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Chapter One




 


Lindsey
was cleaning the kitchen in Cabin Fifteen. The place smelled of
booze and stale tobacco. She had the windows open and a fresh
breeze coming through. The place had been shut up for two months
now. The ice fishermen who rented it last must have been real pigs.
They had heaped up the dirty pots and pans and left them to harden
by the sink. They had used every cup, knife, fork and spoon in the
place without giving them as much as a rinse. Going by the track of
built-up mud coming and going from every room, they had left their
boots on at all times, except for possibly when they were asleep.
Even the bedding smelled of fish. There were one or two fish scales
on the bed sheets.

The
shower enclosure was the cleanest place in the house. Her
conclusion was that they hadn’t used it.

She had her first year down. Lindsey was studying history at
the U of T. School was her ticket out of Godforsaken
Espanola, if she kept
her nose clean and did the work. A summer of grunt labour at Uncle
Dale’s fishing camp was a necessary evil. There were many of those
in life, as Dale often said, faded blue eyes glazing over as he
launched into yet another long and seemingly pointless
story.

Just when
she thought she’d heard them all, he came up with another one.
She’d accused him of making them up one time, and the hurt look he
gave her still raised doubts. They might be true, after all—he’d
operated the camp for quite a long time. It was back in the late
eighties when he quit his job as a fireman in Kitchener and bought
the run-down old place with his life savings.

It might
be a wonderful dream. What might be his dream was not Lindsey’s
dream.

His old
war stories were the worst. They were often the prelude to a big
drunk and a good cry.

There
were some things you never got used to.

She had
grown up there, after her parent’s death in a hotel fire in Vegas.
She was six years old when that happened. What a sad little girl
she must have been. Those memories were the strongest, her memories
mostly fantasies—the fantasy that it was all just a mistake, and
that they would come back to her one day.

She knew
their names, at least, and some people didn’t even have
that.

Her dad
played the piano and her mom sang. Her mother had a voice like a
nightingale. That’s all Lindsey knew. They had become fading photos
in a handful of albums, her early childhood memories treasured but
indistinct.

It was a
painful subject and it was best not to probe. At one time, decaying
VHS tapes of her parents had fascinated her. She hadn’t looked at
them in years.

Today was
looking like a very long day.

She knew
the job. For the most part, people were good. They were patient and
understanding. Most people would be friendly enough, and nice
enough. There would be one or two stinkers. There would be one or
two big tippers and one or two real assholes. There would be some
real gems in there and that helped to make life interesting moment
by moment.

At the
end of a very long and winding road through the boreal forest of
the Canadian Shield, the park was a microcosm of a larger
community. It was a model. It was isolated, self-contained and
having much of its own infrastructure. All of this cost money. It
had to be tended with effort and attention, some of which took
brains, and a lot of which was hard on the back.

Some of
it was a pain in the neck.

Next came
the bathroom, with a ring of ashes stuck to the floor by what must
be dried pee around the toilet. It grated at the sponge as she
scrubbed. Smokers weren’t her favourite people. These ones had been
drinkers too, and particularly slovenly by the evidence left
behind. There were no caterpillars burned into the floors and the
rugs and that was something.

They
clearly didn’t worry too much about what staff thought of them and
that applied probably every place they went. If nothing else, such
folks were usually pretty good with the tips.

Hopefully
Mark had done all right.

Making up
a short mental list, for there didn’t appear to be too many of the
usual household cleansers under the kitchen sink, she headed for
the main lodge to get her cleaning supplies.

The first
guests were expected this weekend, the big May Two-Four, and it was
almost upon them.

She had
her work cut out for her.

 



***

 


The main
lodge had its own kitchen. Their personal living quarters were on
the back of what was the largest building in the camp. She found
oil soap for the floors, clean sponges, the glass cleaner and the
dish detergent. Mark, their winter caretaker, was partly to blame
for the mess in Cabin Fifteen. He had left them with nothing, not
even a washcloth. You couldn’t always blame the customer. She
pulled the sponge mop out of the broom closet and headed for the
lobby and the front door.

There was
a noise as she rounded the corner.

A little
squawk came when she ran right into what was a fairly tall man with
a very hard, wide chest. In that brief contact, she noticed his
aftershave, and the smell of male sweat. There was nothing else
quite like it. He smoked a pipe, she knew that
instantly.

“Excuse me, Miss?”

“Oh!”

“Sorry.”

