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ONE


It was just my luck that I was the one who happened to find the severed hand in the mailbox.


On my very first day in rehab, they told me running would be therapeutic. An endorphin producer. A natural high, the perfect adjunct to individual counselling, twelve-step meetings, and basket weaving. Sorry: Occupational Therapy. Besides, it was this or yoga, and the yoga teacher they employed was so serene and reeking of self-fulfillment that I could feel my blood pressure rise to dangerous levels whenever I unfurled my borrowed yoga mat.


So, running.


I liked to count things as I ran. Cows in the farmer’s field outside the gates I ran next to – twelve today, and I even slowed down in case I could see more. Bury your cows, we used to say when we were kids. Travelling in the car, every time we’d pass a farm we’d scramble to count as many as we could, then if we passed a cemetery whoever was the first to say “bury your cows” won. I wasn’t sure why, but it always made me shiver. And what kind of sense did that make? Cows weren’t exactly ominous creatures, and they weren’t meat eaters either, unless you count what they fed all those poor cows in England to give them mad cow disease, making them eat the mushed-up products of their own sick, fallen brethren until their brains started to melt.


So I counted cows. And fence posts. On one particularly bad day, the amount of money I had passed to a Croatian crack dealer, whose wares I sucked greedily into my lungs. Or the number of days since my twin sister Ginger had been brutally murdered. Or since I had watched the love of my life bleed to death in front of me.


Or how many people I had killed in the white-hot sadness and rage that had followed.


Dr. Singh told me that the counting could be used in a productive way. Count the number of days since you’ve used, she said. Count how many people love you. Count your blessings.


I was trying. Some days it even worked.


And I had to admit, there were worse places I could have wound up in rehab. Rural Nova Scotia, the Annapolis Valley. It was spring, the apple blossoms were everywhere, and you could smell the clean sea air from the Bay of Fundy. I barely missed the city streets under my feet. And here, I could try to be a different person. No one knew me here, or knew what I had done, or what I had seen. I could be identified as the girl who laces up her running shoes after morning meeting and takes off for an hour trotting around the property, madly counting things. Or if I ever got it together in Occupational Therapy, I could be the girl who made the famous all-back collage.


I was almost smiling as I ran down the hill toward the front gates, where I planned to begin my ascent back up to the renovated Victorian house we called the dorms, and coffee and a shower. It was early morning, the birds were making their racket, and the air was sweet. I was clean. I could breathe. There are worse places to be, I told myself again. Count your blessings.


I reached the wooden fence at the bottom of the hill that acted as our gate, and held on, breathing hard. My ankle was aching, but it wasn’t sharp pain, and it wasn’t bad. It was only my fifth morning running. I was like Rocky in the early scenes, before he runs up those steps in Philadelphia. I was in training, but I didn’t know what for yet. I thought for a good half second about getting back into fighting, but I thought about what Dr. Singh would say, and about the last times I had fought – for real, and to the death – and figured maybe running could be a goal in and of itself right now. Maybe a marathon, or even a triathlon? I would think about it.


I circled the old mailbox at the bottom of the hill. It was just inside the gate, painted bright red like a lot of the mailboxes around here, but wasn’t used by the post office. Rose’s Place used it as a sort of community mailbox: Residents could deposit their outside mail in there to be posted and staff would pick it up, or more fancifully, people could leave notes for each other, or staff, or anonymous complaints. It was meant to be cute, and a way to get people outside for a little exercise. The trek back up the hill would give addicts a bit of cardio and fresh air, and the old mailbox was supposed to add to the rural charm of our environment. If a resident was so inclined, they could amble down there and see if someone had left them a note. People rarely did that; it was a bit too twee for most of us hardcore addict types.


But despite myself, on that bright spring morning I found myself opening the red mailbox to see what was inside.


I was already holding it before my brain fully registered what it was. For a couple of slow seconds as I was reaching in I thought it was a joke. A plastic freezer bag with red ribbons tied all around it – I thought maybe some kind local had stuck in some homemade baked goods for the poor addicts at Rose’s.


Until I found myself holding it in both of my hands, registering the weight and meatiness of it. A hand. A man’s hand. It wasn’t a joke-shop plastic hand. It was real. The wedding ring was real. The nails had been chewed. A bad habit, biting your nails, I thought blankly as I put the hand carefully back into the mailbox and closed the door. So hard to get the cuticles to heal.


And then, with blood pumping in my ears, I ran up the hill toward the office as though the devil himself was chasing me.


They told me later that I ran into the office, picked up the phone from the desk and spoke to the 911 operator with a calm and steady voice, telling her what I had found and giving excellent and precise directions, while the staff looked on, stunned. Then, after hanging up, I fainted.


Brutal violence and fainting. Story of my life.




TWO


I had been at Rose’s Place for fifteen days. Fifteen days straight without crack, or even a bump of coke. Nothing stronger than caffeine and e-cigarettes.


I’d been recuperating with my brother Skipper and his wife Marie after what happened in Maine, after the face-off with the evil people who had killed my twin sister and my husband. And during which I was nearly killed by an arrow from a crossbow, had my lower leg shattered by a fall downstairs, and had taken a beating with a fire poker by a psycho bitch who had impersonated me and kidnapped my nephews. I wound up shooting a good portion of her head off and accidentally burning her in a fireplace, though, so in the end I got the better deal. At Skipper and Marie’s, what with January snow in rural Maine and me in a cast after a fun-time operation on my leg, I was pretty much housebound. But I did have a bit of a stash, which I snuck hits of here and there, in my closet or in the bathroom. Not much, and not even every day. But when the demons came to call, when I woke up sweating and teary after seeing my husband Jack die in my dreams or woke up thinking my nephews were gone, that I hadn’t found them – well, if anybody wanted to blame me for a little self-medication in the form of my old friend crack cocaine, they could go right ahead, and fuck them very much.


