared from the attitude of their bodies that they died in a position other than prone. I was able to estimate that the time of their deaths would have been between eighteen hundred hours and midnight, several hours before the fire was reported, but very shortly after the fire began. Dental records proved that they were Robert Janot and Cécile Meloche Janot."
The same questions that now swirled around in Doro's mind were crowded into the report but left largely unanswered. Who had killed Robert and Cécile? Where were the children when their parents died? Who started the fire? How had Elias rescued his brother and sister? Why did he go back into the house?
Dr. André's credentials indicated that in addition to being the chief coroner, he was the medical doctor for the area. He reported on the conditions of the two survivors.
"The youngest child, a female, was largely unharmed, although she was treated in the hospital for smoke inhalation. The male survivor, however, was in critical condition and his recovery continues to be precarious. He suffered a severe head injury, the cause of which is unexplained. One theory is that he became pinned under a heavy beam from the falling house. His head was split open and the brain exposed."
"Even if the boy does recover from his injuries, it is highly likely that brain damage will have occurred that may be permanent. He remains in a coma and unable to tell us anything that happened. The little girl has suffered amnesia from the shock. At this stage, she is unable to say anything other than, 'my brother saved me.' It is unclear whether the brother she mentions was the older or younger sibling. She speaks only French and her vocabulary is extremely limited. She may be suffering from shock, or she may have limited faculties."
The Children's Aid Society worker's report was brief and to the point. The female child, Dorothée Janot, was relinquished to the care of her mother's cousin, the only relative to come forward.
Cynthia began to read the jury's conclusions aloud, so Doro tuned in. "The deaths of the parents, identified as Robert Janot and Cécile Meloche Janot, are declared to be homicide. The fire caused the death of Elias Janot, but since arson was involved, this death is also deemed to be homicide. Based on the evidence gathered herein, there are no proposals from Chief Superintendent Duplessis of the Ontario Provincial Police, at this time, to charge any individual, alive or dead, with the fire or the murders. The Ontario Provincial Police have decided to keep the case open as unsolved until or unless further evidence is discovered."
There were some recommendations about installing smoke alarms. In homes that used propane, the removal of tanks to a safe distance from the house. Closer tracking of families whose children were home-schooled. A long list of recommendations that Doro knew had been slowly adopted and whose advancements had saved many lives. But she was still overwhelmed by the enormity of what happened to her original family and by the questions that remained.



 
Chapter 37: Emily
 
Somehow he seemed taller than he did when he stood that morning in my office. Perhaps the normal stoop that he affected explained the difference in height. Perhaps it was the utterly confident look that made him stand straight shouldered and head high. Self-assurance shone from his face, in his eyes, in the curve of his mouth.
He was a very attractive boy. The red of his hair was not garish, but subtle and soft. The blue of his eyes was like a night sky, the depths dark and swirling. A smattering of light-brown freckles over his nose added to a sense of endearing, innocent charm.
But the appeal disappeared when I really looked into the abyss of his eyes. He was smiling and delighted when I jumped. It was clear that he had achieved his goal of startling me. Though he did not allow it to gurgle to the surface, he was laughing at me from somewhere deep inside.
"Aaron!" I managed, my voice a bit high, feeling completely off balance. I had never seen any of the children around the town before, unless they were following their parents.
I put my own shoulders back and tucked my hair behind my ears, giving myself time to assume the authority of the principal. My voice back to normal, I asked as pleasantly as possible, "What are you doing out here?"
"Same thing as you, I guess," he answered. "Just enjoying the sunshine."
It was a polite, even amiable thing to say, but his voice was flat and monotone. He was making it clear that this was not the real reason he had appeared on the bridge. Yet I would have no cause to throw his words back to him. He had replied with just the right phrases.
So I returned the favour, keeping the conversation inane. "Yes, isn't the beginning of spring one of the most pleasant times of the year? Are you looking forward to the end of school?"
"Not really." He paused for a moment, still facing me, his hands in his pockets, a smile pasted on his lips.
I wondered how I had never noticed his coldness. No emotion reached deep enough inside to flow from his eyes. Had his father so abused him that all feeling had been completely suppressed?
"I'm actually very excited about my new volunteer position," he said. "Can't wait to spend more time around the office. I know my mom enjoyed it."
"Well, that's great, Aaron. I enjoyed working with her too."
"I'll just bet you did."
He kept up the phony smile and then he did something completely unexpected. He reached his hand up toward my face.
When I flinched, he laughed aloud as he touched my hair, coming back with a small piece of fluff in his fingers.
Then he fairly danced back over the bridge, disappearing quickly into the downtown area. I hurried the rest of the way home, trying not to think. I wanted to wait until I was in my husband's arms.
Langford Taylor, my best friend, my lover, had been my husband for thirty-two years. For nearly twenty of that time, we were separated by a terrible miscarriage of justice, which I had only recently been able to put behind me.
I rarely thought of those dark years now. I had, at this 'advanced' age, finally learned peace. Burchill, the Shaman Agnes Lake, and May all helped me find my way.
But it was Langford, whose real name of William I used only in the privacy of our home, who filled my life. Tall, lanky and serious with brown eyes that still held the sadness of his lost youth, he instinctively listened closely, made friends slowly but steadfastly, and was able to read people extremely well. He was generous and witty and kind.
I knew that our love was probably strengthened and intensified by our past, but I would gladly have traded the force of the passion for those lost years. I would've happily been somewhat ignored and taken for granted if that could have erased the pain of his incarceration and humiliation.
Despite some of the problems here, Burchill was our sanctuary. Our friendship with May and Alain brought us closer to regaining our trust and faith in people and life. In fact, over the last four years, I had never been happier.
Langford Taylor was now a very well known painter. From some rather 'ordinary' landscapes, he had branched out into interpretive art, integrating nature with dreams and conjecture. He took what he saw and mixed it with possibility, imagination, futuristic projections. People lingered over his art, posed questions, discussed answers, made projections and conjectures of their own.
Langford loved the conversation generated by each of his paintings. He listened to the opinions avidly and never made judgments or ridiculed or refuted what the art lovers had to say. He allowed each of his fans to believe that their interpretation was the correct one, the most insightful.
Lately, Langford had been showered with awards throughout Ontario, which he shied away from accepting in person. We hadn't yet addressed the issue of what steps to follow if his fame spread across the country. What would happen if someone in Vancouver, British Columbia, wanted his work, his picture, his presence?
We had left the west coast behind, avoided notoriety by assuming a different name and never speaking of our past. Would another kind of fame draw us back into that nightmare? It was a dilemma we'd been avoiding, but as the demand for Langford's paintings grew dramatically, I did wonder where his prominence would lead us.
That afternoon, I found Langford, as usual, in his studio. Prefabricated material had been designed so the little addition to our property looked just like our century frame home.
Natural light flooded through the large windows on all four sides. The sophisticated track lighting allowed Langford to paint in all weather and at all times of the day or night. Lately, I had noticed an empty bed in the early mornings, a result of his increased inspiration and the new techniques he had discovered.
Langford was cleaning his brushes at the sink when I entered the studio. He turned swiftly and when he saw who it was, he grinned widely.
At his feet, our little brown and white dog, Angel, lay in a patch of sun. She jumped up and landed in my arms, licking my face with delight. I patted her, hugged her and then set her down. Angel returned contentedly to the little spot of sunshine and sighed as she resettled into her nap.
Wiping his hands on a clean cloth, my husband covered the short distance in three strides of his long legs, wrapping me in his arms.
"Hey, baby, my turn," he whispered in my ear. "How was your day?"
Before answering, I kissed him deeply for a few minutes, our tongues soft and welcoming, the electricity shooting through my body to my toes.
"Much better now," I said breathlessly, shaking off my jacket and sitting in the nearest chair.
Langford went back to the sink and scrubbed another brush, as he looked sideways at me. "What happened?"
First I told him about Renae's report. Then I described meeting Aaron Sanderson on the bridge.
"Maybe because I'd been so immersed in talking about the family, he caught me totally off balance. Oh, and I forgot to mention, this morning he came into my office and asked if he could take his mother's place as a volunteer. He's just so different from what I have always thought about him. He's not at all meek or self-conscious or shy. He's completely the opposite."
I turned and looked out of the south window. The early spring wind lifted the lake water and sprayed it on shore. Trying to put my reaction into words, I continued.
"To discover that the boy I've seen and monitored in the school for eight years is actually someone totally different has really shaken me. He's even a bit scary, he's so assertive."
"Would you say he's aggressive?"
Langford turned and placed the brushes in their appropriate slots to dry. He poured the sour-smelling turpentine and leftover paint into a large jar. The paint would eventually sink to the bottom and I knew his next steps by heart. Reuse the turpentine on top. Keep the leftover oils to create an abstract someday.
He began to wash his hands thoroughly.
"I'm not really sure I'd use that description," I said slowly. "But I'm wondering how I could have been so wrong. I might be making a mountain out of a molehill, I suppose. I can't wait until he starts volunteering. Maybe I'll find out who this boy really is. And I have to talk to Kristen too."
"Kristen George is his teacher? Lucky kid!"
"Hey," I laughed back at him. "I thought you didn't notice other beautiful women."
Kristen George was living proof that mixing the races was a good idea. Her mother was white, but her father was the descendent of an American slave who married a Native. She was not thin, more Marilyn Monroe than Angelina Jolie, but her huge brown eyes, luxurious hair and soft brown skin combined to make her a strikingly beautiful, voluptuous woman. No wonder the intermediate boys were always so well behaved in her class.
Langford came toward me and lifted me out of the chair.
"Other beautiful women, eh? Developed some confidence finally, Mrs. Taylor? Recognize just how gorgeous you are? You've still got that blond, blue-eyed, slim foxy thing going on."
I giggled like a schoolgirl as he twirled me around. Angel looked up and appeared to grin at us.
"Let me show you how much I appreciate you and how little I noticed that Kristen George is extremely attractive in a dark, sultry kind of way…"
"So you did notice, you bugger," I laughed again, regaining my dignity as he set me back on my feet.
"Old bugger," Langford said. "I'd better watch I don't get accused of being a dirty old man. I'm getting on, my dear. You better take advantage of me while you still can—or rather, while I still can."
We both laughed heartily. As we headed for the door with Angel at our side, I noticed the painting that he was working on was covered with a sheet. Unusual for Langford.
"What's the painting, hon? Is it going to be a surprise?"
A small frown creased his face as he continued to switch off the lights.
"No, but it's another sort of turn for me. My subjects and techniques are really morphing. I don't know what to think of this one and I want to wait awhile before I show it, even to you. I hope you don't mind."
"Of course not, my love," I replied, completely confident in his motives.
If only I'd insisted on seeing that painting, that afternoon, perhaps I would have been more prepared for what would happen next. Then again, perhaps nothing could have equipped me for such traumatic change.



 
Chapter 38: Brimstone
 
The reverend lay lengthwise across the steps below the altar, his hair plastered with dried blood. Ugly purple welts rose on the skin of his bare arms. Above him, the man continued to lecture, the words echoing and reverberating from the walls of the empty room.
"But she trusted in her beauty, and played the whore because of your fame, and lavished her whoring on any passerby," he quoted and misquoted, twisting the words from the Bible to become his. "She took some of your garments, and made for herself colourful shrines, and on them played the whore. Nothing like this has ever been or ever shall be."
His voice became a howl. He drew the words in and gargled with them. "She also took your beautiful jewels of my gold and my silver that I had given you, and made for herself male images, and with them played the whore. And she took your embroidered garments to cover them, and set your oil and your incense before them. Also your bread that you gave her. You fed her with choice flour and oil and honey. You set it before her as a pleasing odour. And so it was, says the Lord God."
The lecturer came down the steps, black robes flowing around him. He lifted the vicar up by the hair to look at him.
"You must take your offspring, whom she has borne, and these you must sacrifice to be devoured. The child not of your loins has already been swallowed by the waters of evil. Now you must slaughter your children and deliver them up as an offering. How sick is her heart, says the Lord God, that she did all these things, the deeds of a brazen whore!"
The man got down on his knees in front of the reverend, raising both his arms toward the back of the church, where a silent woman stood. Arms at her sides, eyes blank and expressionless, her head remained lowered.
"Yet you, Pastor, you were not like a whore, because you scorned payment. You are the victim of this adulterous wife, who receives strangers instead of her husband! Gifts are given to all whores. But she gave your gifts to all her lovers, bribing them to come to her from all around."
This time, he stepped around the prone figure and advanced toward the woman, who did not move. He pointed a long, shaking finger close to her face, almost scratching her with his tapered nails.
"Madam, you were different from other women in your whoring. No one solicited you to play the whore. You gave payment, while no payment was given to you. You were different. You are the daughter of Molech, who is the supreme life form of evil. Have you not committed lewdness beyond all abominations?"
"See, everyone who uses proverbs will use this proverb about you, 'Like mother, like daughter.' You are the daughter of your mother, who loathed her husband and her child. And you are the mother of your daughters and sons, who are the spawn of the devil. They are more corrupt than you in all your ways. They are haughty and do abominable things before me. Therefore they must be removed."
He went back to the other man, whose body was now inert, unmoving, unhearing. The speaker appeared not to notice.
"You have allowed your seed to pass through the fire to Molech. You have defiled yourself with her. You have profaned the name of your God. Remember what the Lord says: 'And if the people of the land hide their eyes from the man, when he giveth of his seed unto Molech, and kill him not. Then I will set My Face against that man, and against his family, and will cut him off, and all that go whoring after him, to commit whoredom with Molech, from among their people.' You must do God's Will, Pastor Rob. You must kill the spawn of Molech."
The voice reverberated in waves down the emptiness of the room, filling it with the horror of a murderous scream followed by laughter.
The woman turned her head slightly, barely registering her son standing in the doorway. His face was pale and puffed with sleeplessness. If she could have seen clearly, she would have noticed that his visage was suffused with a look that was beyond fear. It was the look of desperation, hopelessness and loss.



 
Chapter 39: Jacob
 
The odd drought of March continued into April, making everyone feel unnatural and unhealthy. Both children had been through the flu and Helen had suffered from a bitter cold for weeks. They were all better now, but the weather continued to be a source of conversation for the whole town.
Yet as Jacob sat in his office, he felt a shudder of joy. Lately, he grinned at himself, everything made him feel positive, light and happy, even strange weather. That's what love was supposed to do, he thought.
Helen and Jordan had gone for a midmorning nap, Adrienne was at school and Jacob had delved into Alain's case. He was excited by the news that Doc Murphy had been able to unearth some information through hypnosis. They knew three things for certain.
First, if he were correct in believing that his sister was here in Burchill, Alain's memories hinted strongly that his past centered in this locality.
Secondly, from the description in his nightmares, the location of the baby's burial could very well be Bahswaway Pond, a small body of water that had formed over an ancient well just outside town.
Third, Alain had just barely escaped from death in a house fire.
Jacob now knew far more about Alain's past than he had yet disclosed to his client. When he began the search, he filed for a birth certificate on Alain's behalf, only to discover that there was nothing for Alain Reneaux. However, with a little digging and some granted favours from an acquaintance in the office of the Registrar General in Sudbury, Jacob discovered that an application for a name change had resulted in Alain Reneaux's appearing to be 'born' at the age of thirteen.
The application had been made by the Children's Aid Society, of which Alain had become a ward that year. He was listed as an 'orphan' and 'in need of protection.' The CAS applied for the court order to change his identity to protect him from 'possible harassment and/or harm.'
Next to assist Jacob with his search was Renae Ogemah. She had been spending a day every week at Burchill School, thus Jacob had come to know her quite well. He loved her spunk and her deep commitment to the children.
Renae had been able to pull more strings than Jacob had. Since Alain was an orphan and no one had ever filed for adoption, he had every right to the information. The difficulty was that no one had ever told Alain about his real identity. And of course, Alain had run away to begin his own life at a very young age. In the tangle of red tape and overloaded caseworkers, Alain had slipped under the radar for all these years. No one had attempted to find him and until now, he'd not asked about his background.
A few piles of paperwork later, the proper applications had been filed. Now the long form of Alain's birth certificate lay on Jacob's desk. Both May and Alain had requested that Jacob handle the gathering of any information and that he be the one to open the envelopes and lay it out before them. They didn't think they could handle more than they were dealing with right now.
Jacob sliced open the envelope and pulled out the birth certificate. It had been neatly typed on an eleven-by-seventeen piece of cream-colored paper. It took a few moments for Jacob to adjust to the small print. The certificate confirmed that Alain's real name was Ithamar Alain Janot.



 
Chapter 40: Alain
 
Alain, May, Doc Murphy and Jacob sat in the lawyer's office. Everyone sipped glasses of a dark red wine that left a light peppery taste on their tongues, while Alain stuck to soda water.
Helen, Kristen and Maire were in the main house, preparing the first big dinner party that Jacob had hosted in Burchill. Every once in a while, they could hear singing and laughter from the kitchen.
Emily and Langford Taylor, as well as Frances and Edgar Brennan, were expected later. The couples had decided to celebrate Alain's discoveries, focusing on the positive, reminding him that his real life was here and now.
The small group in the office was determined to be buoyant, but smiles were forced through nervous cheeks and conversation was strained. Finally, Jacob opened the file and began to reveal the information that he had gleaned. He knew the revelations would be difficult for Alain, so he went slowly, careful to remain completely objective and nonjudgmental.
Doc Murphy sat on one side of Alain, while May sat on the other. Jacob took the more distant, professional role, sitting facing them.
Jacob's tone was interesting and calm, creating a perfect combination of lecture and story.
"Once I found out your real name, Alain, it wasn't difficult to trace your roots. First, your full name is Ithamar Alain Janot. Your father was Robert Janot and your mother was Cécile Meloche. You had an older brother, Elias, and two younger sisters, Dorothée and Faith. Your name and those of your siblings, as you can well guess, have religious significance."
The small group had agreed to maintain silence until the end of Jacob's presentation, but they could all feel the questions welling up inside.
"You were born in a farmhouse just outside the village of Brinston. It's about an hour's drive from here, I understand. From the records that Renae Ogemah was able to unearth, the CAS made the decision to rename and relocate you."
Jacob gently held up his hand to May and she left her blurted "Why?" in the air.
"I'll explain everything eventually, I promise."
He gave Alain and May a copy of the birth certificate to keep them preoccupied with something to look at while they listened.
"You can see on this next application from the CAS that they made you a ward of the court in 1980. Next, they renamed you and sent you to the first of a series of foster homes, all in the Toronto area. They made the case that you had special needs that might not be serviced in small-town foster situations, but also that you might be harassed and harmed if you were brought up anywhere near Brinston."
Jacob lifted a series of photocopies from his desk.
"When Doc was able to get you to remember the fire, I was able to corroborate your memories with information about the Janot family. The story is told in a series of newspaper articles that I have copied for you. It's not an easy story, Alain. I want to tell it to you verbally and then invite you to read the articles."
"A bit of background, too. Both your parents were French Canadian, though Robert's family did not have as long a history in Canada as your mother's did. Both of them were only children. I haven't tried to trace any other relatives yet, but we will, as it might help find your sister."
"Robert Janot was a renowned preacher for a good number of years. He had a church attached to his property and actually had a rather large following. Known as the Church of Leviticus, it was legally a rogue church. There is a branch in Williamsburg, which still runs to this day. That one was given charitable status and recognized by the government as an official church."
"Janot's branch was given tacit approval by the one in Williamsburg, but for some reason, never got charitable status on its own. I wasn't able to find any other official branches in Canada, but there are a few in the United States, especially in California. There are also reports of other branches that were begun by various self-appointed ministers, but are connected to the Church of Leviticus in name only."
"The original was started by a kind of hippie cult and did not get good reviews. Quite a number of testimonials from former members report that people who attended the church were either brainwashed or bought into the old-time fire and brimstone. Some branches even turned to violence against anyone who vocally disagreed with the church principles or decided to leave. There are lots of reports from former constituents about family members who joined Leviticus and have not been seen since. There are also reports of beatings, houses burned down and other acts of revenge, although the Leviticans have been able to dispute each charge. They are either innocent or very clever at hiding their misdeeds."
"All this is to let you know that Pastor Janot was involved in a rather shady operation. In 1970, he was charged with fraud. Although he beat the rap, he was pretty much harassed for years afterward. The Williamsburg branch, under a Pastor Rondeau, supported Janot, but nevertheless, his branch of the church began to fail."
"For several years, he and his family became recluses and outcasts. The papers report some kind of Deacon who stayed with him, but other than that, the congregation pretty much dissipated. After the trial, someone repeatedly vandalized the church and the house and once even beat up the Pastor. Janot claimed he couldn't remember anything, so no one was ever charged. Then in 1980, somebody burned down the house."
The last sentence was said slowly and gently.
"Worse, they killed your mother and father first."
Jacob sat down, handing over the newspaper clippings to Alain and May. As they looked through them, Jacob continued.
"Both you and your sister, Dorothée, were rescued. However, you suffered a terrible cranial injury. Doctors thought that a beam from the house had fallen on you. In a coma for nearly six months, you had no memory whatsoever when you regained consciousness. Neither your brother Elias nor your sister Faith survived. In fact, Faith's body was never found."
"I was able to speak to Moe Fournier. Coincidentally, it was his father who headed the fire investigation. He told me that Faith's bones could have been so small that they completely disintegrated, because the propane tanks in the house exploded. However, in light of your nightmare about the well, we have another theory. Doc will handle that issue," he added, when May and Alain looked up from the articles. "Let's deal with one thing at a time. Who wants another drink?"
Alain answered quickly. "I sure could use one, as long as my doctor thinks it's okay."
Doc Murphy nodded. "A little bit of wine won't hurt," he said. "You've been on the medication long enough to be able to take a small amount of alcohol. Right now, I think you need it. I know I do."
Doc poured wine, while Jacob went into the house and returned with a platter of delicious-smelling appetizers.
May noticed that everyone ate but Alain. He remained mesmerized by the newspaper copies. While the others gathered around the appetizer tray, she used the moment to speak quietly in his ear.
"How are you holding up?"
He turned his expressive eyes toward her. She could see flickers of pain, mixed with wonder and excitement.
"I'm okay. I'm sad, but I feel as though I'm reading a story about someone I used to know."
She nodded in agreement, understanding how he felt. "Want me to get you something to eat?"
He lifted his glass. "I think so. This wine tastes way too good. Might help if I had some food too."
Once the group resettled, this time with plates and glasses balanced on their laps, Jacob continued the presentation.
"As I was saying, the baby may or may not have died in the fire. Moe Fournier gave me a detailed lesson in forensic inquiries, most of which I'll spare you. His dad was heavily involved in this case and passed the interest on to his son. You should have heard him! He was impassioned."
"Identification depends on careful collection of fragments and splinters and reconstruction of the specimens. Moe says that this process requires a forensic anthropologist who is well experienced in the field of burned bones. At the time of this fire, there was no such person available. Jean Fournier was a rural fire chief. He had little or no experience with finding bones. Plus the explosions that destroyed the house made finding the remains extremely difficult. These days, they have lots of different methods, but the evidence of course is long gone."
"Your brother, Elias, was discovered in the front hall. There were theories about him, naturally, but nothing substantial. Either he was a hero, who had saved the two of you and attempted to save the baby after someone else killed your parents, or he killed them and set the house on fire. We may never know, since even your hypnosis-retrieved memories don't shed much light on these events. At least, not so far."
"Your sister Dorothée was legally adopted afterward, Alain. The records were sealed, so unless she wants to get in touch, there will be no way to find her. However, I have prepared the papers and we can send a request to her through the CAS. Basically, you put yourself on a registry and the CAS forwards the request to exchange information. She can, however, turn down the invitation."
"It's interesting that you think she lives here in Burchill. It wouldn't be out of the question, since Brinston is not that far away. I've read stories where siblings, especially twins, find each other against all odds. There was even a set of twins who were separated at birth, then met and actually married each other before they found out."
Alain looked at May, who said, "Hey bro," and burst out laughing. Soon they were all joining in, feeling a cathartic release after the grim tragedy of Alain's family history.
"I want you all to know," Alain said when silence followed their laughter, "how much I appreciate your support. I am sure you know I am having some trouble with this. But I have May and I have your friendships. Now that I know what happened to my family, I understand why I was such an angry little boy. As Doc said, I am going to be able to deal with it once I know all the facts. Before, it was an unknown fear but now…this is a horrible tragedy and it's sad what happened to my family and me. At least I am not the monster I thought I might be."
He paused and the group physically moved closer to him. May leaned toward him, putting her hand on his arm. They reinforced by their proximity that they would support his discovery and his journey toward healing.
"I believe I know who Dorothée became and where she is," Alain said slowly, almost thinking out loud. "But I don't want to say it. It is something from my dream, something from the hypnosis…the way her eyes and face were when she turned to look at me…the way she moved. I will feel ridiculous if I say it out loud and it's not true. I hope you will be patient with me."
Doc spoke first. "You have come a long way in a very short period of time, Alain. We won't rush you. And try not to rush yourself. You have such an enormous amount of information to handle already, not to mention the emotional toll."
"Let's leave all of this for tonight," Jacob suggested. "Let's celebrate the discoveries with wine and good food and maybe even some song later."
Everyone smiled. They were pensive and gentle. The celebrating would be delicious.
"Just one more thing before we leave this," Doc said.
When Jacob apologized for having forgotten, the physician continued.
"Going back to Alain's revelation about the baby. The description of the pond-like setting and little Faith's disappearance got me to thinking…"
"The bones from Bahswaway!" May exclaimed and then clapped her hand over her mouth, the gesture making clear the spontaneity of her outburst.
However, Doc pointed to her like a child who'd given the right answer at last.
"Exactly. It seems to me that the description of the well in your dream is very similar to Bahswaway. Also, the dreams started about four years ago and if you recall, that's precisely when the bones were discovered. It's too much of a coincidence."
The group nodded their agreement.
"I happen to know the forensic anthropologist in Ottawa who has the bones in her lab. I don't believe she would have spent a lot of time on them, mostly because of a lack of budget, since no case has really been pursued with regard to them. However, I think I can get Edgar to talk the OPP into investigating now. One last question, Alain."
"This woman whom you think may be your sister. Would her age make her Dorothée? Or do you think it's possible that she is Faith? That the baby survived somehow? As Jacob said, her body was never found."
"Don't forget that was pretty common though, Doc," Jacob reminded him. "In those days, finding the tiny bones of a baby in a fire that devastating would have been nearly impossible."
Alain considered for a moment. "I'm not sure, of course. I'm not really certain of anything right now. In my nightmares, the ancient well becomes real and the baby dies in it. In hypnosis, I saw her body go into the pond. The other little girl, the one I see in the fire, I believe she is Dorothée."
Doc continued. "My theory is that your sister's remains were among the bones found in Bahswaway during the search for the missing women years ago. It fits with everything we've heard."
There was a shocked silence as they attempted to deal with another possible twist to the ugly, heartbreaking story.
At that moment, Kristen George knocked at the office door. When Jacob opened it, she said, "Sorry to disturb you!"
They all chimed in at once that they were almost done.
"Just wanted to let you know that Emily and Langford have arrived. But Edgar phoned a while ago and cancelled out. He's been called away on business and Frances couldn't make it back from the conference."
"What a shame! They're even working on a Saturday," Jacob lamented, planting a kiss on his fiancée's cheek.
"Look who's talking," May interjected and the laughter carried them into the main part of the house.
That evening, the little group partied and celebrated, putting the serious issues behind them for a while, focusing on the positive, the energy, the possibilities and their friendships. Two long tables had been placed from the dining room clear through to the living room. Their faces lit by candlelight, the smiles reflected in the huge picture window.
Jordan, Adrienne, Helen, Jacob and Kristen filled one end of the dining area. Doc and Maire faced each other in the middle. At the end, Alain, May, Langford and Emily smiled, laughed, toasted, refilled glasses and enjoyed the food immensely.
Later, when the children had been put to bed, the adults continued to talk and laugh far into the night. There was, as Jacob had predicted, even singing, led by Helen's deep, melodious voice.
From the outside, their faces were smudged by the glow of the candles, their mouths opened and closed without sound. The person watching them was incensed by the flagrant display of decadence. The food was drenched in oily sauces, the meat red and dripping, their mouths twisted and churned as they masticated. Sometimes they even laughed, showing lumps of fetid ground-up fodder. Now red faced with a repulsive alcoholic glow, they lifted the glasses of iniquity. They were irreverent, self-indulgent and gluttonous.
The watcher's fists clenched, mouth grimaced in anger. They would pay for their godlessness. Very soon. When the spawn of Molech were reunited.
The intruder took the burned plucked body of the pigeon and rubbed its charred remains into the steps of the front porch. The conduits of Molech's return shall make atonement as well.
Satisfied, the observer disappeared into the night.