He was
unusually well-dressed, in a charcoal blazer, white shirt open at
the neck and dark grey trousers. She approved of the soft,
chocolate brown loafers. Grey shoes would have killed it. The
gentleman stood dangling expensive salmon-stalker sunglasses from
one hand, his car keys in the other.

“That’s all right. I didn’t hear you come in.” There was a
bell over the door, swinging on a hook.

It had
been disengaged, snapped back out of the way of the door, but Mark
had been alone for much of the time in the off season. She did the
same thing herself sometimes. Going over, she reached up and fixed
it.

“How can I help you?”

“Well. My name is Kimball. Liam Kimball. I have a
reservation…” He smiled slightly, face dimly perceived, backlit by
the glare of the front and south side windows.

He had a
deep voice but spoke gently, in a cultured English accent. His look
into her eyes was not exactly ingenuous. There was some real
character visible there in spite of his age or lack of it. He had
an athletic appearance. That youthfulness stemmed more from the
posture, the way he padded about like a big cat. He took in the
contents of the store at a glance, those glinting hazel eyes
curious about everything. He was older than he looked. There was a
hardness there, one not often seen…not by her, anyways. Maybe it
was confidence, but confidence of a different kind.

Turning
to her left, she put her cardboard box down on end of the reception
counter. She propped the mop against the end and went in behind the
cash register. The book, which should have been on top of the
counter, wasn’t there. She cursed Mark inwardly. The counter was an
all-glass display cabinet with maps, brochures and a few rather
tacky fishing-themed gifts and cards priced at what she knew to be
a ludicrous rate of mark-up. Changing the display was one more item
on her list. The store, still darkened as he wandered about
stretching his legs, was in need of a good dusting before
restocking the shelves for opening.

“Shit.” Mark and her uncle had left everything to her and that
included behind the counter.

There
were open shelves, above that the pigeonholes and key-hooks, and
then a row of cabinets. She opened door after door. Not seeing it
at first, she dropped down and had a look on the bottom shelves. It
struck Lindsey that the fellow was pretty quiet. She snuck a look
but he had his back to her. This was a slight relief. Some males,
away from home and the wife, were inveterate prowlers and she
wasn’t in the mood right now. Some of them could be downright
grabby. She’d felled more than one with a drop-kick to the centre
of their existence. They might not know she was underage, but she
sure had at the time.

It was
the sort of thing Dale didn’t need to know about and she had
figured out an appropriate response all on her little
lonesome.

“Ah.” Pulling out the registry book, she blew off a thin cloud
of dust and then gave it a quick wipe with the heel of her grubby
palm before Kimball turned around.

Clad in
her usual informal garb, it struck Lindsey that she was wearing a
halter top, skimpy cut-off jean shorts. She had a red bandanna
round the neck, along with narrow-strapped doeskin
sandals.

Damn, how
her heart fluttered. The sandals were an indulgence, a luxury, as
well as being a bit of a temptation. Some of them old fishermen had
some very good-looking sons and nephews and brothers and
sons-in-law.

A little
eye candy went a long way towards bringing them back from year to
year.

There was
always that contradiction, wasn’t there?

Look but don’t touch.

She felt
terribly foolish all of a sudden, with this attractive professional
coming in here and she swallowed a lump in her throat. She’d met
all sorts of guys in school. Some of them left quite an impression,
one which didn’t always reflect well on the male gender in general
terms.

More
specifically, some of them were real creeps.

Kimball
seemed distant, quite frankly tired-looking. She’d read the list of
reservations on the computer screen, but the book was a tradition.
The computer took a moment to warm up. You couldn’t allow guests to
rummage through the computer. They could look at the book and see
where famous hockey players or one or two others, soap stars and
the like, some otherwise unremarkable people on CBC Radio, had
signed it years ago.

“Yep. Here you are, Mister Kimball.” He was a bit unusual in
that he was a foreign citizen but he had a plastic Province of
Ontario Outdoors Card and a current fishing license.

He had
his small boat training certificate.

That took
time and some foresight to acquire. Mister Kimball might have been
planning this for a long time. The Pines had been featured in
several sporting and fishing magazines over the decades, although
not so much recently.

He had
made the usual deposit, and there was a note that he might be
extending his stay. This was problematical. Their small resort
couldn’t exactly live on cancellations. They couldn’t always
quickly fill suddenly-empty cabins. Prospective guests wanted firm
dates and a clear yes or no. Hopefully he understood that, but she
didn’t bring it up. A hundred percent occupancy rate over their
short summer season was an unattainable dream, but they did what
they could.