I knew all along that I would do what my siblings wanted and take the spot at Rose’s Place that my brother Laurence had reserved for me. But, like any sensible addict about to start getting clean, I planned a going-away party with two guests: me and crack. I’d phoned D-Man, one of my old dealers, paid him everything I owed him, and stocked up for one last binge. That’s what addicts do: We think we have to get back to rock bottom before we climb out.


But I knew this was it for me. I wouldn’t hurt the people who loved me any longer. It wasn’t an option. And I certainly wasn’t going to spend any more of Jack’s hard-earned money on it. But unlike when I was drug-free in the previous months, this time there were no glasses of wine to take the edge off. At Rose’s Place, we were allowed to be addicted to caffeine and nicotine. And as nearly all addicts smoke, everyone is given, as part of their welcome bag of goodies, an e-cigarette starter kit, with flavors ranging from Lemon Meringue Pie to Marlboro.


It’s a brave new world.


Rose had been the late wife of the owner-slash-benefactor of the place, Dickie Doyle. Her addiction to prescription pain meds after a riding accident had found the poor woman wandering the streets of Halifax in search of men who might need some company and have some drugs to spare. After she died an ignominious death by overdose in a rooming house in the South End, her husband Dickie founded Rose’s Place.


Drugs make some of us take a funny turn. In my case, I did manage to avoid such measures; but then, I had a bit of disposable income when I got into the life. By the time I got out of it, I owed a small sum to a few unpleasant drug dealers, but in the aftermath of what followed, that was the least of my worries.


* * *


I sat in the office at Rose’s Place with Evan and Mary, two of the staffers, waiting for the police and an ambulance. The ambulance had been called for me, as my fainting spell had happened immediately after I got off the phone with emergency services. My head was pounding afterwards, as per usual. Mary was looking at the coffee maker as though she had never seen one before.


“Do you want me to do that?” I said. “Sit down, Mary. You’ve had a shock.” Mary was prolifically tattooed, fifty-ish, and seemed to get her fashion sense from television shows about biker gangs. I never knew what her title was, but she ruled the roost at Rose’s Place through a haze of Marlboro smoke, with a voice like a profane Lauren Bacall and the heart of Mother Theresa.


She was like my sober soul mate. Minus the Mother Theresa part, of course.


She sat down abruptly, putting her head between her knees slowly and deliberately, breathing like she was in labor.


“A hand?” she said. Or croaked. Her long red hair was muffling her voice.


“A big hand,” I said. I remembered the weight of it, the fleshiness of it, and shivered.


In the last six months I had seen far more than my fair share of blood, guts, and all things disgusting. And while I was prone to what neurologists call syncope – i.e. fainting – I was pretty sure that it had something to do with an adrenaline spike and my flawed brain’s inability to handle it. Before I go down, I feel a sensation almost like carbonation in my head, like bubbles in my brain, and everything goes black. But the hand had been so unexpected and so… human, in my hands.


“Whose hand was it?” Mary said. She sat back up slowly and patted the desk in front of her. I pushed her cigarettes toward her, and she patted my hand.


“I didn’t ask it, Mary,” I said. “And it didn’t introduce itself.” I looked at Evan who was staring blankly at the coffee maker. Apparently severed hands made people in these parts forget how to operate simple appliances. He hadn’t said a word yet. He was only a kid, probably twenty-three years old, and looked like this was the worst thing that had ever happened to him. Which I hoped it was. He was doing night duty as a security guard at Rose’s, and I had come down in the middle of the night more than once in the last couple of weeks to find him studying. He was quiet and smart, and there was something about him made me want to protect him. I pushed him out of the way and grabbed a coffee filter, idly musing as I scooped coffee that finding a body part in a mailbox at rehab should sort of give one a pass to relapse. They’d have to give me a discount, right? Next visit free?


We heard sirens coming from the main road. It was still early morning, and rush hour in these parts was non-existent, so the sound seemed louder and more alarming than it does in the city. Mary sat up and ran to the window, energized by the noise, and Evan said something about telling the staff and calling Dickie, the centre’s owner.


“This is bad,” Mary said. “People are going to be leaving. People who shouldn’t be leaving.” She was right of course, but in my shock of taking a severed hand out of the mailbox, I had neglected to consider what it might mean for the facility itself.


“Maybe not,” I said. “Some people might even stay longer than they would have. Addicts love drama.”


Mary snorted and flicked the switch on the coffee maker. She scratched her flat belly and slapped it a couple of times. Mary was a former anorexic – or recovering anorexic, as they said around these parts – and it hadn’t taken more than a couple of days for me to notice that whenever she wasn’t being mindful of her surroundings she was prone to gently slapping or patting parts of her body that on most people tended to gather body fat. I really hoped this kind of stress didn’t start her cutting each mouthful thirty-two times, or whatever weird food rituals were particularly hers.


“Poor Dickie,” Mary said. “Like he doesn’t have enough to deal with.” She looked out the window, over the oddly beautiful, marshy shore of the Bay of Fundy. I didn’t know what Dickie had to deal with, other than having a dead wife, but I figured it was none of my business. There was enough openness at the morning meetings, with people telling each other the kinds of details that don’t normally get aired in public. I hadn’t been able to Share yet. Partially because I hated the word in that context, so when the group leader said, “Danny, would you like to share with us at this meeting?” I would smile and shake my head and look at my lap like a junior high wallflower. I respect people for being able to open up to complete strangers, and I can see how it would be valuable. There were issues that made me start doing drugs in the first place, about Jack and the end of my marriage and not feeling alive anymore, and how crack made me feel euphoric and actually normal. Until it didn’t. I was starting to talk to Dr. Singh about these things, but I wasn’t ready to let a bunch of strangers poke into my psyche.