 
Chapter 41: Doro
 
Nicolas Denis arrived with dessert. Mounds of whipped cream and fruit blended with a fluffy angel cake. The coffee was hot and darkly delicious. The three of them sat close together in the small space of the den.
By now, the sun had disappeared over the neighbouring rooftops and bright lights reflected their faces back from the windows. For a moment, they ate in silence.
Cynthia abruptly put down her plate. "When did Sam tell you about Steven?" she asked.
It was clear she'd been holding in her question since his confession a couple of hours ago.
Nic paused with a spoonful of cake and cream halfway to his mouth. He gave her a tentative look. "Just last year. After Steven was killed in that car accident."
Doro thought back to Blue Shirt's menacing look. A father, grieving his son, yet obviously still uncertain as to his role in this infamous fire. No wonder he was enraged and alarmed that she had turned up in their midst. Guilt and anguish could create powerful reactions.
Cynthia nodded. "Okay, I think I can see why you didn't tell me. But why didn't he make Steven tell the authorities what he'd seen and heard? His account makes Elias look a lot more innocent."
"Why do you think this?"
"Because…well…" She hesitated. "It makes sense that Elias came home in the middle of the night, discovered the fire and his parents dead. So he went further inside the house and rescued his sister and brother. Then he made sure they were safe before trying to go after the baby. He's a hero."
"It could be," Nic conceded. "But Steven's account does not really clear up anything. Elias also could have shot the parents and then set the fire. Maybe he did not plan to save his brother and sister. Maybe he only does that because Steven shows up."
He munched the last mouthful of his dessert. "And maybe Steven has told nothing but lies. Maybe he has helped with the murders and the fire. He never changed after that. He became even worse a problem to his parents. He died driving drunk."
He added the last sentence as an aside to Doro.
"And maybe Sam knows it too," Cynthia said.
Nic nodded reluctantly. "That could be, ma chérie. I would not be surprised. This thing, it still eats Sam up. When Steven died, he had to tell someone and he picks me."
They all relaxed in their chairs, empty dishes piled up, steaming hot, comforting coffee still in their hands.
"Doro, what do you think? Do you want to digest all of this information and talk in the morning? Or do you want to talk now?"
For an answer, the younger woman leaned forward, emphasizing the intimacy she felt toward this couple.
"I want you to know that my name is now Frances," she said.
Doro could hear Candace Petapiece's soft, pleasant voice singing in the background 'You Are My Special Angel.'
"I named you Frances," she said to Doro, "because it means free. You are a free person, my darling, and I will always love you."
She was larger than life, outgoing and fun. But she told Frances nothing about her past. In her own way, she was protecting Doro, trying to free her from the ghastly memories of her family and how they had died.
"My Aunt Candace, though I guess Cousin Candace is more accurate, told me she called me Frances because it meant free. But I wasn't free, not really."
It didn't work, Aunt Candace, Frances whispered to herself, but I love you for trying.
"Not until today," Frances continued. "Recently, I'd been hearing the name 'Doro' in my memories, in my dreams. When I arrived in Brinston, I suddenly told Nicolas and his friends that I was called Doro. I didn't want anyone to know who I was."
She laughed mirthlessly. "Instead, I inadvertently picked my birth name. It somehow felt right and now I know why."
Frances cleared her throat and continued. "I got married last year to a wonderful man. We didn't plan this pregnancy. He's quite a bit older than I am and I wasn't sure how he'd react."
Nic actually laughed, a sound Frances hadn't heard until now.
"Now you know after meeting us that age does not matter," he chuckled as his wife smiled at him indulgently.
"Yes. Not only did I make that mistake, but I also felt I should uncover my past alone. I was so afraid of what I might find. Now I realize that I should have told my husband everything right from the start."
"Between couples, nothing should be a secret," Cynthia said softly, a message Frances knew was as much for Nic as it was for her. "What do you do for a living?"
"We're both police officers," she answered and it was Cynthia's turn to giggle.
"No wonder you're not used to all this emotion," she teased. "You probably have to be pretty straight in your real life."
Frances smiled back, feeling as though she had known these people forever. Then suddenly she could not stifle a yawn and all three of them laughed out loud.
"Here we are, keeping a newly pregnant woman up past nine o'clock," Cynthia admonished as she patted Frances's hand.
"Let's continue this tomorrow, okay? I think you need a good night's sleep and so does that youngster of yours. You've had a huge amount of information thrown at you today. Not to mention the heavy feelings that have been dredged up."
Frances nodded, suddenly feeling the weight of fatigue that the draining of her emotions had placed on her shoulders. "Before I try to sleep, though, what happened to my brother? To Itha?"
Cynthia didn't need to look at any of her research to answer this question. It was something she had obviously thought about since meeting Doro.
"There was one small article in the paper about eight months later. It simply stated that he was released from the hospital into the care of the Children's Aid Society. I was unable to access any further information. You might be able to trace him, though. One other thing they did mention was that his memory never returned."
"So even if I found him, he wouldn't remember me," Frances said slowly, almost to herself.
"Well, we don't know that for sure. He might have regained some memory by now. That's one of the things we should talk about tomorrow. We'll figure out a way to find him."
Cynthia sounded so confident that Frances began to climb the stairs to the guest room with hope, looking forward to a future without bad dreams and perhaps with a brother to call her own.
Suddenly, the doorbell rang and all three of them froze in the hallway.



 
Chapter 42: Emily
 
The school was so busy that I barely had time to think about how close our retirement date loomed. May was preoccupied and tense, as though she couldn't wait to hand over the tasks and focus on what was happening with Alain. I didn't blame her, but I was losing my office manager at the worst possible time.
Fortunately, Lynda was sensitive to the situation and spent most of her time in the office, helping finalize the myriad of responsibilities that had to be accomplished in the next three months.
The school budget had to be balanced and settled. Orders for the September start-up had to be placed. We had already met with Superintendent McGraw and given him our rationale for Lynda's replacement, her own future vice principal. Interviews to choose May's replacement had been conducted, and we were in the midst of sending off all staff appraisals. Several submissions, surveys and information required by the Ministry of Education also had to be completed.
In between we had to plan end-of-the-year trips, meetings, in-services, the science fair, public speaking contests, Career Day, the Spring Concert, the Volunteer Tea, the School Council Appreciation Luncheon and help organize the Burchill Community Picnic. Not to mention the Special Education reports that Lynda had to author, present and submit. Thus I was forced to lean on volunteers, both adult and student, more than usual.
Aaron Sanderson became a fixture in the office. Once I confirmed with Kristen George that indeed he was a superior, gifted student who literally passed the academic requirements ahead of time, I began to put his skills to work more than I might have. Part of keeping him close was my continued curiosity and concern about his family situation.
Renae was true to her word and visited the school at least once a week. Meghan was making some progress but mostly with Meredith and a select number of students, rather than in general. Renae organized some games that included Meghan's circle of friends and she reported some success with that approach.
However, it was the tension between Aaron and Renae that began to interest me most as time flew by.
Whenever she came into the office while he was present, which didn't happen often, Renae attacked him verbally.
She volleyed things like, "Should you be looking in that desk drawer, Aaron?" in a sarcastic, condescending tone.
Aside from the fact that Aaron's office duties and authorities were none of her concern, the manner and accusations were completely atypical of Renae. Normally, she would have consulted me. A student helper was looking in May's desk. Was that permitted? But in Aaron's case, she accosted him directly.
For his part, the boy was steadily, unfailingly polite, even sycophantic. To my later regret, I just didn't have nor did I take the time to confront Renae about her feelings toward this student. It happened too seldom and I was just too preoccupied with matters that, at the time, I erroneously thought were more important.
Aaron was never late nor derelict in the tasks I gave him. He counted money accurately. He answered the phones confidently and professionally so May could attend to other matters. Gradually he even began to deal with some of the students who came into the office for one reason or another. It was one of those children who offered me the first clue that things were not as they seemed.
Sent to the office by his teacher, Michelle Henderson, James Gibson was complaining of a stomach ache. May directed him to the health room, where he lay on the sick bed. Soon he was joined by another little boy, who just happened to be Ben Sanderson, also complaining of nausea.
May left the office to deliver some mail to the staff room, with Aaron in charge of the phones. Lynda and I were conferring in mine, struggling over budget numbers that refused to match up. It took some time for us to hear the sobs.
Telling my vice principal that I would go, mostly to get a break from the math, I walked into an empty office.
The crying was coming from the little room next door, separated from the main office by a door that was always left open. This time, it was closed. I pushed on it and felt someone jump away from the other side.
Aaron stood there, looking at me with wide, calm blue eyes.
"I was just about to call you, Mrs. Taylor," he said, his voice low and deferential. "James here has been causing quite a problem, along with my brother. I'm not sure either of them are really ill."
I looked over at both small boys, sitting side by side on the black leather bed. The blanket and sheet that normally covered it was balled up in the corner. James was almost doubled over, his dark head touching his knees, his shoulders shaking. Ben sat completely upright, hands in his lap, tears tracking down his freckled cheeks without a sound.
Although Aaron appeared thoughtful and concerned, there was something stiff and cold in his demeanour. The fact that his little brother stared with such fear and loathing at the older boy made me want to deal with this alone.
"Well, thanks, Aaron, I'll take over now. You are needed at Mrs. Reneaux's desk."
There was a very mild hesitation. For a moment I thought I saw a flicker of the aggression that I had glimpsed on the bridge, but it quickly dissipated and he moved toward May's desk.
"Of course, Mrs. Taylor," he said over his shoulder.
I shut the door again and pulled up a chair to face the two little boys. Placing my hand gently on James's shoulder, I told him it was okay now.
"Is it your stomach, James? Does it hurt really badly?"
The boy sat up and looked at me. His eyes were red and full of tears. His little face was pinched and pale.
"Yes," he whispered.
"Were the two of you causing problems?"
Ben spoke up. "I'm sorry, Mrs. Taylor. We were noisy."
James was barely able to talk, his voice shuddering and interrupted by sobs.
"We were just talking. He was so mean. He punched my stomach and made it worse."
"Who did?"
Ben quickly answered. "Nobody. He's just saying that to get my brother in trouble."
I ignored him. "You're telling me that Aaron punched you in the stomach, James?"
The small boy nodded his head up and down, unable this time to get the words out. I could see that he was not only hurting physically, but that he was devastated and terrified. Someone from the office, a big boy who was supposed to be helping him, had hurt him instead. His trust and security had been shaken.
"Benjaman, please tell me the truth. Aaron must have done something to upset James so much. I know James and he's not the kind of boy to be in tears for nothing."
Ben was silent, refusing to raise his head.
James looked up at me. His big brown eyes lit up with gratitude, though he had not yet gotten the distress under control.
I inserted myself between the two boys and gathered him in my arms, rocking him until his crying subsided. Tissue in hand, he began to dry the tears and to breathe normally.
I inquired about where he hurt and then I took him to the washroom in the health room. I asked him if it was okay for him to pull up his shirt so we could both check for bruises. He agreed immediately and pulled his T-shirt up, showing pale bare skin.
Although there was no bruising or marks at all, he said that his tummy still ached and he felt sick. I put my hand to his forehead. He was a little warm and flushed, but that could be the result of so much emotion.
"Do you want me to call your mom and ask her to come and get you?"
I had my arm around him, speaking with him softly, so Ben could not hear.
"No," James answered. "She's got a big, big meeting today. When I had a sore tummy this morning, she said I would have to go to school anyway."
I smiled gently at him. I knew James's mom was single. She had recently acquired a new, more lucrative job entailing greater responsibilities. As long as he didn't get worse, I wanted to support her efforts.
"Okay, we'll let you stay here for now."
I picked up a bottle of water from the shelf.
"Here, sip this slowly and let's see if your tummy feels better soon."
James returned to the bed, but I noticed that he stayed farther away from Ben. I leaned toward the other little boy once more.
"Benjaman, before I speak with Aaron, can you tell me anything more about what happened?"
James's voice was quite loud now when he answered for Ben this time.
"Please don't talk to Aaron," he pleaded. "He'll just beat me up when you're not looking."
"Aaron doesn't beat kids up, James," I said. "We don't allow that here."
"Yes, he does," James insisted. "He does it when no one is looking."
Benjaman continued to hang his head.
"Ben?"
"No, no, no, don't say anything, James," he whispered.
"All right, listen to me, both of you. I won't let anything happen to you. If Aaron or anyone else is bullying you, I have to know right away. I won't allow people to be unsafe at school. Remember? We always say, 'Be a buddy, not a bully at Burchill,' right? And the rule is, you must tell."
Benjaman looked up, but continued to shake his head.
James was calm now. "Mrs. Taylor, Aaron is mean to kids. He's mean to Ben and all his brothers and sisters too. Ben's too scared to tell you."
I remembered James's forthright answer to my question about his art. He was a smart, honest little boy. And obviously very brave.
"I will talk to Aaron," I said. "And promise me, James, Benjaman. If he hurts you or threatens you, you will tell me immediately."
Bullying was one of the issues that I had dealt with very strictly over my tenure as principal. Although I knew that statistically about thirty percent of my students were probably either victims or perpetrators of aggression toward one another, I had worked very hard to persuade the children to tell. We held regular pep rallies and I made presentations in the classrooms every year with an emphasis on being 'buddies not bullies.'
The senior students were recruited to act as advisors and mentors, thus deflecting their desire to exert control. A trend of 'when I get older, I'll tease the little kids the way I was teased' was converted to teaching and mentoring instead. I was proud of the results and disturbed to hear that Aaron might be an unreported bully.
Although both little boys nodded, it was obvious from James's enthusiasm that he meant it and from Benjaman's half-hearted response that he did not.
I thought about Aaron carefully before I decided to approach him. So far in the office, he had not displayed any temper, aggression, or cruelty. In fact, he was eerily calm. Robotic, nauseatingly sweet, polite and obedient.
But I had already seen the flash of his true nature—both in my office and on that bridge. If he spoke to small children the way he approached me that day, I could understand their fear, for I had felt it myself. I thought of Meghan and then of Cate and wondered about James's assertion that Aaron hurt all of his brothers and sisters.
I sent Ben back to his classroom, as he appeared to have recovered from whatever stomach ailment propelled him here. I tucked James under the blanket and he promptly fell asleep.
When I opened the door to the main office, May had returned and Aaron was nowhere to be seen. She looked up at me quizzically.
"Where's Aaron?" I asked.
"I sent him to deliver the newsletters to the classrooms. Did you want to see him?"
I nodded. "I do, but…I think I'll go walking and find him myself. Keep an eye on James, will you? He might have a fever, but he says his mom's not home. If he isn't better soon, we should try to get in touch with her anyway."
Normally, May would have offered an opinion, but in her present preoccupied state, she simply nodded and returned to her computer work.
I popped my head in to Lynda, telling her I needed to follow up on the incident in the health room. I asked if she was okay with the budget numbers. She gave a 'thumbs up', so I headed out into the hallway.
Burchill Public School was originally designed in the shape of an L. A connecting portapak, added to accommodate the growth in population, transformed the L formation into a square horseshoe. The office was set into the crux of the two original hallways, so I started down the shortest one toward the primary area, where the locked basement door still made me shiver.
There was no sign of Aaron.
I checked Ben's class. The rest of the students gathered around their teacher on the carpet, listening to a story, while the little Sanderson boy sat at his desk, his head tucked into folded arms. I exchanged a look with his teacher, Marilynn Oliver, which translated, 'Just leave him to work it out alone for now.' My heart ached for the boy, but I knew he needed to be introspective for a while. One good thing, I thought: at least we were seeing some emotion.
Next door, Meghan Sanderson was working head to head with Sydney D'Aubigne on what looked like a serious piece of art. Meredith Cole smiled at me as I passed by, but the two little girls did not look up.
I kept going, down the hall and around the corner, past the office once more, the gym, the staff room, the volunteers' room and along the largest corridor of classrooms.
The students and their teachers were in various states of learning. Groups chatted around tables. Individuals furiously scribbled at their desks. A bunch exercised in the gym. One class sang while someone accompanied them on the recorder. Several groups were spread out in the hall and throughout their room working on science projects.
Smiling, saying hello, stopping to talk a little, I made my way slowly toward the portapak. The intermediate classes resided here.
As I rounded the corner, I saw Aaron at the door of Kristen George's classroom. He appeared to be about to knock.
When I said, fairly loudly, "Aaron!" he turned and smiled at me, looking very adult, calm, pleasant.
"Mrs. Taylor!" he answered back, as though I were a neighbour who had unexpectedly dropped by for tea.
"I need to speak with you, Aaron," I said, folding my arms in front of me in the classic uncompromising style.
He simply nodded, the smile still plastered on his face, stepping closer to me. Once again I was struck by how much taller he seemed when he wasn't affecting his innocuous stoop. He halted just short of invading my space, his ingenuous blue eyes focused on mine, looking like an innocent little boy who had no idea why I would be unpleasant toward him.
"I want the truth about what happened with James." I kept my voice steady and cold. "He says nothing happened. I don't believe him. His stomach hurt and he was terrified. When I asked him how you'd dealt with him, he pleaded with me not to ask you, that it was fine. There was nothing wrong. Your brother Ben reacted in exactly the same way. That tells me there was something amiss, Aaron."
The boy maintained his eye contact. His body was still, relaxed, confident. "I really don't know why you would think that, Mrs. Taylor. I didn't do anything wrong. I know you have taught us to be buddies, not bullies."
There was something in the tone that he used, some sense of mimicry, which told me he had been listening at the door. He knew I was lying. I knew that he was. We were therefore on equal footing as far as he was concerned.
"Sometimes when children attempt to resolve a complicated problem, they inadvertently employ language or even force that they shouldn't use," I said, deliberately adopting an adult-to-adult manner. "Perhaps that's what happened in this case. Perhaps you meant well, but maybe there was something in the method you used that scared the younger ones. If you can describe how you handled the problem, I can figure out where you might have gone wrong."
There was a subtle shift in his eyes, just a fraction of movement and a glint that showed me I had touched a nerve. Aaron Sanderson did not like to be told he was mistaken.
"I certainly apologize if I did anything wrong," he replied, recovering very quickly and adopting my speech pattern. "This is what happened. James and my brother Benjaman were supposed to be sitting or lying quietly in the health room. I heard them laughing and carrying on, so I went in and scolded them. James talked back to me, so I did poke him, very gently, in the stomach, saying that this didn't seem to be preventing him from causing a disturbance."
"Well, Aaron, there was your mistake. When you did your office training, I'm sure you recall Mrs. Reneaux telling you that you must never, ever put your hands on the students. You are an authority figure in the office now, but you are also still a student yourself. If you use any kind of physical reinforcement, you confuse the child and can also frighten them, as you did in James's case."
"Since I've been in the office, Mrs. Taylor, I've noticed that you and Mrs. Reneaux and Mrs. McLeay touch the kids a lot."
If anyone had been in the hall and heard Aaron's comment, they would have noticed a deferential, questioning tone that appeared to reflect confusion and the desire for clarification. Only I could see the flash of anger that he could not force away from his eyes. The contempt for a lesser being who dared to suggest that he was incorrect.
"Unfortunately for you, Aaron, it's a little different for adults. We are parental figures. And we never touch the students for correction purposes, only for comfort. Unless of course we have to break up a fight or prevent someone from hurting others. I would never poke a student's stomach to discipline them, when they are doing nothing more than causing a mild disturbance. Please don't do it again."
He was seething. I could tell in the tightness of his limbs, the straight line of his lips, the glare in his eyes.
"I certainly won't, Mrs. Taylor. I'll refer all these problems to you."
"Thank you, Aaron, you can go into class now."
I deliberately turned my back on him dismissively. I knew I was baiting him. I thought that perhaps I could break through the control and finally get to some of the complicated layers that surrounded Aaron Sanderson.
"Oh, and another thing."
He had not moved from his spot, but I could see that he was re-establishing his self-control. His stance relaxed. He was restrained once more, slightly stooped, bland, and unassumingly obedient. He was careful not to look up at me or to speak.
"Please stay away from James. You have shaken his security and he's afraid of you, rightly or wrongly. I think it's best if you keep your distance."
Silence. He refused to look at me, to move, or to speak.
"Got that, Aaron?"
"Got that, Mrs. Taylor," he mumbled, sounding contrite and even sad. "Is it still okay for me to work in the office or have you lost faith in me too?"
There were tears in his voice.
Just for a moment, I thought perhaps I had misread him. Maybe he was an unhappy, abused, misguided little boy who needed kindness and sympathy. Had I been too rough on him? I softened my voice.
"Of course I haven't lost faith in you, Aaron," I stated kindly. "You are a great worker in the office and I appreciate your help immensely. We all make mistakes."
He nodded once, his shoulders still hunched, and headed toward his classroom door. I walked away, feeling chastened that I had perhaps come on too strong, confused about this boy and who he really was.
At the corner, a large picture frame hung on the wall. The sun happened to be blazing upon it, causing a mirror effect down the hallway. I could see Aaron Sanderson's reflection very clearly. He stood outside the entrance to his class, straight, towering and stiff.
His hand was raised, his middle finger pumping up and down toward my back, his face twisted in hatred.



 
Chapter 43: Brimstone
 
Confused and frightened, she was in the hall with Brother, her feet cold and shivery on the floor. He led her silently toward the kitchen, where they could see The Preacher Man and Mother sitting at the table.
They were like shadows in the darkness. No one moved or spoke. The clock ticked nervously.
The first bullet ripped into the woman's head, knocking the chair over backwards.
The little girl stared numbly at the mass of red splatter and globs of something that looked like sacrificed offerings.
The second explosion hit The Preacher Man as he loomed out of the chair. It caught him in the stomach and splattered paint-like chunks against the kitchen wall. Red rushed into his eyes as he crumpled across the table, hands outstretched to reach the figure with the long black pipe in his hands.
She couldn't see any more. Brother spoke urgently.
"Run. Run."
She did as he commanded, but she could not help looking back at him. Suddenly he was down on his knees. Something heavy and massive crushed his head. She reversed her flight and tripped, sliding on the floor to touch him.
Out of the darkness, Big Brother was there. He scooped her up in one arm, tucked Brother under another, and they were swept into the cold dark night, a black fog blinding her.
Someone else was there, dragging them away from the house. When she could see again, she looked up at spindly stems in the cornfield.
She was wrapped in Brother's arms. Whispering, she told him the story of the nice house they would live in. About the meadow and the stream. A black cloud floated over them. The cornstalks whisked it away from their faces, hiding them from harm.
Brother smiled.