He paid
the balance with a credit card and the transaction went through.
His wallet had a few cards in there and a thin wad of cash in
fifties and hundreds.

Other
than that, she knew nothing.

Blinking
under her grave scrutiny, he gave her a nod and put it
away.

Nothing
unexpected there, and she lifted the key off the board. They had
reserved Cabin Seven for him, which was luckily in pretty fair
shape as she’d already done the heavy cleaning.

Coming
from the starkly contrasting shadow of the veranda into the strong
light of morning, her mouth opened in appreciation.

“Whoa. Cute car.”

His head
swung and he gave a nod.

“Thank you.”

“What is it?”

He
grinned at that.

“It’s a nineteen fifty-four M.G. T-C.”

“Wow. It’s…it’s very red.” She gave him another quick look,
but he was pleased by the attention.

She
admired the long lean lines, the swooping front fenders and the
tall, narrow chrome spoke wheels. It was strangely boxy on the back
end, and yet there was no angle or view that didn’t
intrigue.

“Never heard of it. What’s the M.G. stand for?”

“Morris Garages.” He lifted the trunk lid, where there were
one or two small but rather expensive looking sports bags. “A
little English company.”

“Huh. Nice.”

Inside
the car, hulking large under the soft low top, was a navy blue
duffel bag. She took the smaller items while he dragged that
out.

“You drove all the way from Montreal in that thing?” She shook
her head in mock amazement. “You’re one hell of an
optimist.”

“I’ll take you for a ride sometime, if we get a chance.” It
didn’t sound overly flirtatious.

It was
just nice.

“Sure.”

He
laughed.

To be
fair, the thing gleamed, with just a few bugs and the usual stains
on the windshield and front end.

He gave a
little grunt, and heaved the load up onto his right shoulder as one
of their resident blue jays sat on a branch and made squeaky-pulley
noises. The hum of a solitary boat-motor down the river somewhere
gave an audible scale to things.

Bent
under the weight, he followed her the short distance to Cabin
Seven.

She put
down the smaller two bags, one of which obviously had a laptop
computer in it judging by the feel, and took out the master keys.
She opened it up for him and then showed him around after they had
everything inside.

“You have hot water. It’s a tank-less system so it takes a
minute or so before the hot water begins to flow.” She showed him
how the propane stove and the microwave worked.

He nodded
in approval at the bathroom, (after a moment), with its lacquered
knotty-pine décor, walls and ceiling. She stood there, grinning
slightly at his first impression. Opening up the back door, she
showed him the mini-bar and the barbecue on the small stone patio
at the rear.

“Okay. Up at the store, we have frozen dinners, sandwiches,
ready-made; slices of hot pizza, ice cream, personal care items. We
have ice, live bait, books and magazines, video rentals, snacks,
pop, chips…” She stopped. “If there’s anything you need, please
just let us know.”

He looked
at her. He took another look around the living room, which was on
the front of the cabin. It had an old-fashioned mahogany hi-fi
stereo system, a1970s blue shag rug and pole lamps. There was a
small, conical sheet-metal fireplace and stovepipe, and then there
was the seven-foot big screen TV mounted on the wall. She lifted
the lid on the console and showed him the modern controls. All the
remotes were stored in there as well. Those disappeared with
depressing frequency. There were some nice homey touches in each of
the cabins, and even some art. In this cabin there were a couple of
nice hooked rugs, hand-made, bought at church bazaars over the
years. They set off the narrow boards of the maple floors nicely.
On the end wall was a varnished cedar plank painted in the
northwest Pacific native motif. There were eagles and salmon and
other creatures all over it. The sinuous lines and strong
stylizations that had always reminded her of something else—the
only problem being that she knew nothing about art and would have
felt stupid asking the question. It was pictorial and abstract at
the same time, the symbolism complex and no doubt holding great
meaning to its original creator.

There was
a certain savagery there as well, one well suited to a blood sport.
She’d seen enough fishing to know that it was a kind of cruelty,
and what alternative could one possibly suggest? The idea that
everyone in the world should become a vegetarian and live solely by
agriculture simply wasn’t feasible. It was never going to happen.
She liked her meat, her fish and poultry just fine—when you didn’t
have to directly confront the issue of where it came from or how it
was procured.

“Very nice.”