So whatever Dickie’s problems were, I figured that if he didn’t tell me himself, then I didn’t need to know. And as the only reason I was here at Rose’s Place, as opposed to some other pricey secluded facility catering to the sad and addicted, was that Dickie Doyle was a college friend of my brother Laurence. Laurence had gone to Bennington College and had one of those liberal arts educations that people like the Clearys normally didn’t get – we were the kids of a small-town dry cleaner and a housewife from rural Maine. But Laurence was a special case, a star in high school, and a musical prodigy. So a scholarship landed in his lap, and he went off to learn how to mix with people who didn’t shoot guns at cans in the gravel pit down the road. But Laurence never forgot us little folk – like the rest of us, he was both completely annoyed but also ridiculously besotted with his family. When we lost Mom and Dad after a drunk driver hit them head-on coming back from their yearly Florida trip, Laurence was the one who took it the hardest. He stopped playing piano, said he couldn’t bear it anymore; if he played Chopin one more time he would want to commit some grand self-destructive gesture. So he switched streams at school and when he moved to New York, he started working in television. He had come out as gay in high school, which in and of itself was a brave act where we grew up, but at six-five – he claimed six-six, but we had our doubts – and with the shoulders of a linebacker, people tended not to mess with Laurence. Especially with the fierce Cleary clan backing him up. Rumor in town had it that we all carried guns everywhere we went. And then of course in high school I got arrested for breaking the nose of a girl who broke my little brother Darren’s heart.


When Laurence moved to New York he dated a series of inappropriately older men, none of whom the rest of us met. “Oh, Danny, you really don’t want to spend an evening with Edward,” Laurence would say, after I’d spent an hour getting ready to meet them at some restaurant or other when I was visiting. Jack and I would go down sometimes for fun and stay at funky hotels because it was one of Jack’s hobbies, hotels. “He’s so old, and his hearing aid is on the fritz again. It will really slow down the conversation at dinner. Another time.” Of course that other time never came, and then Laurence would have moved on to the next old man.


Dickie Doyle was Laurence’s assigned roommate at Bennington, a random pairing that wound up surprising them both, and everyone else, by lasting through all four years of school. Dick was straight, an economics major, and on the lacrosse team, and although his family was full of drunken micks just like ours was, his drank at country clubs instead of the Legion. Despite the sports, Dickie was quiet, introspective, and a bad fit at Bennington, but his parents had hopes that mixing with all the artsy types would smooth out some of Dickie’s rough edges. And they were right. By the end of his second year, Dick had taken to sporting pink shirts with bow ties and knew the lyrics to several Sondheim songs. Then Dickie met and married Rose, and after a few high-flying years in New York, they’d decamped to Nova Scotia to live the quiet life.


Then Rose, an avid horsewoman, was thrown from her mount and broke her leg. She was prescribed OxyContin for the pain, and like many good people before and after her, became addicted and needed the drugs long after her leg had healed. And when she eventually found it too difficult to cop pills in this rural area, she realized that everything she wanted was easier to get in Halifax.


Dickie was never the same. Rumor had it that he came by the facility once a month or so to check in, but otherwise he kept to himself in a cabin he’d built on a small lake a few miles away. While the addicts recovering at his centre showered in beautiful bathrooms and ate fresh, locally sourced food, Dick lived in a small cabin with only sporadic running water and a compost toilet. He chopped down trees for the woodstove, the only source of heat he had, year round. He poured all his money – what he had left from his family, which he had parlayed mostly successfully after a few years of day trading – into Rose’s Place.


Locals thought he was either a saint or a lunatic. I thought he was probably both.


“This place is what keeps him going, I swear to motherfucking God,” Mary was saying. Mary could swear better than I could, a feat in and of itself.


“Maybe it’s a mistake,” I said lamely. “Maybe it’s fake and I was just hysterical.” I knew it wasn’t true. A severed hand is a severed hand, and you don’t have to have hung out in a morgue to recognize one. “The hand, I mean. Like a Halloween thing.”


“It’s May, Danny.” Mary was looking at the coffee pot. “Fuck, we’re out of creamers I think.”


I was about to say something about liking it black like my men, some stupid joke, but Evan was walking in the door with two cops from the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. I heard another siren and saw what seemed like a dozen emergency vehicles coming up the long drive.


“Armageddon,” Mary said. She crossed herself.


“Not again,” I said.


I crossed myself too. I’m not Catholic, but you can never be too careful.


* * *


While the police talked to Mary first, I ran up to my room, grabbed my cell, and called Laurence to tell him the news.


“I heard,” he greeted me, when he picked up the phone.


“You can’t say hello, like a normal person?” Like many of my family’s quirks, it both annoyed and amused me. Never once had Laurence uttered a greeting into the telephone, either when answering or calling, and I never got used to it. In person he has the manners of a courtly, if snarky, Edwardian gentleman, but on the phone, he’s like a curmudgeonly uncle who’s being charged by the word. Yours and his.


“Dickie just called.” I could hear him light a cigarette. “Someone called Evan called him.”


“Since when do you still smoke?”


“Since always. I just don’t do it much,” he said. “I’m coming up there.”


“Here?” I said. My voice sounded high and funny. “Why?” I was easing into rehab. For once in my life I was following orders, doing the right thing, and being where I was supposed to be. I was thinking about making collages, and I went for runs. I went to the meetings, even if I hadn’t conquered the Sharing part. I ate with strangers and had not, as of yet, hit anyone. I hung out in the office with Mary and put my feet up and cursed. I did my cleaning rota and didn’t complain. I practiced smiling in the mirror, and the day before at dinner I found myself actually tasting the food and laughing at something.


But I craved crack so much that sometimes the thought of having to live the rest of my life without it seemed like the cruellest thing I could do to myself. Even the dead parts of myself – my hair, my toenails – missed crack. I would look at my fingernails and think, I know how you feel. I miss it too. It was the hardest thing I had ever done, and if I saw one of my sibs, I thought I would just turn into a bucket of mush and beg for someone to take me home and fix me warm milk and cinnamon toast.