 
Chapter 44: Jacob
 
They didn't find it until morning. Ground against the cement, the pathetic remains resembled the charred residue of an unfinished bonfire meant to burn unwanted material.
It was Jordan who found the head. He squatted down on his haunches, his little body rigid, staring and mumbling to himself. When Jacob tried to lead him away, he screamed loudly, throwing his head backward in an effort to untangle himself from his father's grasp.
Helen rushed out onto the porch. She scooped the little boy into her arms, where he thrashed against her, continuing to screech until he was hoarse.
Quickly, Jacob scraped the rest of the pigeon's wings and body parts into a bag. When Helen released him, Jordan came right back to the same spot, fixated as though the bird's dead eyes were still staring back at him. Without a word, they didn't disturb him. Instead, Helen sat on the porch swing and watched him silently.
Kristen had already left, after helping Jacob and Helen clean the kitchen. She took Ennie with her as a little experiment in bonding. This afternoon, Kristen was taking Adrienne to her friend Leslie's birthday party.
Jacob was restless, buoyed by the success of the dinner last night, but anxious to continue his research into Alain's past. As usual, Helen read his mind.
"You go on and do whatever needs doing, Mr. Jacob," she said. "Me and the little mister will find things to do once he's ready."
Jacob squeezed her shoulder gratefully and crossed by the driveway to his office, depositing the bird remains in the garbage on his way past.
He wondered why anyone would strip such a harmless creature of its wings and then burn it. Even more puzzling, why on earth would they leave it on his porch? He assumed it was left after everyone had departed last night. Or rather, early this morning. Or else they hadn't noticed it in the dark.
Why his porch? Was it some kind of message? He tried to think of anyone he'd angered since coming to Burchill and couldn't. A disgruntled customer? He really only had one client and she was thrilled with him.
There were several people in town who wanted him to be their lawyer, but they had gone to other legal firms. He didn't think anyone was still clamouring to be his client.
A student with a crush on Kristen who was jealous? The last thought made him smile, but he considered it a possibility. Or kids who knew she was spending a lot of time here and decided to make a nuisance of themselves? He'd mention it to Edgar or Frances when he saw them next.
Back in his office, Jacob continued reading the transcripts of the inquest. In Ontario, a coroner always called an inquest when death that was the result of violence.
In this case, two people had been murdered and at least one other died as the result of arson. In response to the multiple deaths, the chief coroner decided not to conduct the inquest by himself, but had summoned a jury. Generally, Jacob knew, the purpose of an inquest was to determine the names of the deceased and how they died and to gather evidence that can subsequently be used by the police in prosecuting a suspect if death ensued from a criminal act. Clearly something criminal had occurred here.
Reading the transcript over, Jacob was intrigued by the questions posed by members of the jury. He got the sense, both by the small number and the vagueness of the inquiries, that the jury believed Elias Janot was the murderer-arsonist.
Several of the jurors asked about abuse. Had there been any reports of mistreatment toward the children? Although Police Chief Duplessis answered in the negative, a couple of the jurors continued to head in this direction with their questions. Finally, the coroner asked them to move on.
Jacob looked over the list of jurors. A coroner's jury was usually summoned by warrant but may be summoned personally by the coroner. It looked to Jacob as though it was the latter in this instance. There were five jurors, a normal number, and each of them lived in Brinston.
Within the verbatim lines of the transcript, the jurors often called the coroner "Marc." This was definitely not normal. Although the doctor corrected them, politely requesting that they refer to him as "Dr. André," they were either very good friends or relatives, so accustomed were they to calling him by his first name. Jacob found this fact very interesting.
There were two female and three male jurors. The list of names included their occupations and ages: Sarah Goodwin, twenty-five, secretary; Paul Marot, forty-five, accountant; Rose Maurice, thirty, teacher; Michel Pardie, thirty-eight, factory worker and Sandford Haineau, forty-three, farmer. Jacob decided to look them up in the local telephone directories to see if any of them had stayed in the county.
He didn't find either of the women. Perhaps they were unmarried at the time of the inquest and had now taken their husband's names. Michel Pardie had an address in Ottawa, while Sandford Haineau and Paul Marot were still listed as living in Brinston. God, Jacob loved this technological age. Big Brother is watching you!
He dialed Sandford Haineau's number. He'd be 71 years old now, certainly not ancient. A gruff male voice barked hello in English.
Jacob didn't want to sound like a salesman and have the man hang up. He decided to be upfront from the beginning.
"Did you serve on the Janot inquest in 1980?" He rushed on. "My name is Jacob Finch and I am a lawyer for one of the survivors."
An echoing silence followed, then a clearing of the man's throat before he spoke again.
"Yes. What the hell do you want? That was a long time ago and I was just doing my duty."
"I'm interested in knowing how you came to be on the jury and what you thought of the proceedings."
"Why would you want to know that? Is this some kind of lawsuit thing?"
"Not at all, sir. By law, an individual can't be held accountable for being a juror. My client is investigating his past and we're interested in details that might help us find his relatives."
"So Ithamar survived, eh?"
This time the voice was clear and tinged with curiosity.
"Yes, he did. He has given me permission to be honest about who he is with anyone who can help with our inquiries. So, Mr. Haineau, how did you come to be on the jury?"
"Dr. Marc," Sandford answered simply. "He called in his neighbours, basically. I lived on the farm next to him. Still live here as a matter of fact, though Dr. Marc moved away some time ago and has recently passed on."
"What did you think of the experience? Any insights that a juror wouldn't have been able to give, but that a witness to the proceedings could tell me now?"
"You writin' a book?" he asked, the suspicion back.
"No, as I told you, I am representing Ithamar Janot. He wants nothing more than information that will lead him to find his sister or other relatives."
Haineau gave a sound that was probably meant to convey disbelief, but kept talking anyway.
"I always thought the older brother did it. I think he killed his parents and then set the house on fire. He didn't want his brother and sisters to die, though. He just wanted that mean bastard preacher to go back to hell where he came from."
Jacob was stunned by the ferocity of the man's voice.
"Pastor Janot was not a nice man, I take it," he prompted.
"That's putting it mildly. He was a fierce, scary old bastard. I wouldn't put it past him to have beaten those kids. That's probably why the older boy murdered him. And his wife, because she obviously did nothing to help them. Janot set up a church in our community and preached all this nonsense. Then he upped and stole a bunch of money from the poor suckers who joined. It could've been one of them that killed him, but why would they wait so long? My bet is still on the kid."
"Do you think most people would agree with you?"
"All of us on that jury did, to tell you the truth. Dr. Marc picked his neighbours because none of us were ever fond of Pastor Janot. He wasn't going to put any sympathizers on the jury just in case we found evidence of the kid's guilt. He didn't want that angle pursued. There wasn't enough evidence anyway, so it was left as an open case."
"You've been really helpful, Monsieur Haineau. Do you have anything else to add?"
"Well, that I figure he picked our town because of its name."
"Who did?"
"Janot. Brinston. Fire and brimstone. It comes from the old English word, brynstan, which was a burning stone that was made of sulphur. Put fire with brynstan and you'd have a huge smelly bunch of smoke. Which is what I think Pastor Janot was all about. Something stunk about him. He was always screaming about atonement and punishment for wickedness, which he saw in everyone, even his poor little kids."
He paused and Jacob thought he was finished.
"But brimstone is also the name of a beautiful butterfly," Sandford Haineau added in a thoughtful voice. "If those kids survived, I hope they turned into butterflies and that something good came of that tragedy."
It was a beautiful symbol, one that Jacob would remember for many years to come.
He next tried Paul Marot, with a very different result.
When a woman answered with a heavily accented, "Hallo," Jacob switched to his rudimentary French and asked for Monsieur Marot.
A man came on the line immediately with a gruff, "Quoi?"
When Jacob stumbled to explain in French, he got an even angrier response.
"I speak English. What do you want?"
"I'm not selling anything," Jacob assured him and proceeded with the same forthright explanation that worked so well with Sandford Haineau.
This time, all he got in answer to his spiel was a dial tone.



 
Chapter 45: Alain
 
Although Saturdays and Sundays were the busiest days for the service station, Alain's manager, Joey Featherstone, was more than capable of handling the business. They also employed several college students on the weekends, male and female, who had an interest in automobiles or who pumped gas and changed oil for part-time wages. Alain took the whole weekend off.
May and Alain sat in the living room for hours the morning after the dinner party. Normally at this time of the year, there would have been several bouts of rain that carried wafts of clear spring air, foretelling flowers and sunshine and freshness. Instead, the dusty residue of the oddly stifling March continued as the calendar flipped into another month.
They had the windows wide open, though the air was not really refreshing. They read and reread the papers that Jacob had given them, sometimes aloud, sometimes to themselves.
May was anxious for Alain to confide in her. To tell her what he was thinking. Who was the woman he felt was his sister? But she respected his need for privacy and knew that he would tell her when he could.
"Listen to this article, May," Alain said after a period of quiet reading.
"A young man from Ottawa, describing himself as Assistant to Pastor Rob and known only as Deacon, has announced that the annual Church of Leviticus fund-raising picnic will take place in spite of the allegations levied against the church leader. 'The true believers have continued to support the one true church by their attendance,' Deacon stated. "They will surely rally around their pastor.'"
Alain paused for a moment. "I wonder who this Deacon person was."
May, whose formal religious training was scant, nonetheless had some familiarity with Christian traditions.
"I think deacon is a position in the church rather than a name," she told her husband. "Here, I'll look it up."
One of their favourite books was the dictionary. They spent hours playing Scrabble when time permitted and they had a selection of word finders—a huge dictionary that claimed to be encyclopaedic, a thesaurus and a Scrabble dictionary. May found deacon and read off the meanings.
"In the Anglican, Greek Orthodox and Roman Catholic churches, a clergyman ranking just below a priest," she quoted. "In various other churches, a layperson who assists the minister in various functions."
"That would make sense. It says in the article that he was Pastor Janot's assistant."
"Oh and listen to these other interpretations! 'To read aloud verses of a hymn to help the congregation sing along.' Ha! 'To arrange fruits and vegetables for sale so that inferior items are concealed.' Now I know what to call it when I buy a package of strawberries and find the middle layer is bad."
They both laughed.
"Here's the last one. 'To adulterate.' Wow. The word comes from Middle English, Old English, Latin and Greek. In Greek, it meant servant."
"So which one was this Deacon?" Alain mused. "A servant, a singer, a fruit arranger, or an adulterer?"
"That sounds like a line in a song. Maybe he was a combination of those. I wonder what happened to him after the church closed up?"
Alain leafed through the photocopies of the newspaper articles, staring at the pictures as though to imprint the images on his brain.
"My love," he said slowly, tasting each word, testing meanings before he spoke them aloud. "I have been remembering other things."
May loved the way he said 'tings,' his French upbringing and subsequent self-taught English giving his speech a lilting, purring quality. She placed her hand on his, knowing he was having difficulty putting his thoughts into words. She considered her husband the most interesting, amazing, sexiest man in the world.
Alain must have felt her vibrations of love and admiration, for the words suddenly tumbled more freely.
"I remember bits of my life, as if I am looking at pictures, but they are sometimes in the wrong order. Like these picnics."
He gestured at the newspaper articles outlining the events on the Church of Leviticus's lawn.
"I remember this house, the inside of it too. It always seemed like a huge cave to me, lots of secret halls and hidden spots. But maybe that's more the feelings I had rather than the actual space, because this is not a huge house. I am seeing many hours in the church. Strange rituals too, like sacrificing of animals."
Although startled by this statement, May said nothing, letting him get it all out before they examined possible meanings.
"The Preacher Man was always angry. He didn't beat me, at least I don't think so, but I can remember seeing him beat the older one, Elias. My brother."
Brother was a new admission for him, previously nothing but a word, now a shape, a personality.
"I have the memory that Elias was always trying to help me, to help my sisters. I think he fought with The Preacher Man once he was older. I keep having flashes of my sister Dorothée. We called her Doro."
He said this last piece in a wondering, amazed voice.
"We were very close, even though I was a lot older. I kept trying to reassure her. She was so scared, so little. She didn't even go to school. Then the baby…the baby was there for such a short time in my mind. I think she died and my father put her in the well. I mean the pond. I always change it to a well in my nightmares."
"Probably from the old Native stories," May suggested. "The one about the children who died when they were playing in the well."
Alain nodded and then lowered his head into his hands.
"You are probably right. In my nightmares before the hypnosis, I pictured an old-fashioned, broken-down clay well, something like a wishing well. It was surrounded by discoloured vegetation and sometimes I thought I could see eyes peering at me from the bricks. Now I know that the anger came from this death. I was so
angry, May. I was frightened too. That he would throw her away like that. I had the feeling that he would do that to the rest of us."
He looked at his wife, drinking in her empathy and love for sustenance.
May let the silence comfort him for a moment.
"Do you remember anything about your mother?"
Alain looked thoughtful, reaching back for the memories that had been buried for so long.
"Not much. She seems like a ghost."
May had a great deal of training and exposure to family situations through the school.
"That would be pretty much classic. If Pastor Rob was an abuser, then he likely mistreated his wife even more than the kids. And she would have had to be what they call an acquiescent personality. Somebody who just puts up with everything and doesn't do anything to change the situation. No wonder she seemed like a ghost to you."
"In my more detailed memories, she was in the background, always silent and sad. Sometimes I also have a fleeting memory of her hugging us and smiling."
He pointed to the newspaper articles again.
"Look, here she is looking pretty and has a smile. Later, she stops smiling for the camera. And for us."
"When you mentioned the animal sacrifices, did you mean your father slaughtered animals in front of you?"
"I don't think so. I just remember blood and bits of flesh being offered up at some kind of altar."Alain shivered. "It's very strange. As Jacob said, Pastor Janot was involved in a very shady organization."
May noticed that he had not once called 'Pastor Janot' or 'The Preacher Man' his father. She couldn't blame him.
"No wonder you were mean to animals when you were a teenager," May said. "You were taught that they were nothing but fodder for the altar."
"I remember this deacon too."
Again, he gestured toward the articles.
"I believe he was there a great deal. There were others too. Mostly I remember the feeling that they were even more passionate than The Preacher Man about the church. Somehow more frightening, more evil."
"Maybe that's because you were used to the pastor. He was your father, after all."
She used the label deliberately, to help him face it.
The weight of this legacy fell on Alain like a heavy cloak. He bent his head again.
"I hate to use this word with him," he finally said in a low, choked voice. "It's no wonder I always thought I could not be a father. Look what model I had."
The tears flowed now. May got up and snuggled into the chair with him, wrapping him in her arms. When they were somewhat relieved, still cuddling together in the same chair, May spoke again.
"I'm noticing that you are sad, Alain, not angry. I think that's good."
He laughed mirthlessly, tightening his grip on her stocky, comfortable body.
"I figure that's the medication!"
"Could be. But maybe your anger has been replaced by a healthier response. I think you're handling it very well." She paused. "And Doro, your sister? Do you still think she's here in Burchill?"
Alain spoke from his position above and behind her, whispering in her ear. "Yes. And we love her already."
He paused, still afraid to commit the thought to word. "I think she is Frances."
May pictured the young blond woman whom they had befriended and practically adopted. She thought back to their first meeting, right after the death of the school caretaker. How distant she had appeared. How tightly controlled.
They had watched Edgar Brennan fall in love with her, romance her, convince her to stay in Burchill. Once she was there, they had begun to understand her and love her themselves.
Almost from the beginning, there was a connection. Was that bond an innate knowledge that she was Alain's sibling? The world was a strange and wonderful place, May thought. Six degrees of separation indeed. Burchill as nexus.
She reflected that her belief in the Native traditions of fate and pathways had only been strengthened by this experience.
"I was hoping they would come to Jacob's house last night," Alain continued. "I was hoping I could sit with her, talk with her, see if I am projecting or if I still have the same image that she is the little one running down that hallway. The little one I would tell the story to."
"Story?"
"Yes. I would comfort her by telling her a story about a nice house we would live in one day. One with a stream and a meadow nearby that we could run in. She cried a lot and that was the only story that would soothe her. I didn't want her to cry. It made The Preacher Man angry."
"Oh God, what a horrible man. How could he treat children that way?"
"Now it is your turn to be angry," Alain said gently.
She nuzzled her face into the side of his neck, smelling his clean, salty skin.
"Yes, because you are such a wonderful person. And Frances. If she is Doro, I would be so proud. She is magnificent. You should have been together all your lives, instead of torn apart by a madman."
"I have more pictures of that night," Alain admitted. "I didn't tell Doc everything. I just could not. In my memory, I can smell something, some horrible stink that comes from the direction of the kitchen that wakes me. I can see a mist as though my eyes are not fully open. Now I know it must have been the fire, but in my dreams, it is still so vague. I go and get Doro. I don't want her to be left in her room. I must have known that there was something terribly wrong, but that knowledge is gone from my mind. I am that scared by what I smell, but also by what I hear, though I can't remember the words. I take her with me down the hall and we see our parents. We see them get shot."
May sat up straight, looking right into her husband's eyes.
"Alain! No! My god, you poor thing."
His resolve bolstered by her sympathy, he continued.
"I can see someone with a rifle. For a long time I couldn't decipher what it was in the person's arms. But now I can picture the long black muzzle of a hunting rifle, the kind farmers always kept. And I can see the face of the person holding it."
"Are you sure?"
"Yes. It is my brother. It is Elias."



 
Chapter 46: Doro
 
She turned on the stairway and saw his face when Nicolas opened the front door.
He had a rugged appearance that only became more handsome with age. The lines spoke of laughter and empathy. She loved his thick hair, shot full of gray these days, always unruly and boyish. His eyes were large and deep, shaded by long lashes, his mouth wide and luscious. Right now, he was showing a flash of white teeth as he smiled.
She flew down the rest of the steps and flung herself into his arms.
Cynthia and Nic discreetly walked away from the front door toward the kitchen, a smile suffusing their faces.
Edgar lifted Frances up off the floor, holding her next to his heart, clinging as though he would never again let go. They nuzzled each other's faces, kissed and embraced with passion. She was not always this effusive and Edgar soaked it up like a sponge.
"I can't believe you're here," she finally said when he put her back on her feet.
"I had to see you," he replied, his arms still around her. "Both of you. Frances, please don't leave me like that again. Why didn't you tell me?"
He looked at her belly, placed his hand there, reassuring himself that the baby truly existed.
"I'm so sorry, Ed," she told him, looking into his eyes, letting him know that she had changed, that this experience had freed her from secrets and walls. "I thought I had to work all of this out on my own. I was wrong. I was so afraid to be a mother until I had confronted the whole past. I promise I will never, ever do anything this important without you again. I will never lie to you again either. Please forgive me."
"Oh my darling," he whispered in her ear. "Of course I forgive you. I would probably forgive you anything."
Tears slid down her cheeks and he brushed them gently away.
"I am turning into a mush ball," she said. "You won't believe it's the same woman that you married. Cynthia says it's the pregnancy, so be prepared for the next six and a half months."
"October? He'll be born in October. Same month as me! Maybe right on my birthday."
"Could be a she, too," Frances laughed at him. "You'd be great with a little daughter too. You're happy about this, then, Ed?"
"I am more than happy, my love. I am ecstatic. I won't really care whether it's a boy or a girl. Our own baby. Our child. I can't tell you how happy I am. I guess I never really thought we'd do it. I'm kind of an old father."
At that instant, Nicolas Denis walked back into the hallway.
"We have a story to tell you, son!" he laughed, putting out his hand to shake Edgar's. "Come into the kitchen. Cynthia has coffee and liqueurs."
They sat in the kitchen for several hours, sipping coffee laced with Grand Marnier for everyone but Frances, while they filled Edgar in on all the information they discovered yesterday. The tragedy of the Janot family. The lives Cynthia and Nicolas had lived.
Affable and outgoing, Edgar was immediately taken with the Denis couple and they with him. Their discussion was by turns interesting, shocking and revelatory. Edgar could understand his wife even more as he heard the tragic story of her family. Her usual reticence, her reluctance to commit, the walls that she sometimes put up around her. Everything was explained by the distressing, poignant circumstances of her childhood.
Still astounded by the events of the last day and night, he said very little, absorbing all the details and emotions that he could. He became even more alert when he heard the description of the religion to which Frances's birth father adhered.
"The Church of Leviticus?" he asked. "Weird, that's the second time in a few weeks that I've heard of it. And I never knew it existed before. There's one in Norvale."
"Where did you hear of this church?" Nic's tone of voice revealed that he was intrigued.
"Our school principal, Emily Taylor, is dealing with a difficult family and she called me in for a consult. The CAS worker in the area discovered that the father of this family is a preacher. For the Church of Leviticus in Norvale. It's the first I'd ever heard of such a religion."
"I have a bunch of information on the church," Cynthia said. "Don't forget to take it home with you, Dor—Frances. We can make copies of everything."
During this marathon of conversation, Kimmy and her friend, Tanya, came home, filling the room as only exuberant teenagers could do.
"You're not leaving tonight," Nic said firmly to Frances and Edgar, once everything had calmed down again. The older man was brooking no argument.
"First of all, we can't have a police officer driving with Grand Marnier on his breath and secondly, it's too late to make all those copies. So you're stuck here until tomorrow, Chief Brennan."
Edgar didn't argue. Marty Michano was quite capable of handling a Saturday evening in Burchill and by Monday, they'd have the full contingency back again.
Frances and Edgar cuddled in the small bed that night, feeling a little like teenagers sleeping in their parents' house for the first time. They didn't make love. They were both too tired, but they whispered and talked until they fell asleep. Frances slept better than she could ever recall.
The next morning, the entire group indulged in a huge traditional Sunday breakfast of French toast, real maple syrup, fluffy scrambled eggs and Canadian bacon. It was well into the gray, cloudy afternoon before Frances and Edgar were ready to depart.
They made copies of a great deal of information on Cynthia's little duplicating machine. They packed up Frances's things. They hugged and promised and cemented their friendship. Edgar and Frances were leaving this home more hopeful and in love than ever. And they were leaving with new friends in the little town of Brinston.
Kimmy and Tanya buzzed around them, chatting, giggling and helping with the box of files and Frances's case. With their boundless energy, they offered to race everything out to Frances's car.
Cynthia, Nic, Edgar and Frances were standing in the front hall, saying their last good-byes, when they heard the girls scream.
Edgar was first out the door, running to the two distraught girls, who stood on the other side of Frances's car. A feeble ray of sun struggled through the clouds, turning pieces of glass from the smashed passenger window into a rainbow of coloured dots.
It took a moment before he saw the man face down at the bottom of a small embankment next to the driveway. Blood gushed from a gaping head wound and ran in rivulets down the ditch. Edgar grabbed the girls by their shoulders, turning them toward the house where the adults were just stepping off the porch.
"Call 911!" he yelled out to Cynthia, who took the girls into the house to comply.
Edgar was in the ditch, his shoes soaked in the trickle of muddy water that ran from culvert to culvert. Soon his pants and shirt were splashed with rusty water. He rolled the man over and searched for vital signs. Finding none, he tried CPR.
When Frances reached him, they worked frantically together. The man was limp and unresponsive, but they continued in tandem, as they were trained to do.
Nicolas Denis watched ashen faced from the driveway.
Staring at the face of his friend lying in the ditch, covered in blood and sludge, he muttered to himself, "Paul. Mon Dieu! Paul!"
Finally, the emergency services arrived, a police car and an ambulance pulling into the driveway at once. Frances and Edgar were exhausted, soaked and stunned.
The paramedics worked frantically on Paul Marot and then very quickly transferred him to the ambulance, where he was hooked up to a myriad of machinery and tubes. The vehicle pulled out very shortly after the doors closed.
In the meantime, three more county police cars, sirens screaming, skidded to a stop in the driveway. Officers were everywhere, taping the scene, setting up equipment, measuring and talking rapidly to one another. Neighbours poured out into the street, astonished and shocked, and were waved away by several burly policemen.
Soon two police officers led Frances, Edgar, and Nicolas, wet and shivering, back into the house.
Cynthia covered her two new friends as well as her husband with towels and blankets. She distributed mugs of steaming drinks to warm them up.
Kimmy and Tanya sat at the table too, their eyes wide and staring, hands clasped around cups of hot chocolate.
"I'm Sergeant Jack Sellenger and this is Constable Rita Gardiner."
The large, overweight officer, his face as red from the exertions outside as from the dusty wind, directed his statement to Edgar.
Constable Gardiner, who was large as well, with big meaty hands, took out a notebook, nodded at the group, but said nothing.
"The paramedics said you did a good job out there."
"We're police," Edgar said, pulling out his identification. "I'm Chief Superintendent Brennan and this is my wife, Constable Frances Petapiece. We work out of the Burchill OPP office. That's how we knew what to do."
Jack Sellenger looked at the identification, puffing his cheeks out as though to say he was not impressed by an Ontario Provincial Police Superintendent.
"Is Paul going to be okay?" Nic suddenly asked.
Huddled under a blanket, his face was ashen, his lips tight.
"I am afraid it doesn't look good, sir," Sgt. Sellenger told him bluntly. "You know who this man is?"
"Yes. His name is Paul Marot. He's a friend of mine."
Frances shivered, picturing Yellow Shirt in the café, his eyes so blue, his face inviting and attractive with laugh lines, and then lying in a murky ditch with blood pumping from the gash in his head.
Constable Gardiner took down Marot's name and address and then left to relay the message. Paul's family would be notified, Sgt. Sellenger told them.
"We'll find out how your friend is doing for you too," he added, surprising them with his sudden kindness. "Okay, let's start from the beginning," he continued, his blustery manner returning just as Rita Gardiner came back. "Who found Monsieur Marot first?"
"We did," Kimmy said. "We were taking Doro's things out to the car."
"Doro?" Sellenger glanced around, saying the name as though it were a joke.
"That's my original name," Frances told him, but offered nothing more.
He looked puzzled but waved Kimmy on.
"We went out and we saw the broken window. We were turning around to come back in and tell…Frances, when Tanya saw the…saw Monsieur Marot."
"He was just lying there in the ditch," Tanya said, her voice quivering. "I started screaming and then Kimmy came and saw him too…and…"
"I'm afraid I just started screaming too. We weren't very helpful."
Kimmy looked abashed.
"We're not used to anything like that around here," Cynthia told her, putting her arms around her daughter. "You can't expect to be calm."
"Kimmy, that was a completely normal response," Frances added. "The only reason we responded the way we did is because we are trained to do so. We've been police officers for quite a long time, so we've seen similar things."
"What happened from there, Chief Superintendent Brennan?"
Again, Sellenger's tone was condescending.
Frances could tell that Edgar was irritated, but he hid it well from everyone else, especially from this rather unpleasant man.
"We heard the girls screaming," Edgar replied calmly, "and went out to investigate. When I saw Monsieur Marot in the ditch, I went down to see if there was anything I could do to help him. My wife joined me and we performed CPR until the medics got here. In the meantime, Madame Denis took the girls inside and called 911. Monsieur Denis stayed outside with us."
"So you haven't looked around or touched anything, other than trampling through the crime scene to assist Monsieur Marot?"
Edgar knew that local jurisdictions had their prejudices and jealousies. He realized that a chief superintendent had the kind of ring to it that made some officers respond with false respect while others tried to exert their own jurisdictional control. But he was not impressed with Sgt. Sellenger's attitude. He sat up straight, his eyes boring into the other man's.
"Sergeant Sellenger, our first priority was the injured man. I had no idea whether it was a crime scene or not. Other than the broken window, there was no sign of a crime and no time to discover if there was one. A fellow human being needed our help and we gave it."
If the sergeant got the message, he didn't show it. Edgar decided that the man was simply a boor.
"Was anything taken from your car, Mrs. Brennan?"
Frances tried to focus.
"I didn't even look," she answered. "We were just concentrating…"
"Yes, on saving a life. Your husband said that already. Okay, let's go outside and take a look then."
"Frances," Cynthia said, ignoring the sergeant. "Nic brought your suitcase and the box of files back in. Why don't you change your clothes? Sergeant Sellenger, this woman is pregnant. I'm not letting her go out there in soaking-wet clothing. Edgar, I'm sure Nic has something you can change into as well. I'm sure you can wait a few minutes more, Sergeant."
Frances and Edgar smiled at one another when the officer acquiesced to Cynthia's authority. After changing into warm, dry clothes, they proceeded out to Frances's auto. Kimmy, Tanya, Cynthia and Nicolas came too, as much for support as additional witnesses.
Broken glass was spread all over the backseat on the driver's side and on the ground around the car.
Frances looked around the interior and in the glove compartment. Everything seemed to be intact.
"I don't think anything is missing."
"What about your Paul Bruneau?" Kimmy asked.
Then Frances remembered. Her sculpture.
"Your what?" the Sergeant barked.
"My sculpture. I forgot about that. I bought it at the Denis's store."
Constable Gardiner went over to the police tape, ducked under it with surprising agility and held up a plastic bag.
Inside, the Paul Bruneau sculpture was covered in mud. She brought it closer for everyone to see.
"This it?"
Frances stared into the bag and then looked back at Kimmy. They both nodded. However, the exquisite little carving was no longer green. It was now brown and rusty red.
The figurine was drenched in blood.