She
laughed.

He
appreciated antiques, and that was something. This particular cabin
had its own outdoor hot-tub, and there was a sauna up the road that
guests could reserve in one-hour blocks, which was about all anyone
could stand anyways. It was a mix of the old and the new. Dale’s
business had grown by providing all the usual amenities. While
there were guests who would fish eighteen hours a day, they did
have wives and children too, and a smart operator took that into
account. People were on vacation and wanted some place to spend
their money. Choices were limited with only three or four camps
located within a twenty-kilometre radius, and word soon got
around.

Mister
Kimball seemed pleased with the accommodations.

“I wasn’t quite done prepping the bedroom. If you don’t mind,
I’ll just be back in a moment with some fresh towels and
pillowcases and things.”

“Thank you.” Mister Kimball handed her a fifty-dollar bill and
stood looking around, mostly out the front window at the view
across the lake as she took a quick look around to see what might
still be needed.

Fifty
bucks bought a lot of consideration and she had already noticed
that he was cute.

“Oh. You might as well bring the car up here, pretty much
everybody else does, and they’ve mostly got great big pickup
trucks.”

He nodded
absently, not giving an impression of coldness but
preoccupation.

Finally
he made his way to the couch. He sat down and let out a big
breath.

He looked
like he could use a beer, thought Lindsey. That was a long drive in
a very small car.
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The next
day was very busy. It took some time in dealing with their first
guests, a family of two adults and four children between six and
ten years old. The Paston’s had never been to The Pines before and
the kids in particular had a million questions.

Mrs. Paston was a worrier with an eye to detail, especially
where her precious bunnies
were concerned. The husband just looked the
patient, or perhaps resigned
type would be a better description.

Mister
Paston was resigned to his fate, and had been for quite some
time.

Over the
afternoon, another half a dozen parties trickled in, and then there
was a veritable flood of late arrivals. This went on far into the
night. By the time Lindsey crashed gratefully into her bed at
one-thirty a.m., setting her alarm for six a.m. on the dot, she had
quite forgotten about Liam Kimball. In addition to dealing directly
with customers, she had two new part-time girls to train for the
store. Katy seemed intimidated by the cash register although Molly
seemed to take to it like a duck takes to water. Katy was going to
have to learn it, because sooner or later she was going to be left
on her own. Perhaps it was fear of that which was holding her back.
She was afraid of being left alone with it. There was a huge
spectrum of maturity among girls of that age—a strange and
perplexing observation when you were barely a year and a half
older.

Lindsey had grown up working the resort. Neither of the new
girls had much experience, worldly or otherwise. They had good
marks in school, and they had both done some babysitting. They
could type, and had done well in math, English, physics and
chemistry. They each had some French. Everyone had to start
somewhere, and jobs were scarce in these parts. Considering the
wages Dale was offering, they were just plain lucky to get a few
resumes and a few calls when they put an ad in the
Monitor.

It was
part-time, minimum wage work, and you got what you paid
for.

Essentially.

If only
her head would shut up…she rolled over and tried to sleep as tiny
cones and scales rained onto the roof overhead from an unusually
strong breeze.

Argh.

It was
her last conscious thought.

She awoke
stiff and bleary-eyed, but the screech of jays and the glistening
dew on the grass outside the kitchen window brightened her mood.
Cereal and toast didn’t take much thought and would keep her going
for a while.

Lindsey
was supervising the storefront. She had just finished selling
candy-bars and chips and pop, all the usual things to a couple of
the Rudenko kids, whose first names she was desperately trying to
recall. They were a couple of thin and reedy twin girls, cute as
buttons in an attenuated way, and very solemn with those big brown
eyes.

“Hello.”

A little
thrill ran through her.

Shit. And
she wasn’t wearing a bra again. Every movement she made seemed to
rub her nipples raw. That was quick.

“Good morning, Mister Kimball.” This early in the day she was
still wearing gym pants and a baggy sweater.

Her face
was freshly-scrubbed but not made up. She wondered just how
bleary-eyed she might be. Another sign of weakness. She had always
despised weakness. Especially when it was her…

“Good morning, Lindsey. I would like to rent a boat, for the
day, or maybe just half a day.” Kimball had a small bag with him
and one seven-foot rod disassembled in its two halves. “What the
hell. Let’s make it a week. I can always get a bigger boat,
right?”

Busy as
they were, he’d better reserve one and have done with
it.