“I’m needed, Danny,” he said. “I going to get a room at a B and B.”


“Ha,” I said. The Clearys hated B and Bs, the forced conversation in the morning and the generally uncomfortable feeling of staying at the home of a distant aunt. “I don’t get it.”


“Nevertheless.” Even for Laurence, this was taking his telephone brevity thing a bit far. “I’ve got to run, Banany,” he said, and I found myself breathing easier. Like the rest of the family, he rarely used my name. I was either Banany, or Beanpole. Or Bean. Or Pole. All this talk of smoking and B and Bs was making me feel like my big brother had been body-snatched. “I’ll come see you tomorrow night.” And he hung up without saying goodbye, like some character on a television show.


I looked at my phone, checking the number again to make sure that my mind wasn’t playing sober-person tricks on me and that it was my brother Laurence I had been speaking to. I considered calling Darren to mull over these events. Darren was the youngest, and at thirty a semi-retired musician. These days he was living back in Toronto with our brother-in-law Fred and our nephews, twins of nearly twelve. Fred and the boys had been through way too much in the last year, and Darren was busy being full-time uncle. He had enough on his plate. And I was supposed to be doing well in rehab, getting myself clean and perhaps even getting some perspective on the events of last fall. The last thing I wanted to do was phone him with news of a dead hand in a mailbox. This bit of news I would handle on my own. And of course, with Laurence, when he arrived.


When I went downstairs, the police seemed as highly strung about the whole thing as we all were. Clearly, in this rural idyll, severed body parts delivered into mailboxes weren’t de rigueur. There was even an ambulance outside (to revive the hand? Mary and I wondered). But they wanted to take my blood pressure and look at my pupils and I consented, with the eagerness of the newly-sober, to take a breathalyzer. They explained that I would make a better witness in court, eventually, if they could prove I had been sober when I’d found the hand. I was pretty sure even the fire chief was there.


And Mounties. Several Mounties.


“Mrs. Cleary, let’s just go over this one more time.” I looked at the detective, or sergeant as he called himself. He was a tall, bald, slightly doughy man, whose ruddy complexion was even more flushed with what I could only take as excitement. “Starting from when you got up this morning.”


“Ms. But call me Danny,” I said automatically. We were in the office still, and I was high on caffeine. I studied the man – my experience with police was mixed, to say the least. One had nearly sacrificed his life to save me and my family, and another had seduced me, killed my sister, and shot my brother with a bow and arrow.


But despite my days of mayhem only months earlier, looking out the window at the kind of soft sunny May morning we were in right now, it was difficult to believe that anything bad could happen. Despite, you know, the severed hand in the mailbox. At least it had nothing to do with me this time, I thought. I’m just another addict here, another person trying to get her life together. Let go and let God, and all that.


I don’t know anyone here, I kept repeating to myself. I don’t know anyone here. That hand doesn’t belong to anyone I know. It has nothing to do with me or mine. There are bad people everywhere but there are good people too. I looked over at Mary, who was sitting with her head between her legs again. I smiled.


“Miss?” the sergeant said, seeing my smile. “Something funny?”


“Oh God, no,” I said. I sat up straighter. “I’m sorry.” He looked at me, and I could practically see the cogs turning. He was trying to figure out whether I was just some spaced-out junkie, crazy, or had put the hand in there myself. After all, my fingerprints would be on the bag; I had handled it. Handled the hand. I tried not to smile again. “Too much caffeine. I’m having one of those weird opposite reaction moments, you know? Where you don’t know whether to laugh or cry? I mean, how often do you find a hand in a mailbox, am I right? Or maybe you do. Maybe they get delivered all over town here.” Out of the corner of my eye I could see that Mary was sitting up straight now, looking at me. She shook her head slightly, a “shut the fuck up” move if ever I saw one.


“Uh. No,” the cop said. “Not so much.” He looked at me and there was a kindness in his face. I smiled.


“What a relief,” I said. “So what do you want to know?” I told him again about my run, probably adding too much detail about what a beautiful early morning it had been, and how peaceful I was feeling. Not relevant, but it was all spilling out. “So I thought, what the hell, I’ll open the mailbox. I’ve been doing that on my runs these last days. It’s become a habit.”


The cop perked up. “Do you do this every morning?” he wanted to know.


“Well every morning for the past five or six days,” I said. “I’ve only been here for two weeks.” But who’s counting. I saw the look on his face. “You think whoever did this knew I’d be the one to find the hand, don’t you,” I said flatly. “He wanted me to find it.”


“Not so fast,” the cop said, and patted my hand, which was shaking suddenly. His name badge read MURPHY. Another mick, I thought. This area is lousy with us. “He probably doesn’t even know who you are. It’s possible – probable, even – that he just knows that people check that box. Or even if he has been watching the place, I’m sure it’s not about you, Mrs., or Miss – Danny.”


“But it might be,” I said.


“Oh I suppose it might be,” he said, as though I’d said it was possible we’d be having a solar eclipse today. “Just to do our due diligence, Danny, I should ask you – do you have any enemies?”


I sighed. “Take out your notebook,” I said. “We might be here for a while.”


* * *


Murphy asked Mary to leave the room, and radioed for someone called Jones to come in from outside. There was a throng of first responders, and at the bottom of the hill I could see a CTV news van.


“Wow,” I said. “Even here.” Murphy looked at me. “Vultures,” I said nodding at the van.


“Just doing their jobs, I guess,” he said. I snorted.


I sat down and rooted around in Mary’s desk, found her pack of Marlboros, and lit one.


“Sorry,” I said. “I’m going to have to smoke for this.” Murphy nodded and sat down as a young red-haired constable, Jones, I presumed, came in quietly.