 
Chapter 47: Emily
 
The Spring Concert was scheduled for Thursday night. Beginning first thing on Monday, the teachers and students ran madly throughout the halls and the gym. Rehearsing, painting backdrops, singing, shouting and generally displaying their nerves in loud and raucous ways. As a result, the office was overrun with whining students, tired grumpy staff and anxious parents.
May appeared to be more relaxed, so she was once more my constant source of levelheadedness and advice.
Lynda, as a staff member of long standing, was familiar with the emotions that preceded such a presentation, plus the insight of the effects on the office. She was therefore a tremendous help and more than once I thanked my lucky stars for her presence.
In fact, I was able to attend the first dress rehearsal, which the teachers clearly appreciated. They wanted my opinion before they laid themselves bare, so to speak, in front of the parent community.
Much to my amusement, the first presentation was a take-off from a song that I remembered from an old movie, 'Bye Bye Birdie.' Basically, seventh graders had developed a play around the question from the song, 'What's wrong with these kids today?' They went back into the past to demonstrate that really, every generation was pretty much the same.
The clever teacher presented a scene from ancient Greece to show that even in ancient times, kids went to school and sometimes misbehaved.
The narrator got up and announced, "Our word for school comes from the ancient Greek word, skhole. This word meant 'leisure or devoted to learning.' Let's see how devoted to learning the children of ancient Greece really were."
As the play unfolded to show typical student antics, I drifted off in thought. Leisure, I laughed to myself. What was I going to do with it when I retired? Would I stay devoted to learning? Would my days be filled with reading, running, traveling and going back to my love of sewing? Or would I be bored?
Again I laughed to myself at the last question and tried to pay attention once more. One 'ancient Greek' was in the midst of pulling the hair of the girl who sat in front of him. A little manipulation of the facts there, I thought. In ancient Greece, no girls ever went to school.
Speaking of manipulation, I decided to go backstage. I had coerced Christopher D'Aubigne, Sydney's brother and one of our bright, well-behaved graduating students, into being the stage manager. It was pretty much a thankless job. All of the students were nervous and irritated. They often took it out on the one trying to keep them on time, still and quiet.
But Christopher was a calm, mature boy who had a great sense of humour, as well as a confidence that belied his years. I elected to make my way backstage and see how he was responding to my coercion.
Naturally I got stopped a few times before I made it to the hallway and the backstage door. By the time I reached the steps, the ancient Greeks had been replaced by the First Nations People.
Duncan Otiquam, our Native Studies teacher, stood just outside the drapes at the edge of stage left, his back to me. He gave whispered lines to the lead, who was overcome with nerves.
A knot of students, waiting to go on, formed a semicircle just past the curtains. In front of the stage, the grade seven teacher, Michael Poitevin, could be heard shouting directions. Christopher D'Aubigne was at the center of the semicircle, looking calm and collected.
As I mounted the stairs, unseen and unheard amid the chaos and tension, I noticed Cate Sanderson. She stood sideways, tucked just inside one of the curtain folds, her hands stiff at her sides, her shoulders hunched.
From deeper inside the stage drapery, hidden from my view, someone reached out and squeezed her breast.
I practically leapt up the final steps and landed right at her shoulder. Both people inside the fold jumped guiltily. I opened the drapes a little further, until I could distinctly see the other student.
Her brother. Aaron Sanderson.
Incensed and slightly out of control, I hauled them both by the arms off the stage and into the hallway.
Students milled all around us, surging by on a wave of sound, but I was too angry to notice. The three of us were encased in my fury, surrounded by the strength of my rage and horror.
I had to breathe a few times deeply, shakily, before I could speak.
"Follow me, both of you."
I took them across the hall to a storage room, where the smell of paper and glue and the silence of the little space calmed me down somewhat.
They both stood with their shoulders hunched, but Cate's eyes were downcast, tears streaming down her cheeks.
Aaron, however, had the effrontery to look right up at me.
My anger returned.
"Aaron, I would like you to explain why you were assaulting your own sister," I stated coldly.
"Assaulting?" he replied, his voice disdainful and incredulous, as though I were accusing him of jumping off the roof.
"Yes, assaulting. Touching her breast without her consent is assault. Even if you had her consent, it's unacceptable in my school, not to mention that it's incest."
I bit down on the words, barely able to contain myself. I wanted to slap him, to wipe the satisfied smug look off his face, to shake him into realizing how badly he had just treated his own sister.
Cate continued to weep silently, stiffly, the only movement the trail of tears as they dripped down onto her thin white blouse, making tiny puddles that bled into the material.
Aaron stood straighter, his eyes level with mine, alit with anticipation and delight. He almost shivered with the pleasure of engaging me in battle. His tone, when he spoke, was condescending and high pitched, more sneer than response.
"I am not the one who should be charged with assault, Mrs. Taylor. First, you should call the authorities on your precious Christopher D'Aubigne. He's the one who touched my sister inappropriately. She told me about it and I asked her exactly what he did. She placed my hand on her booby and said, 'He squeezed like this.'"
He held his hand aloft, so close to my own chest that I could feel the waft as he crushed the air with his fist.
"What you saw was me trying to establish whether or not my sister had been improperly treated. Second, I would welcome it if you called Chief Superintendent Brennan and Ms. Ogemah, because I want them to see what their cherished principal did to me."
Again, he held his arm straight out. I could see the red welts around his wrist, which presumably I left when I dragged him from the stage.
I drew in a ragged breath. I knew my face was red and that inside, I was shaking badly. But I also knew that it was paramount for me to establish my authority with him.
"Good idea," I said. "Let's get Chief Brennan and Ms. Ogemah here right now. I will also call your parents, along with Christopher D'Aubigne and his parents. Follow me to the office."
I turned toward the door and heard Cate's strangled voice. I stopped and looked back at them, my arms crossed.
"No, please, Mrs. Taylor, Christopher didn't do anything."
Aaron shifted, trying to block his sister from my view, but she struggled around him until she stood right beside me.
"Aaron likes to humiliate me. That's what he was doing and I was letting him. And those marks on his wrists are from his altar rituals, not from you. Look, I don't have any marks on me and you pulled me too."
She held emaciated delicate arms out to me, hands up, her wrist bones bulging. "I can't take it anymore. I have to tell you. Aaron does…"
Without waiting for the last words to be uttered, he charged her. His hands gripped the thin girl by the neck, pushing her backwards, smashing her head with the force of his anger into the shelves behind. Packages of paper tumbled to the floor, while a bottle of paint splashed gobs of blue all over the tile.
Instinctively, I reached my arm into the circle of his clutch and pushed hard and upward against the bottom of his chin. His head bounced backwards, his grasp loosened.
At the same time I encircled Cate's waist and freed her from his hands. She went down on her knees in the wet paint, choking and gasping.
Aaron threw a bottle of paint at my head, but I was quick enough to sidestep it, though with the force of the spin, I ended up on one knee in the corner.
The thin plastic container flew downward, sailing just past my head. Bright yellow paint showered the back wall.
Aaron scrambled to the door, yanked it open and was gone. I could hear him screaming with fury, shouting indistinct words and phrases, the sound lessening as he disappeared.
When I lifted my head, all I could see was a group of bewildered and frightened students gaping in the doorway, their expressions aghast.



 
Chapter 48: Brynstan
 
The woman's voice was loud and clear in the church.
"Whosoever be of the children of God that giveth any of his seed unto Molech, he shall surely be put to death. The people of the land shall stone him with stones. And I will set My Face against that man, and will cut him off from among his people. Because he hath given of his seed unto Molech, to defile My Sanctuary, and to profane My Holy Name."
She shouted the last, stretching out the words so that each one was infused with far more than a single syllable. They were whole sentences of meaning unto themselves.
"These are the words of the Lord our God, yet none has had the will to carry out God's Command. He commands us to set our faces against these wicked souls, to root out evil, to place the Children of the True Church at the helm."
The vicar forced the young boy up the steps at the woman's feet.
When the child was prostrate, hands folded in prayer, head bowed, the man leaned close.
Long white hair trailing over the boy's head, he whispered, "Listen to the Laws of the Lord."
"At last we have found the Anointed One, the one who will lead the church into the future. For you, the people will destroy those who would not keep the Lord's Ordinances. They will stone them with stones."
The woman came down the altar steps and stood in front of the boy.
"Are you ready to be God's Emissary?" she asked him, her voice reverberating to the high ceilings.
She smiled with pride as her son lifted his arms to the Lord.



 
Chapter 49: Jacob
 
After Paul Marot hung up on him on Sunday, Jacob decided to concentrate once more on the paperwork instead of attempting to talk to witnesses.
He returned to the news articles, rereading the sections about the fraud trial of Pastor Robert Janot. The local newspaper editors appeared to be inordinately interested in reporting every word, perhaps because their own investigation had led to the class action suit.
Jacob skimmed over some of the duller parts of the trial, stopped on some of the finer points of the law and generally got the gist of the presentations made by the lawyer. André Johnson had made a good case, but from what he read, Jacob was of the opinion that the judge didn't have much choice but to acquit.
There appeared to be very little evidence that Pastor Janot was fraudulent. Not only did he live fairly frugally, despite an average salary, but any charitable money raised was clearly directed to the main church in Williamsburg.
The records provided by the head office were meticulous and unmistakably demonstrated funds that were used for staff compensation. Forty-three percent was not an extraordinary figure, Jacob thought. The amount included facilities for the churches, such as mortgage, utilities and upkeep; missions, mostly in Africa; church programs, such as picnics, prayer groups, and buses to holy sites; administration and supplies; denominational fees and a small percentage marked as 'other.'
The money from the Brinston Church of Leviticus was funnelled into the missions account and spent on outreach, which included sending preachers to Africa, Northern Canada and other places identified as requiring evangelizing. In addition, some of the funds were spent on training new recruits and providing food and clothing for needy parishioners.
Although it was obviously a very in-house charity—all funds really went toward obtaining more worshippers, including bribing them with necessities—it was not illegal.
However, the donation amounts were substantial, amounting to hundreds of thousands of dollars. For such a small community, the sum was staggering.
When Jacob finished reading through the trial and the appeals, he was puzzled as to why the complainants took the issue so far. The action seemed vengeful rather than reasonable.
Their lawyer, André Johnson, should have counselled his clients to give up long before ten years' worth of litigation had been spent. They went from court to higher court until they were halted once and for all with a denial of further appeal.
In the meantime, Pastor Janot was steadily ruined. He began to hibernate from the world and even drew his family into hiding. Jacob thought that the class action group had actually accomplished their goal without winning the case.
Added to the Pastor's woes were the constant attacks of vandalism and one assault. Or at least, only one assault that was reported. Jacob sat back and wondered how one man could generate such hostility.
Just as he began to get frustrated with a lack of progress, he noticed an article that appeared to be the last word on the lawsuit. Vincent Pirelli, the editor/reporter who had been credited with starting the action, interviewed the complainants. An entire two pages of the newspaper were devoted to the story.
As Jacob read through the list of names, he was filled with excitement mixed with confusion and dismay. There were five listed and every one of them agreed to be quoted as well as identified: Sarah Goodwin, Paul Marot, Rose Maurice, Michel Pardie and Sandford Haineau.
The lawyer was offended, astounded and angry all at the same time. These were the same people who were subsequently members of the inquest on the Janot fire. How could Dr. Marc André have gotten away with this? And why did he pick the very people who had tried to sue Robert Janot?
Jacob bounded to his computer and began to trace Dr. Marc. He was in luck. Dr. Marc André finished his career as a provincial government representative in a special department investigating policies regarding the role of the coroner.
Ironic, Jacob thought, when he had obviously not been above using that role for his own devices.
However, the raised profile meant that Dr. André was featured in several newspaper articles detailing his amazing career. At a very young age, he became a popular physician and later, the provincial coroner. He subsequently advanced very quickly into public office.
Last month, he had died at fifty-six of 'an apparent overdose,' while at work in his Provincial Ministry Office. There were many accolades and expressions of grief at losing such an intellect too soon, among dozens of laments about undisclosed mental illness and the stress of such elevated positions as Dr. André held.
Hidden within the eulogies and laments, Jacob found the most interesting piece of information from his point of view.
Doctor Marc had been born Marc André Johnson, but had dropped his surname 'in order to avoid confusion with his father, the esteemed lawyer, Marc André Johnson Sr.' The father had predeceased the son, but there were no details about how or when.
With this fact, the story wound around full circle. The lawyer for the class action suit was André Johnson. His son Marc was the coroner. The community members selected for the inquest were also the complainants of the class action lawsuit.
It was a pretty good guess, Jacob thought, that all of those families, including parents, offspring, or both had made enormous contributions to the Church of Leviticus, which they believed had been misused.
In one way or another, they had all banded together to make sure the Janot fire went largely unexplained. Why had they done that?
Sandford Haineau had been bitter about the pastor, basically calling him a shyster. But he'd also been condescending toward the 'suckers' who'd given money. Perhaps it was not Haineau personally who'd donated. Maybe it was his wife.
Did Pastor Janot have an appeal to women? From his pictures, he looked forbidding and unapproachable, but perhaps there was some kind of sex appeal in person. You never could tell from a small black-and-white photo the power that some people emanate in life.
Or, more likely, Sandford Haineau had lied to Jacob out of embarrassment. At the very least, he had given the lawyer only half-truths.
Jacob began to search more deeply for the other members of the coroner's inquest and class action suit.
In the obituaries, he discovered a recent listing for Michel Pardie, who died three weeks ago in a car accident. The listing was brief, stating that his wife had died of cancer several years before, leaving Pardie childless.
Jacob was disconcerted that the André and Pardie deaths occurred so close to one another, but he dismissed it as a strange, ironic coincidence.
The lawyer called to prevail on his friend once more to look up some records, specifically marriage certificates. Although Kayla teased him about owing her 'big,' she eventually said "pas de problem." She'd have the information by tomorrow.
There wasn't much more he could do on the inquest angle, so Jacob turned to the information he had gathered about the Church of Leviticus.
Established in the 1960's outside a small town in California, the 'church' was more of a commune for many years. Several hundred people lived on the ranch and worshipped in their own private way. They claimed to live 'Levitically,' following the rules and rituals set out in the chapters from the Bible.
When Jacob skimmed over the sections of Leviticus, he found a mixture of love, charity, punishment, vengeance and sacrifice. The era of these chapters was after Moses' death. It was his brother Aaron and Aaron's sons who were directed to follow certain rules in order to keep control over the congregation.
The worshippers were cautioned to perform all kinds of ceremonies in order to atone, including animal sacrifices and blood rites. From the animal that was offered up, pieces of its flesh were cooked up and ritually eaten. Blood was splashed over those who had to make up for their sins.
Although a great deal of the faith was about forgiveness and love for one another, the punishments for not adhering to the teachings and the laws were harsh and primitive.
It was while reading the section on sacrifice that Jacob got his real shock.
Specific instructions were given for offering a lamb, a goat, or a bullock, depending upon the severity of the sin to be atoned. In chapter five, he came across a passage that sent waves of alarm up and down his spine.
'And if he be not able to bring a lamb, then he shall bring for his trespass, which he hath committed, two turtledoves, or two young pigeons, unto the Lord. One for a sin offering, and the other for a burnt offering.'
Jacob pictured the burned body of that pigeon on his doorstep, its dead marble eyes staring back at his fascinated son, the wings and flesh blackened and crushed into the cement of his front porch.
Had he committed a trespass in someone's eyes?



 
Chapter 50: Skhole
 
Something was bothering May about the disclosures from Alain's past. She knew that she had been preoccupied solely with her husband's mental state and his difficulties. Even at school, she was somewhat disconnected.
But the events of Monday afternoon changed all that and she finally made the link.
Emily spent most of the day in the gym, watching the various performances, while Lynda and May finalized the budget report to send into the school board. The office was fairly quiet, since most of the students and the teachers were ensconced in the gymnasium.
Suddenly, they heard a commotion in the area just outside the office, where there was a door to the gym. Someone was running, pushing other students aside as they waited to enter the stage, and screaming in a garbled angry voice.
Lynda and May leapt to their feet and raced out the door, only to stand in shock as they watched Aaron Sanderson literally punch his way through the glut of children and teachers. His face was purple with anger. Spittle flew from his mouth. His eyes were wild.
Lynda placed her big-boned body in front of the exit, her huge hands outstretched, trying to intercept him, but he slipped around her and crashed through the front doors.
He yelled as he went and May caught some of the phrases.
"The Church of Leviticus shall exact atonement. The children of Molech shall pay! God shall smite thee…"
May returned to the office to make the necessary calls. As she dialled the OPP office, the 'Church of Leviticus' finally sank in, but she didn't have time to think about it. To her surprise, Frances Petapiece-Brennan answered the phone.
"Frances, you're back!" May said first, knowing it was inappropriate, but consumed with the idea that this beloved woman might be her sister-in-law.
"Yes, we just got back a few minutes ago," Frances replied, sounding tired. "What's up?"
"Aaron Sanderson just raced out of the school, screaming and behaving very strangely. I've called his home, but no one is there. We thought you might want to get a car out to look for him immediately. He's clearly out of control."
"We'll get on it now." She conferred with someone in the background.
"Okay, Edgar says he knows what the boy looks like, so he'll go out right away. I'll come to the school to get some information, okay?"
"Sounds good. Thanks!" May said as she hung up.
Just then, Emily appeared in the doorway, her arms around Cate Sanderson, literally holding the girl up. They were covered in splotches of yellow and blue paint.
"She's hyperventilating," Emily said breathlessly.
May jumped to her feet to help.
They were able to get the girl into the health room, where they laid her out on the sickbed.
May rubbed the girl's arms and legs, forcing some oxygen back into her system. Finally Cate took a long, shuddering intake of air and then she was able to breathe more normally. She curled up in a foetal position and instantly, she was asleep.
Lynda came back into the office.
"Duncan and I tried to run after Aaron," she told them, "but he disappeared over a backyard fence. Did Edgar say they'd send a car?"
May answered. "Yes, Edgar said he'd go right out when I called. He knows what Aaron looks like. Frances is coming to the school ASAP. I also called the Sandersons, but there was no answer at home and Mr. Sanderson wasn't at work today. I don't have a cell phone number for either of them."
After quickly conferring, May called Renae to see if she could come to the school.
Emily and Lynda proceeded to the gym to speak with the students and teachers who witnessed Aaron's outburst. They reassured and answered some questions. The staff got the rehearsals into full swing once more.
Both the principal and the vice principal checked on the Sanderson siblings. Fortunately, none of them were in the area outside the gym, but they decided to have a word with each of them anyway, just in case of rumours.
Lynda spoke with Meghan alone, while Emily gathered Benjaman, Trevor, Tyler, Jennifer, Carly and Devon in her office.
She told them gently that their brother had become very upset and left the school. None of the children responded. They took the news stoically. She let them know their parents had been called and if their mom and dad wanted them all to go home, Emily would let them know.
This time they reacted.
Trevor and Tyler looked at one another. Carly and Devon shifted from foot to foot. Jennifer looked up at Emily, her eyes blinking rapidly. Benjaman emitted a small mewing sound that he quickly stifled.
Emily was certain they were all on the verge of an emotional breakdown, or breakthrough, if it was carefully managed.
The children all expressed the wish to go back to their classrooms. Obviously, those were the places where they felt safe.
Back in the office, Emily grabbed a bottle of water and let out a huge, ragged sigh.
Lynda was clearly shaken as well.
May shut the door to the health room, leaving a gap so she could hear Cate breathing.
Emily, sipping some water and perched on the edge of May's desk, looked calm again. She gave them the details about the sequence of events from backstage to the storage room. Both the vice principal and the office manager were horrified.
Emily gave a rueful laugh.
"At last we are seeing some cracks in the veneer," she said. "Even though I've been waiting for years, this reaction was a lot more violent and sudden than I expected. I think there must be stuff happening at home."
"I've noticed that a couple of the kids have been showing some signs," Lynda added. "Meghan has actually become quieter again. We had that incident with Benjaman last week. Plus I had to deal with Trevor and Tyler out in the yard, fighting with each other, actually. And apparently Jennifer has failed a couple of tests, which has never happened before."
May suddenly remembered her thought about Leviticus.
"Emily, do you remember Alain mentioning the other night that his father was the pastor of a church?"
"Yes, of course," Emily replied, taking another long draught of the water. "It was fascinating." She stared at May. "Do you think…?"
"I don't think, I know," May answered. "Carl Sanderson is the Pastor of the Church of Leviticus in Norvale. Alain's birth father, Robert Janot, was the Pastor of the Church of Leviticus in Brinston."
None of them had seen Frances Petapiece approach.
She stood in the doorway of the main office. Her face went ashen.