“You may have heard some of this story on the news last year,” I started. “Reader’s Digest version. In November of last year my twin sister Ginger was murdered in California.” Murphy started to say something but I stopped him. “You’re sorry to hear that. I know. Just let me – anyway, I live in Toronto, and I flew down there with my brother Darren. You might have heard of him – Darren Cleary?” Murphy nodded, which surprised me. Redhead grinned, which didn’t surprise me. He looked more like the demographic for Darren’s brand of upbeat folksy rock. I smiled back at him. “Yeah, he’s my little brother. Anyway, we went down to California, and before we got there, my sister’s twin sons were kidnapped.”


Murphy again looked as though he wanted to say something. I didn’t let him. I wanted to get this part over with.


“Ginger’s husband Fred was arrested for her murder, but of course he didn’t do it. He hired this lawyer, name of Chandler York.”


“I heard about this,” Jones said. I was already thinking of him as Red. “I thought it was down in Maine?”


“It ended there,” I said. “Or at least I hope it’s ended.” I tapped my ash into a coffee cup. I had to tread a fine line here between full and frank truth, and what wouldn’t get me arrested. “Chandler York was an alias of a man called Michael Vernon Smith. He was my husband’s foster father back in the day. He had a sort of… cult, of his former foster kids. They targeted my family because my husband had become very wealthy, and so had my brother-in-law. They play sick, psycho games with people. They torture people, and if you’re on their radar, you’ll sell your soul to get them to go away.” Murphy was scribbling away, not looking at me. “They killed my sister, they kidnapped my nephews, and when Jack – that’s my husband – when Jack and I tried to get the boys back, Jack got killed.” I took a deep drag, and felt a little sick. “They tried to kill me. One of them shot Darren in the chest with a bow and arrow. He nearly lost a lung. They kidnapped me and tried to get me to give them all of Jack’s money, and I killed a couple of them. In self-defence,” I added quickly. “It was investigated and everything. You can check.”


“But I thought one of them is still at large,” Red said.


“He is,” I said. “Chandler York. Or Michael Vernon Smith. He got away that night and he hasn’t been seen since. He’s on the FBI’s Most Wanted list.” I dumped the cigarette into cold coffee and swished it around. “Look. He told me that he has people everywhere, and he holds grudges, to put it mildly. I think it’s highly unlikely that today’s…”


“Events,” Murphy finished for me.


“Events. Yes. I doubt this has anything to do with me, but I thought you’d better be apprised of all the facts.” I grabbed a piece of scrap paper from Mary’s desk and wrote a phone number, passed it to Murphy. “This is my lawyer, Linda Patel in Toronto. She’ll answer any other questions you might have. Or you could talk to Paul Belliveau, he’s a staff sergeant with the Toronto Police. I forget which division. They can give you more information, should you need it.”


It had taken five minutes to give my bare bones account of the events of last fall. I felt like I should get a gold star. I’d finally managed to Share.


Detective Murphy had stopped writing at some point, I noticed, and just stared at me. “I agree, it’s probably unlikely it has anything to do with you,” he said, stressing the probably. He looked at Red. “Did you get all that?”


“Probably not,” the young man answered. “Wow.”


Murphy glared at him and turned back to me. “We don’t have the manpower to have a protective detail on you personally, Miss – Danny. Though I would like to. But we are going to see about bringing in extra men, or extra people I should say,” he stumbled, looking at me. I wanted to pat his hand and tell him it was okay. “The Major Crime Unit may be coming in. But rest assured, we’re going to be watching the centre here, that’s for sure.”


“Don’t worry about me, Detective Murphy,” I said. “I can take care of myself.” I found myself scanning the office, looking for what I would use as a weapon if someone attacked me in this room.


I felt a slow sense of dread and sadness take me over. Would it ever be over? Would I always have to look over my shoulder, wondering if someone would be coming after me or the people I loved? For a brief time I had been normal – well, normal for rehab – and didn’t feel the need to look for weapons or think about being on my guard. Physically, at least. Now, I found myself wondering how and whether I could get a firearm out here – next to impossible, I didn’t know anyone – and worrying about whether my presence here was putting other people in danger. People who couldn’t defend themselves. It was highly unlikely that the hand had anything to do with me, but then again, how often does that level of violent crime happen in the Annapolis Valley of Nova Scotia?


Murphy handed me his card and wrote his phone number on the back. “This is my direct line, and my cell phone,” he said. “Eyes and ears open, right?”


“Right,” I said. As the two talked quietly together and mentioned something to me about coming into the station for a videotaped statement, I stared out at the mailbox. Something was bothering me, other than the obvious.


“Detective Murphy,” I said. He turned at the door.


“Call me Des,” he said. He smiled.


“Des then.” I didn’t smile back. “Shouldn’t there have been a note? With the hand? I mean, wouldn’t that make sense? I mean, wouldn’t this guy want some kind of attention or acknowledgment? How will you find out whose hand it is?”


Red coughed.


“Yes, there was no note,” Murphy said. “But we’ll be checking for fingerprints.”


“Two sets,” I said.


“I’m sorry?” Murphy said. He was halfway out the door.


“Two sets of fingerprints,” I said. “The doer and the hand itself. Two sets. You have to find out whose hand it is.”


The younger cop looked pale under his freckles.


“We’ll find out, Danny,” Murphy said. “You just concentrate on your recovery.”


“Recovery,” I said, and took an e-cigarette from Evan’s desk. Might as well try to save my lungs. “Tell it to the hand.”


Red laughed, and I gave him a smile. Better than crying.




THREE


Every year at the end of May, the Annapolis Valley hosts the Apple Blossom Festival. There’s a parade, and each little town and village has princesses and one of them is crowned Queen Annapolisa.


“If this was a Shirley Jackson story, at the end of the weekend the locals would sacrifice the Queen to ensure the next year’s apple harvest,” Laurence said, reading a brochure he’d picked up at the airport. I reached over and patted his knee.


“Twisted,” I said approvingly. I was driving Laurence to the Valley from the airport. Mary had loaned me her Mustang.


“You’re a terrible driver,” Laurence said. He attempted to stretch his long legs. “When did that happen?”


“I haven’t driven a stick since I was eighteen,” I said. “I’m getting the hang of it.” Of course at that minute I managed to pop the clutch and momentarily stall us on the highway. Luckily, the only vehicle in sight was probably half a mile behind me.


“Does anyone actually live in this province?” Laurence wanted to know. “Seriously. Where’s the traffic? It should be rush hour.” Laurence lived in Manhattan and worked in television. He didn’t know how to be around quiet for very long.


“It was like this back home, you may recall.” We had grown up in very rural Maine, and often the only vehicles on our back roads were logging trucks.


“It’s creepy.” Laurence had never liked rural living.


“It’s refreshing,” I said. I felt protective of the area already. “You can breathe here.”


“I breathe just fine on the Upper West Side.” Laurence cracked the window and lit a cigarette. “You said Mary doesn’t mind if I smoke in her car, correct?”


“Correct.” Every New Yorker talks about Central Park as though it’s the be-all and end-all for green space. They probably found severed hands every other day in there. There was probably a whole police unit dedicated to following up on severed limbs found in the park. There should probably be a Law & Order: Central Park Body Parts franchise. Note to self: Call Dick Wolf.


But Laurence and I hadn’t talked about why he was here yet. We’d smiled and hugged at the Halifax airport as though we hadn’t seen each other in a lifetime, when in fact we had all spent New Year’s together at our brother Skipper’s place in Maine.


“You look good, Banany,” Laurence said. I hated people staring at me as I drove, so I gave him the finger. “Filled out a bit. Skin looks better.”


“Clean living,” I said. “Watch the road.”


“You’re the driver,” he said. “Why should I watch the road?”


“Just do it.” Laurence obligingly faced forward and we drove in silence for a good five minutes. It was nice. Laurence was the only Cleary who knew how to keep his mouth shut. It was very restful. He patted my knee and started to sing George Michael’s “Faith.” We always sang together. I liked singing with Laurence. He didn’t make fun of my lack of any tonal sense, and he sung well enough that he made me better.


We drove in silence for another minute or so. “How’re the twins?” I said. I knew Laurence had been to Toronto recently to spend time with Darren and our nephews.


“In fine fiddle,” he said. “If a bit…”


“Fucked up?” And why not. Their mother was dead. They had been kidnapped by a crazy woman who looked like me, who claimed to be me, and they had watched both her and their Uncle Jack die in front of them. They were bound to have scars that would never heal.


“Darren was absolutely meant for this,” Laurence said. “Full-time unclehood. They love him and actually seem to respect him at the same time, which is…”


“Fantastic. Yeah,” I said. “It is.”


“Surprising, I was going to say. But yes, fantastic.” I cut my eyes at Laurence.


“Why are you here, really?” I checked my rear view and the same car had been behind me since the airport. Other than a few vehicles in the other direction, I hadn’t encountered anyone else heading north from the airport.


“Thought I’d give you a hand,” Laurence said. When I didn’t laugh, he said, “Too soon?”


“Why aren’t you staying with Dickie?”


“Do the words compost toilet mean anything to you, Danny? Dickie has embraced country life in a way that in my view is totally unnecessary.” Laurence lit another Marlboro. “Actually I might. He asked me to, but it sounds like he’s become quite a hermit out there.”


“Where is it? His cabin?”


“Somewhere called Ferryman Lake.” Laurence enjoyed smoking so much that it made me want to buy a carton of Marlboro and re-commit. “Very Thoreau, if you ask me.” He took a long drag. “And guess what? There are no ferries on this lake.” He said it with such glee, the big city boy, finding everything quaint in the country.


“Hmm,” I said. “I didn’t know you and Dickie were still in such close contact.”


“As a rule, we’re not. But he knows my sister is a resident of his centre, and she happened to be the one who found the, you know, severed hand yesterday.” I could feel, more than see, him looking at me. “You okay there, Banany?”


“Right as rain,” I said. I cleared my throat. “The cop on the case was asking me about whether this could have anything to do with me. You know, since the mailbox was on my regular running route. If I was meant to see it.”


Laurence shook his head. “For once, I don’t think this is about you. I think it’s about Dickie.”


“Why would it be about Dickie?” I didn’t wish any harm to Dickie, but I felt a rush of relief. Please God, don’t let this be about me. Let me just get well, in peace. Let my loved ones be safe.


“I don’t think I should go into this with you, Danny.” He patted my head while I was driving, which he knows drives me nuts. Laurence took up a lot of room, even sitting down. “You’ve been through enough, little girl,” he said. “I’m just here to lend a little moral support to Dickie, and to see my wee little sister.”


“Wee,” I said. “Ha. I’m five-ten, Laurence. I’m practically a genetic mutant.”


“What does that make me then?” he said.


“A science experiment gone wrong,” I said. We smiled at each other.


“God, you’re a shitty driver,” he said. “Pull over.” Laurence had a Porsche in New York, which was ludicrous for a man of his size. Especially a gay man of his size.


“Screw that, homes,” I said. “This is Mary’s car, and she entrusted it to me. Besides, we’re on the highway. I’m not pulling over.”


Laurence motioned to the empty road. “Banany. This is not a highway. This is a country road. I’m half expecting to see a horse and buggy around the next corner. The Amish probably take this road when they’re not in a rush to get somewhere.”


I looked in my rear view. The car was still behind me, and I wasn’t exactly exceeding the speed limit. It was dusk, and I’ve always hated driving at dusk.