 
Chapter 51: Skhole
 
"What did you just say?" Frances demanded.
Her voice was louder and she sounded far more brusque and menacing than she intended.
Simultaneously the three women flinched and wheeled around to face her, their eyes wide with alarm and tension.
Only May was aware of the devastating effect her statements would be having on Frances. Only she knew the possibility. She was completely tongue-tied and uncertain about how to handle the situation.
Emily, however, was unaware of the link and ploughed right in. She laughed and drew the police constable into the office.
"Am I glad to see you!" she said, apparently unaware that the other woman continued to look stunned and anxious. "Aside from the fact that we've missed you for the last week, there have been some amazing events happening here in the school. Did your conference end early?"
But Frances was not to be deterred.
"Emily, what were you just talking about when I came in here?" she asked again, her words clipped and cold.
Emily looked puzzled.
"Oh, well, May was talking about Alain. He's been looking into his family background. There's a possible connection to the Sandersons…Frances, what's wrong?"
May went to the younger woman's side and led her into Emily's office.
Lynda said quietly, "Emily, I'll stay here. I'll call the Sandersons again and take care of anything else that comes up. You go ahead."
Emily nodded gratefully and followed May. She was still confused. The three women sat for a moment in silence and looked at one another.
Frances was not sure she could take another shock. She leaned her head back on the chair and closed her eyes for a moment. She tried to remind herself that she was a police officer, a strong person who dealt with many tricky situations. A thinker, an objective upholder of the law.
She was exhausted from the time in Brinston. She was stunned by the death of a man she just met. She was thoroughly annoyed and concerned about the questioning she endured after her sculpture was found in the ditch, as well as the sensation that the murder had to have something to do with her presence in the village. They'd stayed another night with Cynthia and Nicolas, trying to make sense of the events, but they had all been stymied.
If pregnancy made every woman an emotional wreck like this, Frances wondered how other female officers carried on.
She straightened up and looked at Emily and May, remembering that they were her friends. She had spent many hours in conversation with May, as though she were an older sister. Emily Taylor was intelligent and kind. Frances knew she could ask them anything.
"I heard you saying something about the Church of Leviticus," she said bravely, swallowing her hesitation, hoping it was enough to prompt them, afraid she could not say another word.
May took the lead.
"Alain has been looking up his birth family, Frances," she said carefully. "He has been having dreams lately, nightmares really, and recalling some instances from his childhood. He had no memory since about the age of thirteen."
Frances emitted a huge puff of air and bent forward, placing her elbows on her knees to prop herself up. She looked down at her womb and apologized to Little Ed, but she knew suddenly that this was going to change both their lives dramatically.
May continued, while Emily handed Frances a bottle of water, her magic elixir. The principal was still not quite certain of where this was going, but she was beginning to have a wild hunch.
"Through hypnosis with Doc and from research that Jacob Finch did for us, Alain found out that his father was a man by the name of Robert Janot. He was a pastor of a church called Leviticus, which just happens to be the same church that Carl Sanderson heads up."
"Itha," Frances murmured. "Itha."
Tears began to race down her cheeks, a stream with a vast source of joy, disbelief and sorrow.
May moved, and on her haunches beside the chair, she threw her arms around her sister-in-law.
"Yes. Itha," she said gently, handing Frances a tissue at the same time. "And you are his beloved Dorothée."
"My God," Emily breathed, unable to help herself. "This is amazing."
Frances raised her head. "Yes, it is, isn't it? It's absolutely incroyable. Alain. Alain is Ithamar."
She explored the idea, hardly breathing, scarcely able to hold onto the thoughts that sped through her mind.
May sat back up in the chair, her hand still clenched in Frances's.
"His birth certificate says Ithamar Alain Janot. I understand 'Ithamar' has religious significance."
Frances nodded. "That's what Cynthia told me."
In response to their questioning looks, she added, "I met a woman whose name is Cynthia Denis. She's an amateur historian. She kept all the records she could find about the Janot family. I found a document among my Aunt Candace's things that said I was born in Brinston, which is the only real clue I had about my birth, other than the date."
"As soon as I went to see her, Cynthia knew who I was, especially since I had a gut feeling that my original name was Doro. In fact, at first I told her I was Doro. I didn't want anyone to know that I was going through this search. I wanted…"
Frances paused, allowing all the emotions, the tumultuous thoughts, the overwhelming sensations to settle for a moment.
"I'm pregnant. And I wanted to know my history before I became a mom. Just to see what kind of legacy I really had."
May let out a cry of joy. "I'm so happy for you, Frances! Edgar must be thrilled."
"He is," the young woman answered, smiling. She could still see his eager, loving face and the happiness that literally poured from him. "You're going to be an aunt, May."
"Frances, I must tell you that Alain has some idea of who you are. He just told me yesterday that he had a feeling about you. He said…he said that he remembers how you looked back at him when you were running from the house. There was something about that memory that triggered a connection to you."
Frances nodded. "I have been experiencing some memories, but they're foggy. Like slides, or a video that is just out of focus. I dreamt about the preacher, about the house, about fleeing into the cornfield. And about my brothers. And the baby."
"Did you find out about the fire?"
"Yes. Cynthia had it all chronicled. She gave me copies of everything. How about Alain? Does he know?"
"He knows. It hasn't been easy, I must say. He felt so guilty all these years, as though he'd done all kinds of horrible things. It turns out he was angry because of what had been done to him—and to you. It must be horrible for you, sweetheart. Being pregnant makes you emotional enough."
"You can say that again," Frances replied, smiling through her tears. "I've never been one to cry and now that's all I seem to do."
"That's pretty understandable," Emily said. "Just think of the shocks you've had over the last few days. And now another huge one. I mean, I'm sitting here completely stunned, so I can't imagine what you're feeling."
They were silent for a moment and then Frances remembered what she was supposed to be there to do.
"Tell me what happened with Aaron Sanderson," she urged.
Emily related the story, while Frances asked some pertinent questions. The constable assumed her professional persona again, trying to regain control of the events swirling around her.
"As he was racing out of the building, I heard him talking about the Church of Leviticus," May added. "That's when I suddenly remembered what Jacob Finch had discovered about Alain's background."
"It seems as though Carl Sanderson is connected to all of the recent events," Frances mused aloud.
She told them briefly about the murder of Paul Marot.
"I think Emily is right. Things are coming to a head, which probably has very little to do with the school and a great deal to do with whatever is going on at home or in that church. I'll call Edgar and see if he's spotted Aaron. I need to fill him in on all of this."
"Absolutely. And let's see if Lynda got anywhere with the Sandersons."
When they headed back into the main office, Lynda was sitting at May's desk, talking on the telephone.
May checked on Cate. She was still asleep, but her breathing was normal and her skin no longer flushed. Once again, May left the door just slightly ajar.
"That was Mrs. Sanderson," Lynda told them when she hung up. "She says she was calling from the church. She told me that Aaron had run home and that she took him to the church for her husband to deal with the boy. Of course she intimated that the incident must be the school's fault, but she refused to talk about it. She says at least he's safe now."
Emily grunted sceptically. "I don't know how safe Aaron is at that so-called church, but at least our duty has been done for now. Is Mrs. Sanderson on her way home to greet the other kids when they get home? I'd like to know who's where."
"That occurred to me, too. She's on her way home, so she claims," Lynda replied. "And Renae called, too. She's nearly at the school."
"Okay. One more thing." Emily's frown deepened. "Aaron claimed I injured him when I forced them off the stage and into the storage room. There were definitely marks on his wrists, but Cate said he got those from something she called 'altar rituals.' Now you understand why I'm concerned that Aaron may not be so safe in church."
Emily looked at Frances and May, who stood shoulder to shoulder, their faces reflecting the emotionally charged discoveries they had made. It was obvious that they needed to leave. They needed to see Alain.
"Well, I'd say that's enough excitement for me for one day," Emily said. "Renae and I can handle things from here, with help from Edgar. I think you and this officer have somewhere to go, don't you, May?"
For an answer, May threw her arms around Emily and they hugged deeply.
This woman taught me how to hug, Emily thought, how to love and trust a friend once more. She was the only one in the world who knew everything.
As for May, she was overwhelmed once more by Emily's empathy and perspicacity.
Frances stood slightly apart from them, but she knew that she was encircled in their love and it was enough.



 
Chapter 52: Skhole
 
Frances and May had just left the school in the police car when Renae Ogemah came racing in. As always, her hair stuck up all over her head and she was alight with energy, asking questions rapidly and excitedly.
Emily told her everything in detail, except the part about Frances.
"This just may be the opening we've been waiting for," Renae gushed, sweeping her hand to include Lynda, who still sat at May's desk.
"I agree," Emily replied, "but I just wish it hadn't been such a dramatic opening. We've got the spring concert in a few days, not to mention all the other stuff that's piling up."
Now that the edge was off her own excitement, Emily was grumpy and overwhelmed. She realized that she sounded whiny and almost said I don't have time for this. She bit her tongue.
The Sandersons had been a concern for a long time. She knew they just might be able to help them after this. But Emily was also not sure where Aaron's eruption was going to lead.
As though reading her mind, Renae outlined a plan.
"Let me speak with Cate," she said and Emily admired her train of thought.
Of course. Aaron was not the breakthrough. Cate was.
"Now that she has admitted some abuse to you," Renae continued, "even though the source is her brother rather than her father, perhaps she will tell us what's been going on. Then I'll have the authority to do something. I don't want those kids going home without protection today."
The caseworker's enthusiasm was catching and gave Emily hope.
"You're brilliant as always," she said and Renae smiled widely. "Cate's in the health room, still asleep. Do you want to speak to her alone?"
"I think it's better if you come with me," Renae said instantly. "She's obviously got a rapport with you and I haven't ever spoken to her directly."
"Lynda, are you okay with everything out here?"
"No chaos just now," she replied good-naturedly.
She was going to make an amazing principal, Emily thought for the hundredth time.
"Seriously, the kids are still packed in the gym with the rehearsals and it's started to rain again, so no outdoor recess to worry about this afternoon. Then not much time to dismissal after that. Go ahead, really, this is important."
Renae and Emily went quietly into the health room and shut the door behind them. Cate was awake and sitting up now.
For the third time that day, Emily handed someone a bottle of water.
The child drank it gratefully. Her face was shuttered: shoulders hunched, eyes lowered, the reticent little girl once again.
Emily decided to be completely honest.
"Cate, you know that I've been worried about your family for a long time," she said slowly. "Ms. Ogemah has been too. We've worked mostly with Meghan because she doesn't speak at school, but as you know, Ms. Ogemah has been to your house and she wasn't really there just because of your sister."
Cate looked up now. Her blue eyes were troubled, slightly filled with tears. She struggled to compose herself. She squeezed the bottle of water.
There were still spots of paint on her arms and legs. Dots of color marred the white blouse, its material thin and porous from many wash cycles. Her reddish blond hair was limp and wispy around her thin face.
Emily rushed on, eyes locked onto the girl's like hands under her arms, holding her aloft. Stay with me, Cate, she thought.
"After today, I am even more worried. Aaron seems to have had a breakdown. And from what you told me, I think he's been abusing you for a while and it's getting worse. Does he hurt Meghan too?"
Cate stared for a few tense moments. Emily could see the control breaking down. The walls holding back whatever secrets were now collapsing inside her, but she was not sure she could trust these two people enough to make that leap through.
Where would she go? What would life be like if she jumped over the barrier? As they watched, her face crumpled and she made the decision. There really was no choice. She couldn't go back now.
Everything tumbled out in all directions, disjointed, in pieces. It was a stream of consciousness, almost as if they were not there to witness, even though Emily grasped her hand and the girl held tight to the lifeline.
Once the stream began, it turned into a deluge, an unstoppable flow of violations, abuses and injuries. Cate didn't cry, but her voice was filled with tears, with hurt, with the sound of a child whose height of safety was that the beatings were not so bad today.
With Renae's gentle prompts and her subtle questions, Catherine Sanderson told it all. She spoke of horrors that would be beyond belief if they had not gushed from a pale, emaciated girl. From a place deep inside her, where a tragedy had been buried for so very long.
She told them of a self-righteous, ignorant parent who raised Aaron to believe that he was the Anointed One. He could have whatever he desired. He had grown into a boy who was greedy, vengeful and malicious.
When the puzzle began to take shape, when they put the pieces in the right order and saw the whole, a dreadful, violent and tragic story emerged. They never quite remembered the exact words the girl used, translating some of them into adult reality, but both Renae and Emily retained the exact imprint of the child's anguish.
 
My father is the pastor of our church, but my brother is the Anointed One. He is named after Moses's brother and everyone in the church expects him to lead us to salvation. He has been taught this since he was born.
We perform the rituals every day. We have an altar in our house, just in case we are not able to go to the church because it's far away. We follow the rules and we make the offerings. Sometimes it's a lamb and sometimes it's a goat. We eat the rest of the animal once we have made the sacrifice and offered the blood.
My father has very high standards and he makes sure we atone when we are bad.
My mother is a believer. She was raised by a preacher too. She told us we are lucky our father is so nice to us. She says that she was made to scrub the floor with a toothbrush when she went wrong. She has scars from where her father put her hand on the stove to teach her about the fires of hell.
She said that I will learn to repent some day, just the way she did. She didn't believe me when I told her about my brother. She told the preacher and he made me kneel in the corner and get drenched in the blood of the lamb.
I was about eight when he first came into my room. He is only eighteen months older than I am, but he already knew what to do. He told me that if I didn't do what he wanted, he would make up stories about me to the preacher and I would have to atone. He was right, because my mother never did believe me.
Now that he is older, though, I can see that he wants to do these things with Jennifer. I can't let him do this to her. He makes me…he sticks his penis in me and in my mouth and he just…well, you know. All kinds of sex things.
My mother says that the time is coming soon when Aaron will have to change the world. She says that the pastor who taught them everything was weak and was eventually destroyed by the outside world.
But my mother says Aaron is strong and has been taught well. My brother will prevail and smite the forces of evil. The offspring of Molech are trying to get back together and they are going to resurrect the devil. My parents said the evil people have helpers, who look ordinary, but who are really from other planets or from hell. They want to destroy the Leviticans because we live by the rule and they don't.
Once Aaron said that Ms. Ogemah was interplanetary and that you, Mrs. Taylor, he said you were misguided. He said that he could change you if he had the chance, but that he didn't have the time. Because the world is coming to an end if he doesn't act soon.
Ever since my mother and father started preaching about the end, my brother has been worse. He has been hurting all of us, humiliating us, making us say things and kneel in the corner or get on all fours and act like dogs.
What things does he make us say? Things like: You are my God, I will obey you. I will lay down my life for you. Stuff like that, as if we are worshipping him.
The only one who doesn't do what he asks is Meghan. She never says anything. She just stares at him. She is the only one who can make him back down.
My mother never hurts us. She doesn't believe me about Aaron. None of the other kids have ever told on him. She thinks he is the Anointed One. He would never do anything against the rules, she says.
My father doesn't really hurt us either. Just that he makes us do all those rituals and sit in church for hours, even when we are hungry or tired, even on a school night.
I am the one who is hurt by Aaron, but he might start hurting Jennifer soon. I can tell. I make sure she stays in the bed with the twins so she's not there when he comes into our room.
That's why I had to tell. When you caught him today, Mrs. Taylor, I knew that God was telling me to follow your rules this time. I want to be my sister's buddy. I can't let her get bullied by him.
 
When she was finished, Emily sat next to her, holding her, squeezing back the tears, trying to be the strong adult for her. Dear god, she was equating bullying with sexual abuse, the poor thing. She was just a little girl.
Renae was quiet for a while when the words finally stopped. She let the other woman hold Cate and listened as the child sobbed.
Then she gently told her what they must do. They would do it together, she reassured her. Renae would take care of the other children too.
"You can't go back into that house, Cate. Not until Aaron has been removed. I won't let him hurt you any more."
"Are you sure you can stop him from hurting Jen?"
"I am absolutely sure of it. I have a really nice lady who will take you to her house for tonight, okay? And then we'll go step by step through everything that has to be done. You are very brave to tell us all of this, Cate. Now we'll need to go through some processes that will seem intrusive to you. Do you know what I mean by that?"
Cate shook her head. "Not really."
"We'll have to take you to a doctor, who will look at you to make sure you are telling the truth."
"You don't believe me?" She jerked out of Emily's arms.
"Of course we believe you." Renae put a hand on her shoulder to steady her. "But we are going to get evidence that will make even your mother believe you. See what I mean now?"
"Yes. Okay." Cate straightened her shoulders. She looked more confident than her principal had ever seen her.
Emily was so awed by the girl's courage that she could weep.
"We called Chief Brennan too, Cate," Emily told her. "He went out looking for Aaron, but your mother took him to the church. In the meantime, you will be safe and because Aaron will not be at home, your sisters and brothers will be safe, okay?"
Cate nodded with even more self-assurance this time. The circle of adults that surrounded her was reassuring. At last she had done something about this horrible life that she had had to endure and she saw that her siblings would be better off too.
"Do any of the other kids know about what Aaron has done to you?" Renae asked.
"Yes. All of the girls have seen him. Our rooms are all on the same floor and he is always up there, picking at me. And Jennifer has seen him in my bed."
"That's good. That will help to convince your mother. Do you think they will tell me about what he has done to them too?"
"I don't know. They might not. They're just little and they're scared."
"All right, we'll cross that bridge when we come to it. Right now, I want you to promise me that you will think about just you for a change, okay? It's important that you stay safe and strong, so we can help all the kids. Understand, Cate?"
Renae was kind, but she was also tough. She purposely gave some of her strength to the girl through her determined words.
"I understand, Ms. Ogemah. I feel better already and I just want him to get some help. He's sick."
They were both astonished at her insight.
"I agree with you, Cate," Renae said, "but we're going to focus on safety right now. Later we'll concentrate on getting everyone the help that they need, including Aaron."
Emily could not resist asking one question. "The former pastor who was weak. Do you know his name, Cate?"
"No," she said. "We never met him. He died in a fire a long time ago."



 
Chapter 53: Brynstan
 
The reverend lay lengthwise across the steps below the altar, his hair plastered with sweat, his hands outstretched before him in supplication.
In the first pew, a man sat with his hands tied behind him, a wide silver tape across his mouth. He whined and struggled, but did not sound afraid. He sounded angry.
Above them both, the boy began to lecture, the words echoing and reverberating from the walls of the empty church, despite the fact that his voice was quiet and calm. He was quoting, misquoting, reciting.
"I am the Anointed One in whom the Lord has placed His Command. Through me you must do all His Commandments. And if you shall despise my statutes, or if your soul abhor my judgments, so that you will not do all the Lord's Commandments, but break the covenant, I will set my face against you, and you shall be slain before your enemies.
"And if your people will not yet for all this hearken unto me, then I will punish them seven times more for their sins. I will send wild beasts among you, which shall rob you of your children."
Suddenly he turned his face toward the man in the pew, his eyes bulging with fury, his face puffed and red.
"Shut up!" he screamed and the sound sliced the air, bounced against the walls.
The man flinched and went still.
The reverend lifted up his head, but did not speak.
The boy waved the rifle over his head. His voice calm once more, he began to intone the bastardized passage.
"And I will bring a sword upon you that shall avenge the quarrel of the covenant."
His tone changed, now louder and menacing, cold with hatred.
"And when you are gathered together within your cities, I will send the pestilence among you. And you shall be delivered into the hand of the enemy. And I will destroy your high places, and cut down your images, and cast your carcasses upon the carcasses of your idols, and my soul shall abhor you."
By now the boy was dancing with the lust of the kill. His laughter was high-pitched, maniacal. He pranced down the steps and pointed the rifle in the face of the man.
The reverend moved, rolling to a sit-up position. He rubbed his legs as though the blood had stopped flowing and he could not revive any feeling. He remained on the steps. His back was very straight, as he attempted to assert some authority despite the undignified pose.
"Aaron," he said, very loudly and brusquely.
The boy turned, looking confused and slightly dizzy. His eyes were still glazed over, but there was a flicker of recognition.
Consumed by a mania impossible to completely penetrate, he quickly lost interest as his father continued talking.
"Boy, this is not what is meant. People will not die by our hand, but by their very own. I have been watching them, following them and it is working. We will either turn them to the true path, or they will wither without…"
"Shut up!" the boy demanded. "You are as weak as Pastor Rob was. You think that Marot had been going to follow? Do you think he was going to follow?"
He shoved the rifle into the chest of the man in the pew, who stopped struggling. Misery and despair overtook him. He barely flinched when the gun's muzzle prodded him.
The reverend was painfully aware that the boy had gone over the edge into madness. Carl Sanderson wondered when it happened. When had the Anointed One turned from the light into the darkness? They had so many plans for him. Sanderson was not willing to give up.
"Boy, you are breaking God's Commands. Honour your father, honour your mother. Do not kill. Let God take care of the final atonement, son. We are the messengers. We are the harbingers of what is to come if they do not adhere to the commands. We punish, but we do not kill. That is for the Lord Himself to decide."
There was a sound at the back of the church. The big doors screeched as they were slowly pushed open and then clanged shut once more. A man and a woman entered. The man was dressed all in black, long white hair looking stark above the collar.
Isaac Rondeau's eyes were flat as he stared at Carl, his face twisted with hatred. Silent, he carried a rifle as though it were a child.
The woman's normally detached visage was alight and engaged. Her eyes fastened on the boy.
"Don't listen to him, son," she said.
Her voice was different. She was strong and fierce. A loud, confident tone replaced her customarily quiet reservation.
"You are God's Avenger, not just His Messenger. You do as you have been instructed. Do not listen to him."
Carl Sanderson's eyes bulged out of his head. His face purpled with rage, embarrassment and fear. His wife had a completely different countenance. She was as enigmatic as her son.
"My father taught me to repent," Dorothy Sanderson said, her voice ringing out as though chanting the chorus of a hymn.
She held up her scarred hands toward the roof, toward the heavens.
"I have learned to be stronger than my father. The pupil surpasses the teacher! I am so disappointed in you, my husband, as I was in Him. You were both weakened by the world and you stumbled over the boulders that the Devil put in your way. Carl, I thought you would avenge my father's protégé, but you did not. Husband, did you believe that those who sinned against my father's disciple were to be punished by the Lord alone? No. He demands that we become His Right Hand."
She did not address her rant directly to her husband. As if she were talking to a group of uninformed followers, her tone was haughty and condescending. She laughed, a sound similar to Aaron's hyena-like guffaw.
"We have just begun the purge. The time has come for vengeance. We have turned our faces from the wicked and they will be slain before their enemies and their loved ones alike. There is no more time for mercy."
She turned toward the man trussed up in ropes and tape. She pointed a bony finger in his direction. Her face showed no anger, only joy and fulfillment.
"Shoot him," she said.
Sandford Haineau cringed in his seat, eyes wild with pleading. He murmured and whined, a pitiful guttural noise more animal than human.
The sound of the rifle was deafening. The man became a mass of blood and tissue. His body slumped down from the pew, wedged between the floor and the seat.
But it was not Izzy Rondeau who pulled the trigger and caused the devastation to another human being. It was the reverend's own son.
Carl Sanderson put his head in his hands and wept. His wife's voice pounded into his skull.
"Three are now done. Three more are to be eliminated. And then, there is the spawn of Molech and all that have assisted in their reunion. Once they are handled, the evil will be dispelled and the True Church shall be powerful once more."