“Yes, it’s still there,” Laurence said lightly. “Pull over.”


I ignored him. “So where am I taking you, anyway? There’s a hotel a few miles from Rose’s. The Old Orchard Inn. It’s supposed to be nice.”


“I reserved a room at the Hillbilly Hotel, or the Hickville Inn, or something like that. But after we take you back to the nuthouse, maybe I’ll go stay at Dickie’s after all.” He was drumming his fingers on the dashboard. “Danny, please pull over. I’m not kidding.”


I knew not to argue with that voice, and I wanted to make sure the car behind us would zip past and out of my mind. I didn’t want to be thinking like this again, looking over my shoulder and seeing danger everywhere. I really wanted to leave that behind. I wanted to believe that the hand had nothing to do with me, nothing to do with anyone but a crazy person wanting to scare a bunch of dopers. Maybe the loony had even chopped off his own hand. Stranger things, etc.


I could feel the tension in Laurence’s body as I signalled and slowly pulled over by the side of the road. It was nearly dark, and the area all around us was forest.


“Wait,” he said, after I’d stopped and put my hazards on. “Wait.”


I found myself holding my breath. I looked at the glove compartment, wondering if Mary kept anything handy like a flashlight, or a flare gun.


I couldn’t tell if I was catching my brother’s nervous caution, or if it was coming from me.


The car behind us slowed, and I could see it was a pickup truck, painted canary yellow. An old model by the looks of it. Laurence had his hand on the door handle.


“What the fuck,” I started to say, but as Laurence opened his door, the truck picked up speed and zoomed past us. I tried to see the driver, but couldn’t.


“Tinted windows?” I said. “On that piece of crap?”


“I’m driving,” Laurence said. I got out and changed places with Laurence, and waited silently for him to fold himself in and adjust the seat and the mirrors. I didn’t know exactly what he was thinking, but I could tell I wasn’t going to like it. “Buckle up.”


Within seconds the Mustang was peeling out and going like a bat out of hell. We finally passed a couple of cars going the other way, probably heading to Halifax or the airport, and the highway wasn’t separated here. At our rate of speed, if the yellow truck was going the speed limit or even a bit over, we would have caught him up by now.


“So he’s taken an exit,” I said. “We passed two.”


“Do we stay on this highway now, into the Valley?”


“I think so. I don’t remember. Just follow the signs, it’s pretty simple.” The mood in the car had changed. “Do you really think he was following us?”


“Don’t know,” he said.


“Are you going to tell me what’s going on?”


“Unlikely,” Laurence said.


“So do you want to slow down a bit? This is Mary’s car, you know. She was nice enough to lend it to me.”


“I like it,” Laurence said. He looked over at me. “Think she’d rent it to me while I’m here?” I laughed until I saw he was serious.


“You’re a freak,” I said. “Obviously.” But I sighed, and said, “We’ll ask her. Satisfied?”


“Thanks, Banany.”


We chatted about nothing for the rest of the drive. I talked about my new passion for making collages. Laurence told me about his new trust-fund intern and her ridiculous shoes. He said she seemed to think she was working at Vogue.


“You know, I could just buy you a car for while you’re here,” I said. “Then when you leave I could use it.” Jack’s will was still in probate, but the executor, someone from his bank, had advanced me a significant sum against it. I hadn’t really touched much of it. I didn’t know how to spend money properly anymore. Postcrack, that is. I knew I’d be putting a large amount into trust for the twins, and I was paying through the nose for my sojourn among the afflicted at Rose’s. I’d sent some to each of the sibs, saying I’d send more later. Maybe a trust for them too? Some kind of family compound somewhere? But I hadn’t so much as bought myself a t-shirt. I figured a brain free from crack would probably make better decisions. I wanted to do Jack proud, and I wanted to look for a charity that helped foster kids. After all, if it weren’t for Jack’s evil foster dad and the hold he’d had over his sick family, Jack would be alive today.


“Danny, if you want to buy a car, buy a car. You can afford it, you know. But so can I,” Laurence said. “So don’t buy one for me. Buy one for yourself.” I let that sit for minute. “But do the world a favor and don’t buy a stick.”


“I want an orange car,” I said.


“Orange.”


“Like a Creamsicle, my brother.”


“Then we will find you a Creamsicle car. In the meantime, maybe your Mary will still rent this to me.”


We got off the highway and drove through Wolfville, a pretty university town filled with cute pubs and funky pizza joints and places that advertised their commitment to ethically traded coffee. It was a beautiful night, late May, and there were still students around. The summer session would have just started.


Laurence rolled down the window. “Oh my God,” he said. “Smell that air!”


“I know, right?” It smelled like verdant green and sweet crisp apples and a bit of wood smoke, with a hint of seawater. “They should bottle that smell.”


We drove past the Acadia University campus, which was so beautiful and stately and serene, it looked like a movie set.


“I’ve been running in the mornings,” I said quietly, looking out the window.


Laurence squeezed my knee again. “You’ll be able to do it again, Danny. Just not yet. Not until we catch the psycho who delivered that hand.”


“We? Are you high? This has nothing to do with me, remember? I am not going after any more psychopaths. I’ve really had my fair share. Fuck, Laurence.” I was trying not to cry. I was tired. I hadn’t slept well. I told myself that I wasn’t going to get into that crying business again. I wanted crack. Or at least a glass of wine. Or a bottle.


“The royal We, Banany, not we as in you and me,” Laurence said. He hated tears. “The fine law enforcement officials of this fair town.”


“What in the name of fuckville are you hiding from me?”


He shook his head. “I’m just worried about Dickie,” he said. “He sounded a bit paranoid the last couple of times we’ve talked. Not himself. Nothing for you to worry about.” He leaned back and with his left arm resting on the open window of the Mustang, looked as much at his ease as I had ever seen him. So I relaxed.