 
Chapter 54: Jacob
 
Jacob waited in his office for Ron Murphy and Alain Reneaux to arrive. Doc had called earlier that morning to let them know he'd heard from his colleague, the forensic anthropologist in Ottawa. He was able to meet with them that afternoon, if they wished. Both Jacob and Alain had jumped at the chance.
When he completed some of the work that had piled up regarding the gold mine and lingering issues about the subdivision, Jacob went back to all of the information he had gathered on the Church of Leviticus.
Among the papers about the formation of the church in Canada, he found petitions to the government and Canada Revenue to declare Leviticus a charitable foundation and ultimately, a recognized church. Rather than the submissions themselves, it was the list of supplicants and their signatures that really interested Jacob. He saved the enlightening information for his meeting.
The two men arrived at the same time. Doc was visibly excited by the faxed information that the anthropologist sent him.
"Look at this, Alain," he said. "Deanna, she's Doctor Young, very well respected throughout Canada, so she knows how to investigate even the most mysterious of cases. It seems she was just too interested to let these little bones lie in a box somewhere. So on her own time, she did some forensic testing, just in case it ever came up for trial."
Jacob smiled at Doc's rambling speech. His excitement was catching. He was concerned, however, that Alain might be overwhelmed by all of this.
"What she found is intriguing. Plus it corroborates Alain's hypnosis memory as well. What the divers retrieved four years ago were fragments of the bodies of four children. Three of them are of Native descent and have been in that well for about one hundred years. They were nicely encased in the broken bits of clay from the original well, now caches of mud really, at the bottom of the pond. The other fragments are from a small child who died no more than thirty years ago. Between twenty-five and thirty is what she writes here, to be exact."
Doc stopped, slightly out of breath.
"That baby…" Alain reflected slowly, tracing the dream in his mind. "The little one that I see at the edge of the well and then in the hypnosis, when I see her dumped into the pond. That is Faith."
"Doctor Young says it's not possible to get any DNA from the bones, because they were in the water all this time, so we'll probably never know for certain. However, she estimates that the child was just an infant. So the bones cannot belong to Dorothée. In my opinion, it's too much of a coincidence that you dreamt of this exact incident and now the bones match the time and age of the baby, though. They must belong to Faith."
"I agree with you, Doc," Jacob said. "It's probably as close as we'll ever come to identifying that little girl. And from what I've read of this history," he gestured toward the piles of paper on his desk, "I really think that baby died and then was buried in the pond."
"Her birth was registered with the town, but there was no public christening, which is odd in light of the religion they practiced. Plus, though neighbours reported seeing another child, an infant in or around the house, they did admit that, before the fire, they hadn't seen the baby for a few months. I don't think this child lived to more than a couple of months."
"That would fit with Doctor Young's findings," Ron added.
Alain said thoughtfully, "May is going to be interested in this too, I can tell you. There is a Native legend about Bahswaway that tells of children playing around the well and then being led by a spirit down into the hole, where they were forever whisked away. The gods put water around it to form a scummy pond, so no one would ever drink from it again. Everyone thought it was just a story until those divers went in."
The three men were silent for a moment.
Alain spoke up again. "I have found my baby sister and I have found my older brother and they are both gone. I think I am glad that my parents are deceased. They were either very cruel or very misguided people, I believe. But I am going to find Dorothée. I pray that I have found her already."
He paused and the room was deathly quiet. The men waited, not pushing him to confide.
"I cannot say just yet. I must wait until we have done more research."
Jacob filled in quickly. "I do have some further news," he said.
He explained about the proposals to the government to officially recognize the Church of Leviticus. "The signatories to the petitions were the same."
"First, there is Reverend A.J. Martin. I did some background research on him and found his whole life history laid out on the Internet, largely because the modern Leviticus followers seem to love blogging. Abraham John Martin attained an elevated level of fame due to the fact that he was the pastor of the Church of Leviticus in Williamsburg, the first of its kind in Canada."
"He had three daughters, Dorothy, Carolyn and Diane. All three girls got married to Leviticans and they and their husbands adhered closely to the church precepts. Two of the couples moved away to start churches of their own in other parts of Canada."
"In his later years, the Reverend Martin recruited two assistants, Robert Janot and Philippe Rondeau. Janot's signature is the second one on all the petitions. Rondeau's, the third. When A.J. Martin died, Rondeau took over the church. Rondeau still runs the church with his son Isaac. Perhaps in retaliation, Robert Janot started up his own branch of the church in Brinston. Many of the parishioners followed him."
"The various blogs present two distinct viewpoints, one moderate and one a literal, stricter view of the teachings from Leviticus. Interestingly, Pastor Rob's side was initially more liberal. When Janot was accused of fraud, Rondeau Junior was actually very supportive, providing all the paperwork that ultimately cleared him."
"I found one Internet blog that related the story of how Pastor Rob recruited the husband of the youngest Martin girl to be his assistant. It certainly looks like this daughter broke away from her father and went off with his protégé. Either that or she had no choice but to follow her husband in doing so. She was the youngest of the Martins and her husband was a lot older than she, closer to Robert Janot's age than to hers."
"That was the other signature on the petitions: Carl Sanderson. And his wife is Dorothy, née Martin."
Alain caught it right away. "Aren't those the parents that May and Emily are so concerned about?"
Jacob nodded, satisfied that he now had someone else to discuss these odd connections with.
Doc Murphy was astonished.
"So let me get this straight," the physician said. "This Abraham Martin fellow was the pastor of the first church. Then Alain's birth father, Robert Janot, starts up a branch in Brinston. His assistant, Carl Sanderson, who is also Martin's son-in-law, brings the church to Burchill."
"Not officially to Burchill, May told me," Alain informed them. "Mr. Sanderson told Emily or someone that his church is in Norvale. We're not sure if anyone from Burchill is actually a Levitican, but of course you never know."
"That's for sure," Doc Murphy muttered.
"Everything is connected," Jacob said wonderingly. "Your birth father must have been Carl Sanderson's mentor. Carl Sanderson is now in Burchill, so it's not a stretch to think that your sister is too."
"I wonder what's going on in that household to make Emily and May worry so much about the children," Doc mused. "They are not the kind to fret over nothing."
"Well, when I read these accounts, Doc, I was blown away by the fervour of some of these followers," Jacob said. "They pretty much twist the biblical references to suit their own purposes. They read everything as literal and they obey it without question and without any kind of context. For instance, they still carry out the rituals of the blood. They sacrifice a lamb, cut off the fat and offer it up, sprinkling blood over the congregation…"
"Stop," Alain said suddenly, holding up his hand. "That's just what the preacher in my dreams, presumably my own father, made us do on a regular basis."
"It seems disgusting to us," Jacob said. "Do you think he really believed that these rituals were good for you? I mean, you were just little kids."
Alain thought about Jacob's words for a moment.
"You know, I haven't really given much thought to what he was like or what he believed. I think I am still in shock. When I first got the memories, all that consumed me was this horrible rage. I wanted to hurt something or someone. Now I am calm, but I still feel anger. I am thinking of him as abusive, someone who yelled at us all the time, who never gave us any affection."
"Yet I have this faint memory that things were different when I was younger, that we actually had a happy, if unconventional, family. I still can hardly remember my mother. She is like a ghost in the background. So I haven't gone beyond that. Not past these surface remembrances into anything deeper. I am consumed with finding Dorothée."
"That's understandable," Doc assured him. "You've had so many shocks to deal with. It will literally take years to sort it all out."
"Do you think we should let Emily know what we found out about the Sandersons?" Jacob asked.
"Yes, I think she will want that information," Alain said.
"I have to go and pick up Adrienne in a little while," Jacob said. "I'll go a little early and see if I can have a word with Emily."
It didn't turn out that way.
Jacob walked to the school. It was another mild day, without any wind, and the sun was unencumbered by clouds. Yet the air was still thick and dusty. The trees were just beginning to show tiny thumb-size buds, shy after a cold dry winter and an oddly barren start to the spring.
When Jacob rounded the corner of Read Street, he saw an Ontario Provincial Police car outside the school. He assumed it was either Edgar or Frances, as they too were frequent visitors to Emily and May's office. He had no premonition of what had occurred.
When he entered the school, a flushed, wide-eyed vice principal and a closed principal's door greeted him.
"Hi, Lynda," he said, at once alert and sensitive to the vibrations in the office. "Where's May?"
She looked up at him and her normally calm face was alive with tension. "She's gone home just now."
"What's happened?" he asked, filled with concern, seeing the conflict on the woman's face.
Lynda quietly told him about the Sandersons and the terrible revelations by Cate. Knowing the connections between Alain's past and the Church of Leviticus, Jacob could not help but be not only shocked but also intrigued.
"Renae and Edgar are in the office with Emily," Lynda told him. "They just arrived a few minutes ago. I think they would love to hear a legal point of view about what they need to do next."
"I'm not terribly up on the law regarding the CAS, but if they want me to listen in with the legal ear, I'd be happy to," Jacob replied.
Lynda opened the office door, slipped inside and conferred for a few seconds.
Almost immediately, Emily eagerly beckoned him to come in. Lynda discreetly shut the door behind her.
Edgar Brennan and Renae Ogemah were seated, looking serious and energized at the same time, their faces a study of questions, frustrated action and worry.
When Jacob perched on the side of her desk, the principal told him what had occurred with both Aaron and Catherine Sanderson. First they talked about the situation with Cate and how they might deal with it.
"I'm suggesting that I send Cate home with my usual foster parent, Mary Jo Samuels," Renae said. "From what Cate has told us, I believe she is in sufficient danger to warrant removing her from the home. Next, I'd like to visit with the Sandersons, including Aaron, to tell them of the allegations. I have no doubt that they'll deny everything, but I will be taking Aaron with me to another foster home if I possibly can. We may have to go to court to come up with a permanent resolution. Either Cate or Aaron will be removed from that home, one way or another."
Renae's voice was flat but determined, as though already arguing her points with a judge.
"I haven't dealt with the Child and Family Services Act very often and certainly not recently," Jacob repeated what he had told Lynda. "But I would agree that you have sufficient cause to remove her for now. And I do think a judge will be sympathetic to a child of her age, especially if we have a report from a hospital. The main thing is her immediate safety."
Renae nodded. "Thanks, Jacob, it's great to have that confirmation. Edgar and I have proposed that we go straight to the Sandersons' place or the church and confront them."
"I don't know if you'll have any success with removing Aaron," Jacob had to say. "After all, it's an allegation right now, from only one source. But if Cate has been abused, the abuser mostly likely was someone in that house."
"Well, at the very least, we can encourage the Sandersons to keep Aaron at the church or with one of their friends. In the meantime, I'll call Mary Jo and then I'll bring Cate there."
"I can do that," Emily piped up. "She's already so upset. Perhaps it would be good if I went with her and got her settled."
Renae went out of the main office to make the call in private and Emily left to speak with Cate. While they were gone, Jacob rapidly made connections.
"Ed, I think we have a complicated case here that goes back to Alain's family," he said.
Edgar was alert, quiet, but listening carefully.
"First, there was the original Church of Leviticus in Williamsburg, begun by the Reverend Martin." He used his fingers to keep everything straight.
"Second, he recruited two other men."
Jacob counted off three fingers now. "In addition, he employed his son-in-law, who just happens to be Carl Sanderson."
"I heard about Carl Sanderson and the Church of Leviticus in Norvale, but I had no idea he was directly connected to the other one." Edgar shook his head. "You're right, Jacob. It's extremely complicated."
"It gets more so. Somewhere along the line, Martin split with his first protégé, who went off to start his own church. What's interesting for us is that he took Carl Sanderson with him as his assistant, or Deacon. The other protégé stuck it out and took over after Martin died. Later, when Sanderson's boss was accused of fraud by a group of villagers from Brinston who…"
"Wait a minute," Ed interrupted, his voice incredulous. "Brinston?"
Jacob nodded. "I forgot, you didn't know about any of this. Martin's second recruit, a man called Robert Janot, started a branch of Leviticus when he split from Martin. It was located in Brinston, which isn't too far from here. I know that Alain wanted you to hear this, so I'm not telling you anything in secret, but Pastor Janot, it turns out, was Alain's birth father."
Edgar's face flushed with shock, though he was careful to remain outwardly calm.
"Jacob, this is even more complicated than you know. I'm not sure I should be telling you this, but Frances and I just came from Brinston. She was researching her roots. Her birth father is also Robert Janot."
Jacob rubbed his face. "Edgar, believe me, this will remain between us. Alain told us that he thought his sister lived in Burchill, but he wouldn't say who she was. Frances. Wow."
At that moment, Emily came back into the room. Immediately, she noticed the pale vestiges of disbelief on both men's faces and felt the vibrations in the silence of the room.
"What's happened?" she asked.
Edgar had no hesitation in telling her.
Emily sat down when he finished, reaching out to touch her friend's hand.
"She knows about Alain, Ed."
Emily explained how Frances overheard their conversation.
"She's okay. May went with her to their place. She tried calling you before they left, but she missed you. I didn't think it was my story to tell, so when you arrived here, I left a message at the Reneaux house for Frances to ring the school."
Suddenly the three of them stared into one another's eyes as though searching for the answers to a coincidence that seemed ethereal. They were, for the most part, logical, objective people and this occurrence was unexplainable through familiar channels.
Jacob broke the silence.
"Alain knew there was a bunch of strong connections to Burchill," he said.
He told them about Doc's theory regarding the well at Bahswaway.
"For some reason, Robert Janot buried that baby in the pond. It was during this period that he withdrew from society. He took his kids out of school and the family became hermits. The reaction was probably because of the lawsuit, but maybe there were other factors. I have been reading through the information that Frances brought home with her."
"For all kinds of reasons, I believe the family unit was not only breaking up inside. I have a theory about postpartum depression, but I won't go into that now. They were also getting some kind of pressure from the outside. The manse was continually vandalized. Janot was beaten up and eventually both parents were murdered. The fire was likely to cover up the murders."
"Then the very same people who were part of the class action lawsuit ended up on the inquest jury. Now we have everybody gathered around Burchill. I keep thinking these are meaningful connections, if only I could piece it all together."
"And then one of the men who wanted to keep Frances in the dark about her past gets murdered," Edgar said, more thinking out loud than informing.
"Did this happen recently?"
Edgar told them about Cynthia and Nicolas Denis, about finding the man in the ditch, about the sculpture.
"Now this local Sergeant thinks Frances is somehow connected to Paul Marot's murder."
"Paul Marot?" Jacob was stunned. "Ed, Paul Marot was one of the people involved in the class action suit and the inquest. Not only that, but two others have met sudden deaths in the last little while—Michel Pardie and Dr. Marc André. Do you think we have some kind of conspiracy going on?"
Edgar's face was grim. "More than a conspiracy, I'd say. More like a series of revenge murders. I have a feeling that Carl Sanderson and his so-called church are behind everything. We continue to come back to the Leviticus group and Sanderson. Who, as Janot's Deacon, was probably incensed when his mentor was killed. Maybe he's at the helm, seeking vengeance for his former pastor. Paul Marot must have been on his list and maybe even Ithamar and Dorothée."
He paused. "Which means that Frances and Alain may be in danger if he has figured out who they are."
Jacob hastily told them about the pigeon on his porch after the gathering at his place.
Emily drew in a sharp breath.
"In Leviticus, it's one of the ways of atonement, one of the rituals," the lawyer explained. "Maybe someone has been watching us all along. Maybe Sanderson does know who Frances and Alain really are. This is serious, Ed."
Jacob was visibly nervous now.
Edgar stood up, as though he could not contain the desire to move, to act. He dialled the Reneaux house from Emily's telephone, but there was no answer. He phoned Marty Michano and asked him to call Frances's car radio.
Next, he tried his wife's cell. The incessant ringing was a warning bell in his ear.



 
Chapter 55: Alain
 
He saw her from the living room window as she walked up the porch steps. Her face was pinched and twisted. Fear, restraint and anguish fought for control within her.
In his memory, she turned to look at him through the smoke, wide eyed with fright and concern. He was her strength, her center, her source of love, as she was for him. He suddenly remembered the field, her little arms tight around him, her small girl voice telling him the story.
Alain flung the front door open and said, "Doro," in a voice choked with joy and with grief.
They grasped each other, tears flowing, sobs erupting from the stone of hurt and loss that had weighted their souls for all the years they could remember. There on the porch of the Reneaux house, little Dorothée and her big brother Ithamar were reunited in a place of warmth and love. The home, the meadow, the stream of their life-sustaining story appeared in the here and now, real and tangible.
They were released from their nightmares. All the tragedies that they must face in the future would be conquered together. All the joys would be shared. Salvation had been sent to them by a connection so strong that they were both drawn back to the epicentre of their past, where their baby sister was buried, where love was born and then lost.
In some secret part of their subconscious, they knew that Burchill would be the place to renew, to find love again. It was also the place where they had found their soul mates.
Frances turned and encircled May with them. She wished fervently that Edgar were there to be witness to this reunion, but she was comforted knowing that her husband would be part of their future, just as the baby inside her would be.
When they were able to speak without crying, they settled in the living room and the words began. The past figured only slightly in the conversation. They focused on the present, on the discoveries, on the quirks of life that brought them unknowingly back into one another's circle.
They were compelled to question it. How could this be coincidence? Was this proof of predestination? Were they simply like any other animal drawn back to the birthplace to nest? As they explored, talked, touched, laughed and cried, they could not get enough of the sound of each other's voice.
So engrossed were they in the emotion of their reunion, they did not hear the man as he entered the front hallway.
People in Burchill did not lock their front doors, so his quiet entry into the house was not unusual.
This intruder, however, deliberately sidled right up to them before they were aware of his presence.
May looked up first and let out a startled cry. Not only was the man foreign to her, but he also carried a rifle, pointed straight at them as they sat in their own living room.
Instinctively—Alain because his size had always meant he struck first and Frances because of her training—the siblings jumped to their feet to face their adversary.
The man did not move. Instead, a smile of pleasure and triumph suffused his face. He was tall and slender. His fine white hair formed stringy trails down his black-clad shoulders. When he spoke, his voice was deep and modulated, well trained. He sounded like the preacher he fancied himself to be.
"Well, well, the Lord delivers. The children of Molech."
A profound, shocked silence enveloped the small group.
May stood now, too, her hand clutching Alain's arm to steady her.
Confused and shaken, they were unable to say anything.
Finally, Frances's professional background took over and she began to mechanically negotiate.
"I don't know who you think we are, sir," she said in a deceptively calm and controlled voice. "But I am a police officer. Pointing that weapon at us is a very bad mistake. Why don't you put it down and we can talk about what you want?"
"If it's money," Alain added, "we don't have much on the premises. I can certainly walk down to the bank with you and get what you want. Just don't hurt anyone."
The Preacher laughed. "Money is of no interest to me, Ithamar. Typical that you would consider the root of all evil first."
"What did you call me?"
"I know who you are, Ithamar. You are the son of Robert Janot, but most importantly, you are spawn of Molech, the offspring of the devil. Your sister here…"
He waved the gun toward Frances. "She led me right to you. Great police work, Dorothée. I do apologize to you, Mrs. Reneaux, you seem like a decent person and it's unfortunate that you are involved. You did marry this man, but I assume you had no idea who he was. I am certain the Lord will forgive you and must be grateful for your decision not to procreate."
"Then let May go," Frances said. "Whatever it is you want with us, she is innocent. Remember, too, that we were very young when our parents were killed. Whatever they may have done to you or your family, we couldn't have been responsible. There's no point in taking revenge out on us. You will simply get yourself into…"
"Dorothée," the man interrupted, shaking his head. "You have no idea. I am not here for revenge. No, I am here to assist in saving the world."
"My name is Deacon Isaac Rondeau. It has always been my destiny to return the True Church to its roots and to eradicate evil by identifying the Anointed One. I am sorry to tell you that your legacy is one of iniquity and therefore you must be terminated. Robert Janot was the Anointed One, but he was ruined by Satan, who appeared in the form of Molech, or Meloche, as you may know it. Your mother was a whore who invited the devil in."
He reacted to their incredulity and waved the rifle once more, as though conducting them toward the door. He laughed again, an edgy, mirthless sound.
"Let's go, folks, please. After all, I'm just taking you to church."
He stepped forward and put the weapon at Frances's back. He reached for her holster and pocketed her police revolver.
"Ithamar and Mrs. Reneaux, I'm going to be right next to Dorothée. Please do not interfere with this journey to church, or you will cause her death."
Just as he finished his sentence, the telephone began to ring unremittingly. The sound seemed to irritate their captor. Impatiently he pushed Frances out the door onto the porch.
Due to the earliness of the day, school not even dismissed, villagers still at work, there was absolutely no one around as the four of them climbed into Frances's police car.
Frances, with Isaac Rondeau beside her, got into the back seat, while May sat in the front and Alain drove. As they prepared to pull away, both the radio squawked and Frances's cell phone pierced the silence.
Isaac leaned over Alain, pulled the radio from its socket and wagged his fingers at Frances.
When she turned the cell phone over to him, he tossed it out the window.



 
Chapter 56: Doro
 
Frances suddenly remembered where she had seen this man before. The Denis store. The man that Kimmy had called "Izzy." The cans tumbling to the floor. The hasty exits of the older men.
"You followed me everywhere, Izzy," she said, keeping her voice pleasant. "When I went to see the old manse, right? Even to the store. How about when I was at the Denis's home? Did you decide to eliminate Paul Marot then too?"
Isaac Rondeau looked her directly in the eyes, his face calm and serene.
"I sometimes cannot believe how well the Lord guides us. Marot was on our list to be eliminated and then suddenly there he was, in the dark, defenceless. I think old Paul was about to confess his part in the cover-up about the fire, my dear, as well as the undoing of Robert Janot. But you and the Lord provided a very good weapon that allowed me to eliminate him immediately and make this world a little bit better."
He smiled at her, a disparaging, condescending smile.
"Now please, do not try to speak with me or cajole me or psychoanalyze me into revealing anything at this time. You will find out everything in due course. Right now, I am going to concentrate on giving Ithamar directions and ensuring that he follows all traffic rules. Wouldn't want the police to stop us."
He chuckled. "How is that for irony, Molech spawn?"
The last two words were stated icily, with hatred and venom, so loudly that May flinched from her position right in front of him.
They took Main Street East, connected onto Highway 54 and then turned right onto North Vale Line, which led directly to the tiny hamlet of Norvale. Within a few minutes they could see the village sign.
Shortly after that, Rondeau directed Alain to turn onto a dirt road heading west. The area was deserted, surrounded by fallow land and clumps of trees. Only a few kilometres ahead, they turned onto a rough, pot-hole-strewn driveway, surrounded by evergreens.
When the driveway widened, an enormous grey barn appeared, completely concealed by towering trees. Though obviously old, the barn had been refurbished. Its boards were in good shape and the entrance had been replaced with an enormous oak door.
Isaac carefully dismounted after Alain and May, right behind Frances, the rifle still nudging at her spine.
She dared not think of the baby. She must remain calm, professional. Her normal police officer façade could not fail her now, she told herself. She found it difficult to adjust from her euphoria on reconnecting with Itha to this feeling of utter fear and helplessness.
"Deacon," she said, trying to sound respectful, "if you believe in the Mercy of God, how can you disobey the Commandments? How can you kill?"
He led them up to the oak door. He smiled at her once again, with the same cold condescension as before.
"My dear, the Lord does not abide evil. When Molech's seed has been spilled, we must clean it up. Now, as I said, do not speak. You do not wish to upset the Anointed One, believe me."
The door was massive and opened slowly, creating a sucking of air as it brought the outside into the empty cavern of the barn. The interior was awash in yellow light. Candles and old-fashioned gasoline lanterns glowed from every wooden stud along the walls.
Traditional wooden pews, scraped and scratched with use, filled the enormous room, with a gigantic platform at the front where an altar stood covered in white cloth.
Crucifixes, statues, baskets, shepherd's crooks, altar cloths, coloured drapery and small tables holding votive candles were spread throughout the space, but they were unable to fill it up. The church felt hollow, empty and cold.
Frances followed May and Alain up the center aisle. Isaac Rondeau was further back now, the rifle mercifully not pressed against her. She picked up the scent of something familiar and had to swallow the nausea. She smelled death.
As they neared the front of the church, Frances saw the blood. It snaked down the aisle and dripped very slowly from the pew in the first row. Whoever owned this blood no longer had a beating heart, she thought.
May, unused to this level of violence, stumbled as she reached the body. Alain grabbed her and turned her face against his chest.
Frances looked around carefully, searching for other exits, seeing only one. A door at the back of the makeshift church was slightly ajar.
Above them, most of the hayloft had been removed. About a quarter of it remained, empty and hay-speckled, perhaps to be transformed into a choir loft some day. The thought struck her as ridiculous. Why anyone would wish to sing in this lair of insanity was beyond Frances.
A sudden movement from the other side of the altar dais caught Frances's eye. First with one hand, then another, a man pulled himself to a sitting position, his head barely visible. He was pale and shaking, obviously in pain. He seemed unable to utter a word. He remained very still, shaking his head as though to clear his mind.
May recognized him immediately. Carl Sanderson.
Rondeau nudged his three captors forward until they stood on the platform in front of the altar. He poked Alain in the shoulder with the butt of the rifle.
"Lie face down before the altar," he ordered and they reluctantly obeyed him.
Once they were settled, he turned slightly to acknowledge Sanderson. "Reverend," Izzy said in the tone of a disillusioned father. "What have you done?"
The older man began to moan loudly, a sound reminiscent of repetitive prayer or chanting, but he was unable to hold himself up. He sank back into a prone position. They could barely see him now.
However, he continued the guttural sounds, on purpose now, to intone through the pain or pray to his God or annoy his captor. Or perhaps all three.
Rondeau spoke loudly over the incantations. "Ladies and gentleman, you are witness to what happens when you allow weakness to divert you from your purpose. When the Lord gives you a talent, you must take it and multiply it. This man was the Anointed One, but he would not carry out the difficult tasks. He would not take up the sword for the defeat of evil. Instead, he used words, tricks and traps. He became as deft at illusion and deception as you are."
Isaac whirled around the altar, his arms upraised, clutching the rifle, his face scarlet with fury. "Sit up now, Spawn of Molech. Watch and be enlightened. Behold, the Children of the True Church arrive to witness your return to hell."
Frances, May and Alain huddled close together on the altar, Alain's long arms wrapped around both women. Flushed with anger, confusion and frustration, his heart pounded as he considered what action he might take. The enormous, threatening weapon in Rondeau's hands was daunting and terrifying, but Alain could not believe that he had met his sister, found his soul mate, only to lose them both to a fanatical maniac.
Shock had silenced May. She leaned weakly against her husband, making no sound, breathing shallowly.
The door at the far end surged open like an airtight lid on a canister. Following in a straight, silent line, the people appeared. Old and young, well dressed or in tattered jeans, faces grim and determined, they paraded up the aisle toward the altar, their eyes fixed on the three captors.
Incredulous, Frances, Alain and May recognized a few of the faces. A man who passed by on the street in Burchill. A couple who dropped off their car for repair. One who deposited her children at school every day. Another who had called the police to assist her in a domestic dispute.
None of them were the faces of criminals or convicts, or even local troublemakers. They looked ordinary. Merely downcast, as though they were a procession of disappointed parents facing juvenile delinquent children in a court of law.
A string of three men, at Isaac's direction, went to the first pew and dragged the mangled body off to the side of the building, hiding the dead man's face under a pile of altar cloths. A path of reddish brown marred the light wooden floor. A stench arose, a mixture of vomit, feces, urine and the acrid smell of death. As though they were immune to the sight and smell of murder, not one of the people turned his or her eyes from the altar.
Alain was horrified and acknowledged for the first time that he was terrified as well. These people, about thirty of them, obviously believed that he and his sister were guilty of a sin that warranted the greatest atonement of all. Death.
Unable to stop himself, he began to shout at them. "We were children when these events took place! My sister was little more than a baby. How can you blame us for whatever happened before we were even able to make decisions for ourselves? How can you be angry with two people who were innocent victims themselves? How can you blame my wife, who was not even there?"
In the stunned silence at his audacity, even as the rifle continued to be focused on the trio, Frances joined in.
"At least let May go. She has done absolutely nothing. She married Alain Reneaux. She did not know he was Ithamar Janot. She…"
By now, Isaac recovered from his surprise at the outbursts. He interrupted Frances by shoving her roughly with the barrel of the gun. She landed with a thud on the wooden platform, but immediately sat back up, defiance flushing her face.
May began to cry, while Alain strengthened his hold on the two women.
Just then, the door behind them opened widely and another shock hit them with the force of a giant burst of wind.
Aaron Sanderson literally pranced from the back of the church, dressed all in white robes. Swept up by an unseen manic force, he danced as he hit the altar platform, the wood shaking in response to his exaggerated physical performance. His face shone, his smile widened, his eyes darted back and forth. He was possessed.
His feet moved in a frenzied, wild routine, tapping, jumping, fox-trotting on the platform in complete rapture. Incredibly, the people stood and began to sway with him, clapping their hands in rhythm to his movements. He danced around May, Alain and Frances, laughing, snapping his fingers, flicking at their hair as he passed them.
For the first time, May spoke, her voice just loud enough to hear above the hands slapping in time.
"Aaron, Aaron, how can you do this?" she shouted at him, the tears flowing steadily, her voice muddy with grief.
Aaron froze. The crowd, as though pulled by strings, stopped clapping and sat down. The boy turned to May and gave her a pitying glance.
"The wife of Molech's spawn wants to know how we can do this," he said in a tone May had never heard from this child.
His voice was deep, confident, singsong. It resonated throughout the building, bouncing off the high ceilings and back onto the crowd before him.
"Let us forgive her, my people. She is truly an innocent. She really did not know the evil into which she entered. What do you say, my people?"
A chorus arose from the pews. "Amen!"
They called out as one, with certainty and force, as though this response was an answer to the question of guilt.
"You are forgiven, Mrs. Reneaux."
For a moment, he was the little schoolboy again, speaking to the secretary behind the desk.
"But what does forgiveness mean, my people? Does forgiveness mean absolution from atonement?"
The crowd shook their heads vigorously.
"Of course not. If you wallow in evil, if you receive the seed of Molech and do not denounce it, you will be slain by the sword. Did Mrs. Reneaux denounce her husband and his sister once she was aware of their beginnings?"
Once again, a shake of thirty-odd heads in response encouraged him to continue.
"Of course not! She must atone, along with the others. Is this judgment correct?"
The same chorus of "Amen" reverberated throughout the building. When the currents of sound subsided, they were replaced with insane laughter from Aaron Sanderson. He resumed his dancing, the tune unheard by anyone except himself, while the crowd accompanied him with clapping, knee slapping, humming and shouts of "Amen," "Praise the Lord," or "Tell us, Brother."
Aaron made his dizzying way around the building. The crowd, pulled by his string of power, followed him by turning physically in their seats to wherever he appeared.
Out of breath, the boy finally returned to the dais and leaned against the altar, staring out at the people. A heavy silence fell onto the cavernous room.
Frances did not watch the performance. Instead, she continued to assess their situation, looking for some way to escape. The back door had been left completely open.
Rondeau, though he still held the rifle in their direction, was visibly distracted by Aaron's performance.
Her police training told her that trying to rush a person holding such a weapon was foolish, but she knew that, in this case, inaction was also unwise. Perhaps, if she could get Alain to work in concert with her, they could overturn the power position. No one else visibly had a firearm. Someone may have a hidden weapon, but that was a chance they would have to take.
Just as she mulled over their odds in overpowering Rondeau, the massive entrance doors opened once more. In came the Sanderson children, all but Cate, along with their mother, Dorothy, who was dressed in similar fashion to her son.
Even Aaron showed her deference. As she approached, it was apparent that here was the real power broker. Here was the person who orchestrated this entire scene. And like the conductor that she was, Dorothy Sanderson filed her silent, tear-stained offspring into the front pew, forcing them to step over blood and entrails, while she continued her march to the altar.
She stepped toward Aaron, without a single glance at the three captives, until she stood at her son's right side, her hand possessively placed on his shoulder.
"Aaron, the Anointed One," she announced in a voice both booming and proud.
"Children of the True Church, the moment has come. We shall free the world from evil tonight and begin the evangelization of all peoples. You will not only be witnesses tonight, you will be apostles. From here, you will spread to all corners of the earth to convey the message."
"Remember what the Lord has told us. 'If ye walk in My Statutes, and keep My Commandments, and do them, I will give peace in the land, and ye shall lie down, and none shall make you afraid. I will rid evil beasts out of the land. And ye shall chase your enemies, and they shall fall before you by the sword. And five of you shall chase a hundred, and a hundred of you shall put ten thousand to flight: and your enemies shall fall before you by the sword.'"
"Thus this small group of the True Church shall become hundreds, thousands, millions."
The crowd once again got to its feet, swaying and moaning, some shouting about the glories of God, some with eyes closed in ecstasy.
The Sanderson children reluctantly stood too, looking bewildered and afraid. It was clear that they had never before attended one of their mother and brother's performances. This had been their father's stage.
Carl Sanderson once again tried to sit up. The children's eyes scurried between his struggles and the obvious terror from three people they had come to respect and know at their school, their haven of safety. When their mother spoke, their mouths opened in astonishment and abject fear.
"But I say to thee," Dorothy Sanderson intoned in the style of a fire-and-brimstone preacher, "those who oppose us and do not listen to the word, they will suffer as the Lord tells us. 'Ye shall be slain before your enemies. They that hate you shall reign over you. And ye shall flee when none pursue you. And if ye will not yet for all this hearken unto me, then I will punish you seven times more for your sins. And ye shall eat the flesh of your sons and the flesh of your daughters shall ye eat.'"
She moved from the altar to stand directly in front of the people.
"Behold, we have finally been blessed with the Anointed One."
She turned and gestured toward Aaron, who resumed his twists and jumps around the dais.
"Others have tried and failed, where he will succeed. Others did not have the power. They did not have the will."
The crowd supported her with their chants, shouting "Hallelujah" to their God.
"This special boy, though he is but a child, has the power to overcome. He has the will. He has the sanction from the Lord."
During this tirade, delivered in a loud, confident voice, Carl Sanderson slowly eased himself to a sitting position. As though goaded by the droning of his wife's discourse into finding hidden depths of strength, he straightened his shoulders and held his head high. As she took a breath, he spoke into the momentary silence.
"Wife!" His voice was surprisingly strong now, determined and angry. "You have mistaken the lessons. Remember that the Lord says, when atonement has been made, he shall bring the offerings unto the priest, who shall offer that which is for the sin, and the priest shall make an atonement for him for his sin which he hath sinned, and IT SHALL BE FORGIVEN HIM."
The last was a shout that rolled over the congregation like waves of icy ocean water, causing the people in the pews to lapse into complete silence, even as they glanced at one another, clearly confused as to whom they should listen.
"The children of Aaron are asked to make confession and to provide offerings of animals or bread and wine. They are to be given the opportunity to do so. And should they agree to follow the rituals of atonement, they ARE TO BE FORGIVEN."
As Carl continued to speak, the attention swung from Dorothy and her son to the husband/father. Bolstered by the palpable awareness and feelings of uncertainty emanating from the crowd, the older man gathered strength.
"You must look to the past to see the future. I learned the lessons from the greatest preacher that ever lived. The Lord is a forgiving God…"
Dorothy broke into sarcastic laughter. "The greatest preacher that ever lived."
She spit in derision.
"He was weak minded. Even when he was urged, when he was convinced of the Lord's command, he could not kill the spawn of Molech. Even the witch herself could not stand the sight of her devil child. She was left to strangle it to death and all he could do was deliver it to the water."
Carl pulled himself onto a small bench, where he suddenly regained his poise and authority.
"My people, look at me, listen carefully. This woman speaks of murder. She speaks of leading others to commit barbaric acts. The Lord our God wants us to evangelize, not kill. We are to be relentless in convincing others to join us. We are not here to make the final judgment. Only the Lord can do that. We are…"
While Sanderson continued to lecture, Frances noticed that Isaac had not only turned his attention to the right side of the altar, he had unconsciously lowered the rifle. He too appeared mesmerized by the contest of wills, unable to focus or decide.
Frances gently nudged Alain. She signalled with a sideways turn of her eyes toward the man with the weapon.
Alain, telepathically, understood immediately what she wanted to do. He nodded his head briefly.
She put cold fingers on his arm and counted, one, two, and three.
In concert, they leapt to their feet and flung themselves toward Isaac Rondeau.