We drove past a duck pond and continued along the Evangeline Trail, named for Longfellow’s heroine. In 1755, the French settlers around the Bay of Fundy, the Acadians, were kicked out of the area by the mean Brits, and they went south and settled in Louisiana and started calling themselves Cajuns.


“Your grasp of history is breathtaking,” Laurence said when I explained this to him. We were driving by the beautiful stately homes on the outskirts of town, heading to Grand-Pré, to Rose’s. “You should really give lectures.”


“Maybe I will,” I said. “I’ll go on the circuit. Bill Clinton makes a pretty penny that way, I’ve heard.”


The spring night had closed in, and it couldn’t have been more perfect. I closed my eyes and put my hand lightly on top of Laurence’s, on the gear shift. The windows were open, and I was where I was supposed to be. I was clean. I was with family. The worst was behind me. I would honor Ginger’s memory, and Jack’s, and help take care of the boys, and do the right thing, as often as I possibly could.


“This must be it,” Laurence said. He pulled up the long driveway. There was one lone police car at the end of the drive, who stopped us. He smiled and shone a flashlight into the car.


“Evening,” he said. “Ask you folks what your business is here tonight?”


“I’m a resident here,” I said. “I just picked my brother up from the airport. He’s a friend of Dickie’s,” I explained. I had learned enough in fifteen days to know that I could refer to just “Dickie” and everyone around here would know who I meant.


“Oh, good enough,” the constable said. “Hey, you’re the one Mary loaned the Beast to,” he said. “She’s been chewing on the furniture, wanting to get home. Dixie’s sick.” Dixie was Mary’s bloodhound, and it charmed me that he would assume I would know that. Life in a small town, I guess.


“His plane was late.”


Laurence thanked him, a bit abruptly I thought, but then again I had gotten used to Nova Scotia manners, which dictated that if someone wanted to chat, you chatted, no matter what.


“Great security,” Laurence said, peering at the buildings as he approached the main house. “Barney Fife back there.”


“He probably recognized me from yesterday,” I said. “And we’re driving Mary’s car.”


“Still.” Laurence drove around to the small parking lot at the back of the main house, and I could see the glow of a cigarette by the back door.


“Shit, Mary’s waiting. Damn,” I said. She was crossing over to us, her high heels catching in the gravel as she walked.


“Don’t worry, don’t worry, she’s home from the vet,” Mary called out before I could say anything.


“What are you, psychic?” I said.


“Colin has been telling everybody about Dixie being sick. Colin’s my nephew, didn’t you know that?”


“No,” I started to say, but Mary was shaking Laurence’s hand.


“Mary Dowe,” she said. “Dickie will be so glad to see you, Larry.”


I winced. Nobody called Laurence Larry. But there it was, a huge smile on his face. “Call me Laurence, my family all tell me I’m too tall to be a Larry,” he was saying. Since when, I wanted to know, but I also knew when to keep my mouth shut. “Is Dixie going to be okay?” Laurence also had an aversion to dogs. Clearly, I had entered bizarro world.


“Oh, hell yes,” she said. “Got sprayed with some porcupine needles, but that’ll teach her, I guess. Not the first time though. She’s not too bright, but we love her.”


“Funny,” said Laurence. “That’s how we feel about Danny.” Mary laughed and punched his arm, and the two of them were automatic best friends. Laurence lit a cigarette and the two of them chatted as I wandered slowly to the back door. I sat on the swing on the back porch and reached for the pack of cigarettes I kept under a lone red rubber boot that sat there, and lit one with the lighter that was tucked inside. I was vaguely trying to quit, but wasn’t being too hard on myself with it. Even Dr. Singh told me not to go overboard with worrying about perfection. Quitting crack, being clean, staying clean – that was enough of a challenge.


I looked around. The place was so peaceful, at least this side, facing the water, where you couldn’t see the news vans. We spent more of our time where I was sitting now, by the dorms, which housed all twelve residents, a couple of common rooms – one of which had a ridiculously large TV with a projection screen for movies – and laundry facilities. And the small residents’ kitchen, for late-night snacks and card games. There was a carriage house that served as the dining hall. On the other side of that was a newer building, an add-on, which housed the yoga studio and Wellness Centre, where we got our blood pressure and other vitals checked every other day by a very cheerful male nurse. Upstairs in that building were a couple of offices, I presumed. Everything was clean and tasteful and relaxing.


I smoked my cigarette, taking in the evening air. Forty feet away my brother and a woman who was becoming a friend were joking around next to the Mustang, and I could hear Laurence trying to talk her into renting it or selling it to him. Inside the house I could hear people laughing in the kitchen, and upstairs through one of the windows it sounded like someone was praying aloud. There was so much peace in the air, I couldn’t imagine leaving this place. I swung my legs and smoked my cigarette and imagined what it would be like to live here, full-time, in this place. Go for runs and stay clean and healthy and maybe buy or build a house where my family could come and stay. I could read books and volunteer and research ways to make my money work in the world. Maybe I would chop wood and start a garden. Grow my own vegetables, and learn to bake bread. I looked at my hands, white under the porch light, and had a moment of pure peace. It felt like a revelation.


“Your brother sure knows what he wants,” Mary called over to me. “I think I just sold him the Beast.” I laughed and Laurence gave me a thumbs up. “I’ll clean my shit out but you guys have to drive me home.” I carefully stubbed my cigarette in the sand-filled coffee can under the swing, and stood to go inside to wash my hands. I wondered which counsellor was on duty, so I could tell them I’d be out a little late to get Mary home and Laurence settled in at the inn or at Dickie’s, though I had only a sketchy idea where either of those was.


I closed my eyes and smelled the air. I found myself saying a silent prayer for peace for all of us, but after all I had done, I wasn’t sure how predisposed God would be to hear me.
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