 
Chapter 57: Skhole
 
Renae finally returned to the school office, looking almost as worried and harassed as Edgar.
"I can't get any of my usual foster parents to take Cate in for tonight," she said. "Mary Jo Samuels has gone away for a few days and I've tried three others, but…"
"I'll take her with me," Emily blurted out.
Renae looked at her, startled. "Are you sure?"
"Yes, I'm very sure. She's comfortable with me and Langford. We can make her feel very secure for the night or longer if we need to. I want to feel useful and I think this is the way to do it. Plus I really care about that little girl."
Renae nodded. "Okay. That's wonderful, Emily. It really is. It's the best solution I could have asked for."
Just then, the bell rang shrilly in their ears and the trampling feet of students fleeing resounded from all sides.
Renae faced the others, particularly Edgar, who was still standing, agitated and ready to move.
"When Lynda called the Sanderson home, Dorothy told her that Aaron had been taken to the church for his father to deal with. Now I think we better break it to Mrs. S. that not only can her son not come back into that house, but we're also putting her daughter into foster care. I'd like to do it in person, because I want to make sure Aaron really isn't there."
"After that, we'll either have to go to the church or wait until the boy is brought back home. I have a place for him at the juvenile center in Merrickville for tonight until we can bring charges. Now that the dismissal bell has gone, we should get moving."
She seemed to realize that her approach was rather bossy.
"If you are able to accompany me, of course."
Little did Emily know, as she idly watched the children streaming out the doors, buses and cars jamming the driveway, that a large station wagon had pulled into the pick-up lane. Doors opened and seven children filled up the seats.
"Absolutely," Edgar said. "Let's go. I wish I could reach Frances, though. I can't understand why she's not answering her phone. And Marty can't raise her on the car radio."
"She's probably too engrossed with May and Alain," Emily suggested. "I'll keep calling her while you deal with this, if you like. I can even drop in at their place."
Edgar's face lit up. "That would be wonderful, Em. I'll go with Renae then. I'll have my phone on, so please don't hesitate to call or leave a message if I don't answer. Tell Frances the same when you see her, okay?"
They say their good-byes. Lynda and Emily stand quietly for a moment, breathing in the relative silence of a school abandoned by its children.
The principal could still feel a shiver of tension and disbelief tickling the hairs of her arms.
"Lynda, I was considering taking Cate home right away," Emily said finally. "Please tell me if you're not okay being left after such a day."
Lynda looked at her and uncharacteristically touched the other woman gently on the shoulder.
"Emily, you are the one who has borne the brunt of everything today. I'm fine. Really. You take that little girl and give her at least one night of security and affection."
Emily's eyes filled with tears for a moment and then she nodded and began to pack up. She was grateful that for once she had brought the car, because a few minutes later, Catherine Sanderson and Emily Taylor were on their way.
"I'm just going to stop by Mrs. Reneaux's house, Cate," she told the girl. "I won't be minute. I want to let Constable Petapiece know that she needs to call her husband."
Cate, drained and lethargic from her emotional afternoon, simply nodded her head sleepily as she rested against the seat and then closed her eyes.
As soon as Emily drove up in front of May and Alain's house, she knew there was something very wrong. The front door hung wide open. Alain's truck was in the driveway, but there was no sign of Frances's car. When she knocked on the screen, only silence echoed in response.
Emily stepped into the living room, calling her friends' names, but she could tell that there was absolutely no one there.
Pausing for a moment back on the porch, ensuring that Cate still dozed in the front seat, Emily was about to make a call on her cell.
At that moment, she heard a discordant ringing coming from somewhere in the grass. When she found the little phone, Edgar's familiar number flashed back at her. She pressed talk.
"Ed, it's Emily," she said.
She could hear his confusion, though he was stunned into a moment's silence before he barked out his questions.
"Why are you answering Frances's cell? Is she there with you?"
"No, I'm so sorry, she's not. I found the phone on May's lawn. No one's here and the front door was left wide open. Frances's car is gone. I think something's very wrong."
"OK. We're heading to the Sanderson place right now and then to the church in Norvale. I'll call for backup."
But he was no longer talking to Emily. He had switched into emergency mode and immediately disconnected.
Emily hurried back to the car and headed home.
When at last they pulled into the driveway, Emily realized suddenly that she had not told her husband about their surprise houseguest.
Langford stood in the yard, digging up a bush that hadn't made it through the winter. When he turned toward them, he was sweating and dirty.
To his wife, he looked endearingly handsome and even sexy, but she did wonder how Cate might envision him. He was so tall, almost intimidating.
This truly was an ironic situation. If some of the people who'd thought of Langford as a convicted criminal knew that a young girl was spending the night here for safety and refuge, they would be shaking their heads in disbelief.
On the other hand, if they could see the softness and empathy in his eyes at this moment, they would know that Langford Taylor was not the man they imagined him to be.
Angel broke the silence first. She ran up to Cate and eagerly jumped into her arms as the girl bent down to ruffle the little dog's fur.
Their mutually affectionate encounter gave Emily a moment to explain to Langford, but few words were necessary. He knew a great deal about the Sandersons already.
The four of them, including one beloved pet, had a quiet dinner in front of the kitchen window, looking out over the placid lake and the spindly trees, just beginning to burst with green. Despite the tension and worry, they basked a little in the promising spring atmosphere.
By early evening, the girl appeared comfortable, perhaps a tiny bit more relaxed. Her hunched shoulders were a little straighter. The furrowed lines on her face were replaced by a slightly more tranquil countenance.
When the telephone rang, Langford went to answer it, while Emily took Cate upstairs. In the spare room, Emily showed Cate her accommodation for the night. Side by side, they sat on the bed and looked out over the trees. Cate reached out to touch her. Emily held the soft hand tenderly as tears began to slide down the youthful face.
"You've done the right thing, Cate," Emily reassured her, thinking she knew the source of this grief. "I know it was the most difficult thing you've ever done, but maybe now Aaron will get the help he needs."
She shook her head. "That's not it, Mrs. Taylor," she whispered, choking a bit on her tears. "I feel kind of guilty, but not about Aaron. I just wish all my sisters and brothers could know what this feels like. Being here, with you and Mr. Taylor. This is what a home is supposed to be like, isn't it?"
Emily was overwhelmed by Cate's wisdom and insight, by her generous nature. Unable to respond, the woman simply hugged and held the child while she cried.
When the girl fell asleep, exhaustion overwhelming her grief, Emily stayed by her side for a long time. Brushing the damp hairs away from Cate's forehead, Emily vowed to see this lovely face one day as a child's should be—unlined, untroubled, joyful.
When she turned to the doorway, she saw the stricken look on Langford's face. Emily knew immediately that there was more devastation to suffer and that serenity would not be easy for Cate to achieve.



 
Chapter 58: Doro
 
Afterward, it was difficult for anyone to describe the events in order. When Frances and Alain overpowered Isaac Rondeau, the rifle flipped across the dais and clattered to the floor.
Both Alain and Aaron reached for the weapon at once, but the boy was no match for the man. Alain towered over the child, then swung the gun in his direction.
Meanwhile, Frances forced Rondeau to lie flat on the altar, her foot squarely placed in the middle of his back. She grabbed her gun from his pocket and kept it pointed at him.
Carl Sanderson continued to rant. He pleaded with the people to forgive, to stand up for right, to go home and pray. To be part of this evil no more.
The congregation was obviously utterly confused and frightened. The moment one person began to walk toward the exit, there was a rustling from the pews as one after another, they made the decision to leave.
Dorothy Sanderson screamed obscenities at them, beseeching them to turn away from cowardice and come back to the light.
Only her children remained rooted in their seats.
Frances ordered the people to stop, but they obviously knew she would never fire a gun into a crowd. The chaotic movement continued.
Suddenly Aaron raced from the podium, ignoring Alain's warnings, and began a frenetic whirl down the aisles.
Neither Alain nor Frances had a safe aim at him, for he immediately integrated himself with the congregation.
As he danced, perhaps purposely, perhaps as a result of his spinning flurry, the numerous candles and lanterns were flung throughout the room.
The chaos deepened into terror as the altar cloths, the drapes, the baskets and even parts of the wooden pews began to burn.
Within a few precious moments, during which all of the people in that room froze with indecision and shock, the gas lanterns exploded, spewing smoke, sparks and heat onto their heads. Only a few of them made it to the exit before the clouds from flaming objects obliterated the ability to see.
As the huge door was pulled open, the sucking action drove a burst of oxygen into the fire, advancing more explosions and the leap of flames from one curtain to the next, from one bundle of cloth to the other, from the wooden beams to the ceiling to the floor. In less time than could be imagined, the entire barn was a searing inferno.
Frances leapt from the altar toward May and Alain. As the lanterns burst around them, they fell to their knees on the floor and crawled toward the back door.
Screams and shouts could faintly be heard above the popping of glass and the screeching of the old wood as it succumbed to the fire.
Through the smoke, May tried desperately to signal to the Sanderson children, but they had disappeared from the front pew.
Alain dragged her away. They had to make it to safety themselves before they could try to help anyone, or they too would be smothered in the smoke.
Several other people, including Isaac Rondeau, followed the three as they scrambled toward what they hoped was another exit to the outdoors. Coughing, their eyes tearing with the stench, they reached an enclosed area at the back of the barn.
Almost fainting with relief, Frances spied the outside exit door. She flung herself to her feet and threw it open, filling the anteroom with fresh air.
Behind her, Alain, May and several others clambered to their feet and stumbled into the waning light.
Before they could fully recover, Alain, Frances and May turned back, shooing any escapees out into the lots beyond the building, attempting to help others as they made it through the exit.
May cried out in joy as Meghan, Benjaman and Trevor Sanderson crawled through the doorway. All three children clung to her, sobbing hysterically. May lifted Meghan into her arms and led the boys into the field, far from the smoke. Collapsing on the wet grass, she covered their quivering bodies with her arms, bending their heads downward so they could no longer see the devastation.
Frances and Alain each stood at an exit, pulling people to safety. They were unable to go more than a couple of feet into the building. It was quickly disintegrating and the black clouds of smoke completely eliminated any sightlines.
As she stepped rapidly into the smoke at the rear exit, Frances spotted the prone shape of a child. She dragged Carly Sanderson toward the door, choking and wheezing. She was afraid she might pass out, when a strong pair of arms reached around her, picked the little girl up in his arms and pulled Frances to safety as well.
Looking up in the light of the day, she saw Edgar and she began to cry.
"I want you out of here," he said, not angrily or gruffly, but firmly and protectively.
Frances, her usual rebellious nature overshadowed by concern for their own child, immediately acquiesced. She stumbled out to where May huddled with the Sanderson children.
Beside the little group, Renae Ogemah stared at the conflagration, her eyes reflecting the shock and terror of the others.
Frances realized that Edgar and Renae had somehow arrived with rescue crews, but she was too exhausted to wonder how they'd found them.
The CAS worker noticed her suddenly and was instantly at her side, helping her to ease down onto the ground, a jacket miraculously appearing around her shoulders and a blanket underneath.
Her arms wrapped around her knees, Frances watched as emergency vehicles screamed down the laneway. Through the flames and smoke pouring from the building, firefighters, police and paramedics ensured safety, assisted the wounded, or pounded the fire with gushing water.
Although everything looked chaotic, Frances knew from experience that everyone was playing his or her role. Every action was directed.
Not only were the Ontario Provincial Police on hand, but local reinforcements soon arrived as well. From the Brinston logo on one of the cars, Frances surmised that they had come from all over the county to assist.
Moe Fournier, the Fire Chief from Burchill, was among them, along with several volunteers, including Jacob Finch and Langford Taylor.
Just as he'd said to Emily, Edgar had called for backup on his way to the Sandersons. They'd found the place deserted. As it turned out, Dorothy Sanderson had picked up the children from school. At the same time, Isaac Rondeau abducted May, Alain and Frances.
As soon as Edgar approached the village, he'd seen the smoke and had called all the emergency services in the area.
Despite valiant efforts, the building continued to cave in on itself. The walls trembled, the roof folded. Wooden beams crackled and burst like a fireplace full of newspaper. It was a tinderbox, a perfect setting for the eager inferno as it ate through the old wood and devoured the entire church.
Frances shivered, envisioning the destruction of the house she was raised in, feeling as though everything had come full circle.
Hours later, or so it seemed, an anguished hush fell over the scene. Ambulances raced injured people to hospitals in neighbouring cities and towns. Other vehicles headed toward morgues at a more leisurely, forlorn pace.
Firefighters spread out on the ground or on the trucks, sipping water, gasping oxygen, their faces covered in soot.
In the near distance, the barn was a pile of blackened, smouldering ash. Some of the more stubborn beams, half burned, fingered the sky.
May and Renae departed with the three Sanderson children to the nearest hospital. Carly was raced away by helicopter to the city in a desperate attempt to save her life.
In all, about fifteen people had been pulled to safety. Five bodies were recovered and, as an estimation based on eyewitness accounts, about ten others presumed dead. Among those who were safe, about half ran from the scene, only to be picked up by the police as they attempted to slink home. One of the recaptured was Isaac Rondeau.
Among those whose bodies were laid out under tarps or had been taken away in hearses, were Aaron and Jennifer Sanderson. There was no sign of Tyler or Devon. Neither of their parents was recovered from the wreckage.
Huge lights were trucked in to the site and now yellow caution ribbons glowed garishly in the dusk. For the emergency workers, there was no longer a frenzy attached to their work. They knew that they were searching for the dead. Time was no longer a factor.
Frances now sat on the runner of a police van, covered with a warm blanket, sipping hot tea.
Doc Murphy had arrived early on in the proceedings and, exhausted and clearly devastated, he perched on the side of a truck parked right beside the van, his long legs crossed, arms dangling at his sides.
Jacob, Alain, Langford and Edgar took a break as well. They sat slumped on the grass nearby.
Edgar had already grilled Doc on his wife's well being. The doctor assured him that her passageways were clear of soot. She had no cough or shortness of breath. Her eyes were unclouded and other than the same exhaustion the others were suffering, she was feeling fine. No headache, no dizziness, no signs that she inhaled any smoke that could have hurt her or the baby. After repeated reassurances, Ed was finally more relaxed.
The sudden appearance of Sergeant Sellenger from Brinston created tension once again, but he quickly put his hand out to Edgar.
"Superintendent Brennan," he said, his voice booming in the crushed silence. "I'm on my way back now. Just wanted you to know I've been assigned the pleasure of interviewing Isaac Rondeau, since he's one of ours."
Edgar smiled a little, reacting to the pride in the blustering man's voice, as though having a criminal like Izzy was something the county should be thrilled about.
"At first he was waving around a little revolver, but we soon stripped him of that. He's already admitted to several murders, including poor Marot. So you and your wife can rest at ease."
As if he were their saviour, he smiled and nodded at Frances. "Good job, by the way." A skilled expert magnanimously bestowing praise on a lesser being.
When he left, Edgar and Frances could not help but laugh. It eased their tension and allowed them to begin conversation, first by describing to Alain, Langford and Jacob their dealings with the Sergeant and then by examining the events that led them to this ruined church on a still, warm spring night.
Alain and Frances told the story of Isaac Rondeau and the Sandersons in as much detail as they could remember.
"I am still in shock," Alain said. "I have never been through anything like this. So many shocks really…some of them pretty wonderful." He smiled up at Frances. "I still cannot understand these people. I think I will struggle forever with the idea that we come from fanatics who believed they were destined to have power over everyone else."
"No matter what they had to do to get it," Frances added, her tone angry. "They neglected us, beat our brother, abused us emotionally. Who knows what happened to our baby sister? And now the chain has led to all of this death."
She waved distractedly toward the destroyed barn.
There was a moment of silence in the heat of her fury.
Then Jacob said carefully, "From what I've read, your parents started out as a loving family. Something happened to them along the way. There were a surprising number of articles about the Church of Leviticus in terms of brainwashing. Some people don't believe it exists, while others are convinced that mind control has to be the explanation for otherwise sane people becoming completely dominated by a religious group."
"Your father could have suffered prolonged indoctrination. After all, he was a pupil of Abraham Martin and then after he split, he had Isaac Rondeau as his major influence. I think they convinced him that his wife was a whore, that she was actually a child of Molech. Even her last name helped their stance."
"But a person would have to be insane to believe that shit," Frances argued.
Jacob nodded slightly. "I guess you could say that. The cultists take vulnerable, damaged people and manipulate them. You would be astounded by the number of intelligent, seemingly normal people that have been somehow convinced that aggressive acts, immoral behaviour and even murder are acceptable as a means to an end by so-called religious movements."
"I think your father was defeated and depressed and became isolated from the community. All perfect ingredients for what some psychologists call coercive persuasion. Not everyone can become victims of thought control, but if you have the right conditions, you can be talked into just about anything. Like your wife being unfaithful."
"Just now, when they were arguing in there, Dorothy suggested that it was our mother who killed Faith," Alain said.
Jacob was silent for a moment. When he responded, they could all tell that it took a huge effort to speak the words.
"I wondered about your mother. After reading over the various articles, I began to think that she might have had postpartum depression. It's something I know about," he added. "When you are that depressed, you can even kill your own child."
"That would make sense. If she did kill Faith, she played right into their hands. Made it even easier to convince our father that she was the devil," Alain said.
"It's a theory," Jacob stated, standing and stretching out his back. "Food for thought, Frances and Alain. We should all sit down at some time and debrief this entire thing. If you want to, of course."
"I want to," Frances responded immediately, also getting to her feet. "I started this process to discover my roots, to try and dispel the nightmares. I don't want to replace the old ones with new ones. I can't give our baby a legacy of fear."
Edgar wrapped his arms around her. "Don't worry. We won't let that happen."
Alain stood too and hugged his sister. "Neither will her aunt and uncle."
"Her?"
"Oui, it's a girl, I predict."
Frances wrapped her arms around his waist, her head coming to just under his chin. When she stepped back again, she asked, "How's May doing with the kids?"
"I just talked to her. They were seen at the Brinston Hospital, where they were all given a clean bill of health, physically at least. They're being taken to our place. Probably be there in an hour or so. Looks like we're going to have a full house for a while."
"I think you should all head home," Edgar said. "I'll be there as soon as I can, Frances. I just have to make sure all the jail cells are full."
He gave a mirthless chuckle and kissed her tenderly on the lips. "Take Frances Junior home and put her to bed with you."
But his wife was not quite ready to depart. "What about Emily? Does she know about all of this?"
"She knows about the fire, of course," Langford said, taking his turn with a hug. "But I haven't called her since I left. I'll do that when I get in the car. You coming back with me, Jacob?"
"Absolutely," the lawyer responded. "What about you, Frances?"
"I'm going to take my brother home," she answered.
Just then, April asserted its true nature and the rain began. Fat drops splashed lazily at first and then pelted onto the dusty ground, over the ruined barn, causing a hissing smoke to billow into the sky.
The emergency workers looked up and cheered.



 
Chapter 59: Emily
 
The day was warm and sunny, with the kind of clear, oxygen-saturated air that creates a whirlwind of energy. Everyone skipped rather than walked, smiled more broadly, waved more enthusiastically. A cacophony of voices hovered on the breeze, as people found their places at picnic tables or spaces to spread their blankets. Once seated, there was a kind of tranquility as voices lowered in order to hear the gentle wind in the grass or a bird in the tree above.
I sat under a huge old maple whose branches were thick and welcoming. The massive leaves formed a shade-giving umbrella over my head. Lounging in my knee-high sports chair, I was comfortable and serene, taking full advantage of being queen for the day, an honoured guest who was not required to participate or help in any way unless I really wanted to. And after the last two months, I wanted nothing more than to watch the town gather up its skirts to play.
Having cancelled the spring concert and postponed my and May's retirement party, I had convinced the picnic committee that it was absolutely essential to go ahead with its plans. The Burchill Community Picnic had been a tradition for at least fifteen years. A great deal of work went on beforehand, including baking, prize gathering, game planning and refreshment making. But the day itself was always smooth, relaxed and filled with laughter. Given what happened in April, the people needed exactly these ingredients.
This little town had had its share of scandals and tragedy. Determined and fierce, the villagers struggled once again to accept the fact that some very disturbed people had been living right in their midst.
At the same time, crises notwithstanding, we were extremely fortunate. We not only had a strong Town Council, brave leaders who enlisted all the help we needed for our recovery, but we also had the Native Council. Infused with spiritual beliefs and traditions that were both soothing and inspirational, the indigenous culture united with the 'new' to create a blend of intellectual and emotional healing that would not likely be possible anywhere else in the country.
As I watched Cate push her sister around in the wheelchair, I thought back to the telephone call requesting Langford's presence at the fire. All of Burchill's volunteer firefighters had been summoned. I remembered the chill that ran through me when he related the devastating facts on his return.
The Sanderson siblings had lost two brothers, two sisters, and both parents. Carly had suffered critical burns to her feet and legs.
I couldn't help but recall the look on Cate's beautiful little face when I told her everything. The wracking sobs, her ongoing struggles with guilt and anguish that had continued over the last two and a half months.
But today Cate was relatively happy. Thrilled to have Carly around for the day, who, though unable to walk, was in fairly good spirits, thankful for the fresh air and attention.
The little girl had lost both her feet. She was recently moved from the hospital to a nearby rehabilitation centre, where she would learn how to deal with prosthetics. But soon, with luck, she would be home with us so we could journey that road together.
Angel, who had made it her mission to be with her new 'sister' every minute of the day and night, pranced along at Cate's side.
Off to my right, in the green expanse of grass, I could see May as she helped with the kids' games.
Three-legged races were going on right now with squealing and laughter arising as the children hopped to the finish line. Among the heads, I saw three red-haired ones. Meghan and Trevor, surrounded by others, took joyful part in the proceedings. Benjaman, however, was right at May's side, as he had been for about ten weeks now, afraid to let her out of his sight.
With spiky hair standing up on end, an excited Renae directed the children toward the finish line, her face alight with encouragement. It was largely Renae's guidance and support that had led us forward in such positive ways.
Langford, sweat pouring down his face despite the shade provided by a huge oak tree, slaved over the gigantic BBQ to the left of me.
Alain, Teddy Lavalle and several others also helped flip burgers and dogs, slip them into buns and place them into the waiting hands of the patient picnickers.
Neighbours—brown, white, young, old—embraced one another, laughed together, slipped arms around each other, healed one another.
In the crowd I spotted Doc and Maire Murphy and many of our teachers both retired and active. Oona in a wheelchair, accompanied by her brother and two or three sisters. Chief Dan Mahdahbee. Barry and Kathy Mills. Marty Michano and his wife. Moe Fournier and several other firefighters. Even Frances's friend Cynthia had come from Brinston with her husband Nic and their daughter Kimmy. It seemed that nearly every family from both Burchill's public school and Native school had brought their kids.
For those most closely affected, it was a tragic end, but a glorious though anxious beginning.
We had all received counselling. All of us…because the Reneaux and the Taylors have suddenly become parents. At least for now. Hopefully, for always.
Following the disaster at the Norvale Church of Leviticus, Renae persuaded the Children's Aid Society to place Catherine temporarily with us and Carly too when she was well enough to be discharged permanently from the hospital. Trevor, Benjaman and Meghan were living with May and Alain. As time went by, the arrangement appeared to be the best possible solution for everyone.
Long ago, before Langford was arrested and incarcerated, we had planned for lots of children. A subsequent accident and stress had robbed us both of the chance to have our own baby. His time in prison denied us adoption.
Now, all of that had changed. The past was about to infuse the future with hope, but that would be another story.
Similarly, in response to Alain's troubled past, his loss of memory and his nightmares, he had vowed never to become a father. May, the strength of her love for him sustaining her, had agreed to a childless marriage.
Our stories were very different, but the end result had been the same. Four people who loved children had learned to live in homes devoid of younger voices. But now we were bursting with potential.
Of course life had not been easy these last few weeks. We have had many moments of trauma, temper, emotion and discomfort. Given the circumstances, I thought we handled each situation with love, good humour and insight, though not always as patiently or perfectly as we might have liked.
I could no longer imagine waking up without Cate's long legs appearing through the railings as she and Angel clumped down the stairs in the morning, or being without her at night in front of the television, her slim body cuddled up to mine for both warmth and comfort. I was already used to the sound of her voice, as the song said. She had become part of us, of our family, ingrained in our skin.
I tried not to think of the next few months and the process we would all have to undergo in order to make the situation permanent. I tried very hard not to imagine what everyone would do when they found out who Langford Taylor really was. But I was willing to plough through anything in order to have Cate and Carly in our circle of love.
Luck, destiny, fate, whatever gods were on our side, provided the way. Through Oona and the gold mine, for which May recently received the first million, we would hire the best legal minds that Jacob Finch could find for us. Even in the heat of this June day, I shivered at the thought of the future.
As though reading my mind, Jacob plopped down on the grass beside me. He was relaxed and tanned already. His face and eyes were clear of the sorrow of the past as he watched his children and fiancée eagerly participate in the festivities.
I reached out and squeezed his hand. It was amazing how much we had in common, I thought.
"What's your prognosis for the future, Dear Legal Beagle?" I asked him. "Do you think all we Burchillians are going to survive?"
Jacob squeezed back. "Oh most definitely," he answered. "I have never seen anything like this. Growing up in cities makes you quite cynical. There are so many tragedies in a city that you stop even paying much attention. Here, though, everyone is touched by it, so we all get together to help, to support, to mourn. It's amazing to me. So yes, Burchillians will be absolutely fine, probably better than fine. I can see something positive…hugely positive…that's come out of all the tragedies of the past. Including this one."
He smiled up at me. "Don't worry, Emily, you'll get to keep them."
I returned the smile, but withheld a small part of me. Jacob didn't yet know about my husband. In time, he would be brought into the picture and then I wondered what he would say.
"What do you think of the session we've arranged with Agnes tonight?"
"I think it's incredible," he said enthusiastically. "I've never been at a formal Native ceremony since I got here and I'm really looking forward to it. I'm amazed at how cohesive the community is. I'm so proud to be a Burchillian. This move was the best thing I could ever have done."
I watched his eyes scan fondly over Kristen, who led Jordan through the children's obstacle course, and Adrienne, who skipped over the field with a group of friends.
"How do some people do such wonderful things while others are so evil?" I asked him, speculating out loud. "When I think of Alain, I am astounded that he has become this incredible man without any support while he was a child. At least Frances had Candace, but it seems that he had no one. Why didn't he become an Aaron or an Isaac?"
Jacob gave his answer immediately, as though he had already pondered the question. "My theory is that somewhere along the line, somebody really loved him. I'm not just talking about Alain, but lots of children in abusive situations. Somehow they learned true acceptance and love, while others never did."
"I've read and reread the accounts about the Janots. I've come to the conclusion that Robert and Cécile started out as a loving couple who also cared about their children. I'm not exactly sure what happened to him, but it must have been the weight of the fraud charges and perhaps the relentless pursuit by Isaac Rondeau."
"Both Dorothy, Martin Sanderson and Rondeau seemed to idolize him, but their perception of his destiny was mixed up with a lust for power. They wanted him to be the kind of 'saviour' that some of the prophets in the Old Testament envisioned. A king, a dictator, someone who would exert his power over everyone else and force them to do his will."
"First they thought he would be the Anointed One and when he wasn't, when he fell apart in the face of criticism, they decided to try and bully him into becoming mean. I think Izzy was the one who vandalized the church and maybe beat Robert up too. As for what made those two monsters, I'd just guess they were brainwashed by their parents. They never knew love of anything except control. The combination of Dorothy Martin and Isaac Rondeau was lethal."
"I've asked a contact of mine in Brinston about Rondeau's recent confessions, so I'm not just conjecturing. He's revealed a great deal, some of it through his so-called preaching to the inmates and jailors alike. Dorothy was the planner, but Isaac was definitely the executioner."
"According to him, they eventually wore Janot down and convinced his weakened mind that his wife and children were spawns of the devil that had to be eliminated in order to save the world. Rondeau swears he didn't kill the baby though. In his ravings, he says that although he was destined to be the avenger for the Anointed One, he was not to remove Janot's duty. There's no doubt that Robert took his two sons with him when they put Faith in the well, but how she died is a mystery."
"As for Cécile, I have a theory that she might have been the victim of postpartum depression. Dorothy Sanderson claims that Cécile was the one who killed Faith and perhaps she did. I know more than most what that disease can cause people to do. We'll never really know the entire story, however."
"Where did Carl Sanderson figure in all this?"
"That's even more odd or complicated. He began as Janot's protégé, a true believer. When he hooked up with Dorothy, he was very nearly coerced to the fanatical side. I do believe he loved his children, in his strict and obsessed way. I think that's the only explanation about why their kids are so good and capable of loving. Dorothy must have been somewhat kind too, but only because she was focused on Aaron. She originally believed that Carl would take over Janot's place, but later she became convinced that her son was the Anointed One. She was truly insane, in my estimation."
"She was abused and tortured as a child, taught to believe in a fanatical religion and a vengeful God. I think she caused the insanity of her own boy in turn. Maybe without Deacon Rondeau, she wouldn't have gone so far over the edge, but they were together their whole lives. They truly thought it was their mission to find and nurture the world's saviour. They held that it was their duty to exact punishment on unbelievers and those who opposed them, especially in order to protect the Anointed One."
"Do you think Carl Sanderson ever hurt the children? Meghan told her friend Sydney that he did."
"I'm not sure about that," Jacob answered. "He was certainly capable of dealing out some pretty harsh punishment and maybe some of it was physical. Or maybe it was her brother all along and she was covering for him by blaming her severe father. Meghan still has a lot of baggage to work through. But of course you know that. All the kids have a lot to face."
"Who do you believe killed the Janot family?"
Jacob was silent for a beat or two.
"It's not just a belief. I know who did. Alain saw it clearly in his hypnotic memory. It was Elias. I think he was desperate. He truly believed that his father was going to kill them all, so he murdered his parents, set the house on fire and saved his siblings. Maybe he couldn't live with himself after he did it, so he committed suicide by going back inside. No one will ever be certain on that last point. In a way, he was a hero, even though he used a twisted, evil method to rescue Frances and Alain. Frances has remembered that Elias had become morose and depressed before the fire. He was probably driven to murder because he couldn't think of any other way out."
"That's so sad. The poor thing was just a child."
"He was and even though he committed murder, I can't help but be grateful to him for giving us Alain and Frances."
My eyes filled with tears. Even though I was more relaxed today than I had been for a while, I realized that I still struggled with strong emotions. I couldn't even imagine what Alain, Frances and the children had been feeling.
"I know that both Frances and Alain have wondered what kind of legacy they would be passing on to their children, but I like what you said, Jacob. At some point in their lives, they were truly loved and that's what they've given us and that's what they'll give their children. They're doing it now."
Jacob nodded his head. He couldn't look at me and I realized that he too had been dealing with enormous burdens. Once again, I was deeply grateful that we had each other for support.
"Okay, enough of this," I told him, grabbing his arm and pulling both of us to our feet. "Let's go and join the others."



 
Chapter 60: The Beginning
 
By the time the day began its final journey, we were completely exhausted. We were sun kissed, tired from the fresh air and excitement, satiated on such delicacies as hot dogs or candy floss or beaver tails with cinnamon.
Seated on chairs or stretched out on blankets in an enormous horseshoe, the people were fairly quiet for so many. The hush became even greater as the bonfire began to glow.
The Native Elders silently built the dry wood and sweet pine inside the stone embankment, creating a soft luminosity and soothing, fragrant puffs of smoke.
Agnes Lake sat on a small makeshift dais, just at the opening of the horseshoe, where everyone could see her. She was dressed in a long, flowing gown that had been lovingly stitched with coloured yarn into simple elegant decorations and shapes. Her silver hair was plaited and curled around her head like a bird's nest.
Behind Agnes stood a covered structure, fairly short and squat, that was unloaded from Chief Dan Mahdahbee's truck. Though I wondered briefly about it, I was too overwhelmed by the gathering before me to give it much thought.
Langford by my side, Cate and Carly tucked in close to both of us, I gazed fondly on my dear friends.
Frances, her little baby mound elegant with promise, sat in the umbrella of Edgar's arm. They whispered animatedly to one another, smiling. From all the way across the circle, their love sent a rustle along my skin that raised goose bumps. The traumatic events of the last few months only served to strengthen their bond as they awaited their child's arrival.
Right beside Frances, Alain looked happy, proud and protective, not only of his new sister, but of his recent family as well. May and Alain always exuded intimacy and symbiosis, but now their circle had widened and completely embraced the three children at their feet.
Responding to consistent care and attention, Meghan had blossomed a little. She spoke more loudly and more often all the time. Benjaman, his whole world and sense of security shaken and destroyed, was just building trust again. He was glued right to May's hip. Yet there was a small light in his eyes, a glimmer of hope for the future. Trevor was quiet, but he seemed to be coping fairly well, though the loss of his twin caused him to disappear now and then into a cloud of mourning.
May's Aunt Oona departed some time ago. Her health problems prohibited her from being able to sustain a lengthy day like this one. Almost a replacement, Cynthia Denis leaned over and chatted with May, making her smile, their body language indicative of a bond forged through shared stories. Nicolas and Kimmy Denis were crossed-legged on a blanket in front of Cynthia's chair, their gazes fixed on the Native preparations for ceremony.
Jacob and Kristen sat with Adrienne and Jordan on their respective laps, arms encircling the children with love, their obvious delight in one another spilling over to create the security and safety that these little ones craved.
Helen, her beautiful broad face alight with satisfaction and pride, sat beside them, though right now her eyes were set in anticipation upon her Aunt Agnes.
I was overwhelmed by the sensation that a tide of love had swept over us all. Tears brimmed in the corner of my eyes. I felt a burst of inspiration, expectation and hope.
Just then Chief Dan Mahdahbee began a low beat on the handheld drum, his fingers deft and the sound commanding as the rhythm beat in time with our hearts. After a few moments, Basil Fisher's flute complemented the drumbeat with a haunting melody.
From somewhere behind Agnes, Soaring Bird appeared. He was dressed in a modern Ojibwa shirt, its colours fiery and bright in the waning daylight. Reds and blues and stark whites mingled to make his movements a series of flashes, in and out of the sunset, like lightning darting from cloud to cloud.
Traditional deerskin leggings and moccasins adorned his lower limbs. His hair was braided and bounced in rhythmic slaps on his back. He moved with such grace that there was a collective intake of breath as he danced into the horseshoe and around the fire. Twisting, turning, his feet moving in small delicate circles, he glided around the stone fireplace in a ballet that matched the rhythm of the music.
At first, I was uncomfortable, thinking of the children and Alain and Frances, who had witnessed a very different kind of dance within the church. But they were relaxed and smiling. This atmosphere banished the horror of the past.
The smoke was now a straight gray column that reached to the treetops and dispersed into the sky, leaving a fresh evergreen scent behind it.
Agnes stood and signalled all of us to watch her, asking in a loud and clear voice that we follow her, copy her movements. Then she bent forward and performed a simple, ordinary task. She plucked a fresh piece of the lush green grass at her feet. Filled with curiosity, we all did the same.
The Shaman reached above her and slowly tore it in half, allowing the pieces to fly from her hands and twirl to the ground. For a moment we stood still, unresponsive, as though surprised that she was asking us to destroy our little treasure.
She clapped her hands and gestured for us to follow her action and we obeyed. A soft green veil floated in the air and landed on our shoulders, in our hair, at our feet.
Next, Agnes jumped gracefully down from the dais and repeated her action. She bent and picked a new blade of grass, signifying that we should all do the same. This time, however, the small green stems were held aloft, kept treasured.
The Native woman began to dance elegantly around in a circle, following Bird as he reprised his flowing movements ahead of her.
Soon we all filed in behind the Shaman. Man, woman, child, wheelchair, cane, white, brown, black—all moving to the beat of the drum and the cadence of the flute, all becoming lost in the ritual of dance, allowing our bodies to respond without censor to the primal rhythms and the example of tradition.
We wound our way around twice and then Agnes sat on the dais, encouraging us to continue once more around without her, but signalling that we must place our little green shoots like gifts into her ample lap, her flowing gown becoming a repository for a large mound of grass.
Rapidly, her sturdy brown hands working so fast that her fingers appeared to merge, she began to weave the grass. Small bits, long strands, curled or straight, were woven in and out and around one another.
The circle began to unravel into small lines as, one by one, the group returned to their seats, energized by the freedom of movement, spellbound as the Shaman began to speak.
Agnes's strong, commanding voice, the vowels flat and throaty, was one note yet singsong and captivating, the emotional speech of the Anishinabe, The People.
"Consider the four directions in which we have just traveled," she said. "Our circle of community has danced in the south, the north, the east and the west. We have traced one another's footsteps, reached out hands to steady one another, raised our voices in prayer together. We are part of the universal circle, with each one here and with all spirits. Whether your Source is called God or Manitou or by any other name, we are all related. All life is related. As our ancestors have taught us, we are keepers of spirituality, of truth, of self-knowledge, health and wisdom. Our life is a process of learning during which all people seek harmony and balance."
Each sentence was spoken slowly and clearly, giving us time to absorb the expressions and layers of meaning.
Instead of devouring the words like fast food, I thought of the sensation as akin to savouring a meal, taking each bite and pausing to allow the flavours to languish on my tongue.
All around me, the silence was alive. It was an act of listening rather than a passive deed. We were each of us a part of the energy flowing from the Shaman's message. We were nourished by it and gave it back to one another.
"We are mind and spirit in this circle and we have invoked our guardians through dance. All Spirit does is give you the strength and the insight to discover your purpose for being in the world. Listen to your dreams and your visions. They will give you your purpose, your power."
She paused for a long moment to allow the music to waft over us. As she continued to weave and speak, the sun began to finger the horizon, sending out spines of orange and pink and yellow light over the park.
"I want you to remember, dear people, dear Anishinabe, that destiny governs only part of our lives. Fate does permit certain events. We are born of particular parents, we are destined to receive tragedy or joy over which we have no control."
Involuntarily, I tightened my embrace around Cate and Carly and so did Langford. We turned and drank in the strength from one another's eyes.
"But Kitche-Manitou, your Source or Spirit, gave Anishinabe imagination and foresight. We are blessed with the capacity to create a future that is not inevitable. This gift can be strengthened through your visions and your dreams. Creating your own meaning is a journey, a task that requires patience and time. And with your vision will come the responsibility to live out your purpose for being. It will also require you to care for one another."
Agnes's fingers stopped moving. She now held a long green rope above her head. Fat and misshapen, little strands stuck out from its thick sides.
The Shaman tried to pull it apart in a similar fashion to the single blades that we had torn and thrown to the wind. But it would not be ripped apart. Next, she handed it to Bird, who attempted to tear it in half as well, but he could not. Slowly, the twine was passed from person to person, yet no one was able to weaken it.
"One blade of grass, as we have seen, is not strong," the Shaman said. "But weave all of the blades together and here is a rope that cannot be torn apart. So too as a community, we will not be broken as long as we have one another."
She invited us to join hands and we stood up, connected, tears streaming down our faces, the joy and tragedy of our combined destinies etched clearly on every face. Into the circle, a group of men brought the hidden structure, and quickly uncovered it to reveal a beautiful wooden wishing well. Carved into the wooden arch above the well was the word Faith.
No words were necessary. Our beliefs and our spirits co-mingled and were as deep as any well. We knew we had our community, our friendships and our families, to guide us and lead us to our own sense of purpose. We also had a memorial to a little girl whose life was tragically short but whose legacy would be one of love.
Frances and Alain moved forward to help place the well on its permanent spot. Then they dropped the first shining stones into the hole. The Sandersons followed, filling the space with pebbles for each of their siblings.
Most of the other community members come forward then too, dropping a stone for all their beloved children, siblings, friends, parents and other family members who had died.
Cate, in a gesture of healing and perhaps the beginning of forgiveness, even dropped a stone for each of her parents.
The little well would always be sturdy and strong from the rocks that held it in place. Someone entwined the grass rope in the side arch. We were all silent for a moment as the sun sank below the edge of the earth.
Suddenly, a small group of villagers with guitars slung around their shoulders joined Chief Dan and Basil. Music burst into life. With a cry of celebration, the people began to dance and sing.
Someone gave out drinks—cold beer for the adults and cold pop for the kids. The party began.
Later, when Langford and I had tucked two very tired little girls into bed, one in her room at the rehab centre and the other at home with a little dog at her side, we held each other tightly under soft sheets.
We knew that tomorrow would be difficult. We realized that our quest would take us into a past that we had tried to leave behind. But we also knew that, as Agnes taught us, we must face this life process in order to create a different future, to change our destiny. The journey would take a lot of strength and determination, but most of all it would require love. And that, we had in spades.
Suddenly, Langford sprang upright in the bed, pulling me with him in instant tension.
"What is it?"
"I forgot to show you, Emily. With all of the stuff that's going on…"
He threw back the covers, confusing and frightening me. When he finally looked at my face, he grabbed my chin in his hand and smiled.
"It's okay, honey, sorry. It's just that I forgot to show you something and I have to do it."
"Now?" I asked, but follow nevertheless, sliding into my slippers.
"Yes, absolutely. Now."
He was almost giddy with excitement as he took my hand and opened the bedroom door.
We tiptoed quietly down the hall to the stairs, barely disturbing Angel, who simply looked up at us, blinked and went back to snuggling Cate.
The air was fresh and cool as we waded through the dewy grass to Langford's studio.
Now I was caught up in his exhilaration, aware that something unusual was about to happen.
Upon opening the door, he almost raced to the easel, continuing to draw me along, both by the hand and in the wake of his enthusiasm. He tossed back the oilcloth covering his latest portrait, the picture he had been keeping hidden.
I gasped in pleasure and astonishment.
Until this painting, Langford had never used our likenesses nor portrayed our home. But here, in this portrait, he had used my image and our own backyard as subjects. It was my body, my hair, the profile of my face.
On the soft green of our lawn, I sat with a little girl, turned sideways to the artist, facing our serene Lake Ogeechee. The soft lines of the two females curved together, forming an inseparable bond, as between mother and child.
Filled with layers of pink and aqua, the sky shimmered. Trees, bent over with flourishing leaves, cupped the two figures like hands. Blues, greens, browns and bright yellows blended to embody a perfect moment of love and contentment.
It was as though he had predicted the arrival of Cate and Carly. The gift of parenthood that we thought lost to us, and which we had received with such joy and such trepidation.
My heart burst with fear, with resolve, with hope for our future.
I began to cry.
 
~ * ~
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Message from the Author
 
Dear Reader,
 
Although the little town of Burchill is fictional, it is based on Merrickville, a gorgeous enclave near Ottawa, Ontario. Some of the streets are the same, though I've taken total liberty with who lives there, and added a lake and a First Nations Reserve. I hope you love Burchill as much as I do. If you live anywhere near Merrickville, go visit and see what I mean about its beauty and friendliness.
 
I am fortunate to have a close bond with an Ojibwa clan whose mother was the real Agnes Lake. I have taken the philosophies and legends and made them my own in this book. My children are part Native, too, which may help explain my love of the culture.
 
I want to assure anyone who is an avid reader of the Bible that no disrespect is meant by my portrayal of the fanatics in this novel. In fact, I hope I made it clear that their misuse of the messages within that book was neither approved of by the other characters nor was the interpretation a reasoned response.
 
Some of the legal and medical facts as presented by Doc and Jacob are probably incorrect, because I used them to fit my own purposes.
 
Honest, you'll find out what happened to Langford in Vancouver in the next book!
 
Cathy
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