“Sure, no problem.” Lifting the flap at the side of her
counter, she took a quick look around and saw her uncle piddling
round in the kitchen area behind her. “Most of our guests bring a
boat, so we’ll have the pick of the litter.”

Dale
looked up and smiled. One of their attractions was free coffee, and
they went through a fair bit of it.

She led
Liam Kimball out to the dock and boat launching area.

“What sort of fishing were you planning to do,
Liam?”

He
laughed.

“It doesn’t take much to entertain me.” He smacked his lips in
culinary speculation. “I’ve been hearing good things about
pickerel. A few fat yellow perch would be okay too.”

She chose
a seventeen-foot aluminum boat with a thirty-horse motor on the
back. She checked to make sure the tanks were full. His rest of his
gear was on the picnic table behind Cabin Seven, fifty metres away.
She waited, and watched, as he went up and got it. Not too many men
walked like that.

He loaded
his rod and tackle, and put on the life-jacket in an unconscious
manner that pleased Lindsey.

You’re not a fool then, Mister Kimball.

He would
be alone in a small boat. The lakes came in all sizes. The river
was long, fast in stretches, and the water was still very cold at
this time of year.

“If you don’t mind…” He sat on the edge of the dock and eased
himself in.


Squatting, she held the boat as he sat crossways on the seat.
He bent and looked, finding the fuel cock and turning it on. There
was a rubber bulb type priming button and he pushed it three times
after opening the throttle slightly.

“She’ll go.”

He
nodded.

“All right, here goes.” He gave a good pull on the rope and
the thing fired right up, pop-popping away as a small cloud of blue
smoke drifted away on the breeze. “Very nice.”

She was a
little impressed herself, but Mark was very good at was motors.
With some guests she had little choice but to insist on a bigger
boat and an electric starter. She was always a bit shy about
upselling them too aggressively. This guy seemed pretty
competent.

Having
satisfied himself that he understood the machine, he gave her a
cheerful nod. She squatted on the dock, holding her steady, and
watched as he moved forward, removed the bow-line and then he was
in the seat again. Her assessment complete, she let him
go.

“Thank you.” He lifted a hand.

Mister
Liam Kimball had been released into the wilderness.

Easing
the throttle open, Kimball headed off down their small bay. Once
well away from shore, he turned the prow and then opened her up to
about two-thirds going by the sound of it. He was heading upriver
where there would be a current to bring him home if the engine
died.

Good. The
gentleman had operated a small boat before. He’d rented the cabin
for two whole weeks, which was unusual for a sole occupant. The
option to stay on wasn’t exactly unheard-of.

No matter
how good the fishing was, and it was usually pretty good, very few
men could bring themselves to stay on one lake or one river when
there were thousands, probably millions of rivers in the world.
About half of those rivers were in Canada.

She turned and headed back up to the lodge. There was a small
but colourful family grouping, bellies hanging out, fluorescent
flip-flip sandals and crocs on their feet. They were heading for
the front door. They would be wanting ice-cream, ice-cream,
we all scream for ice-cream.

 



***

 


It was
the end of another long day. The smell of barbecued steak,
hamburgers and hotdogs hung in the air of the small resort.
Vehicles came and went, creeping along due to a couple of speed
bumps in front of the store and a fifteen-kilometre per hour limit.
People were heading to town for a night of drinking and country
music or returning on whatever mysterious errands campers created
for themselves out of what she had always suspected was sheer
boredom on their parts.

Lindsey
had always liked people. She had been sitting by the campfire, set
in a steel wheel rim in the ground, chatting and having a pop with
the Chants, a nice old couple who had started off bringing their
children to fish for a week every summer. This had evolved into a
multi-generational affair with adults, children, grandchildren and
teenagers spread over two cabins. All of them were apparently
healthy, cheerful and active.

They had
gotten to know each other pretty well over the years.

She was
just walking back to the lodge. Cabin Seven was the last one on her
right, then a short beach, then came the docks.

Mister
Kimball came out of the rear door of his cabin and she slowed and
turned around to speak to him. It was her way, making everyone feel
welcome and ensuring that they enjoyed their stay.

“Hi.”

“Hello.”

He had a
string of fairly good sized fish in his hands. He stood there
looking a bit sheepish. With a nod, he went to the big wooden block
table. The last rays of the sunlit clouds lit his patio, which
faced west. The sun was well down, but sunset went on for a long
time at this latitude. It was one of the compensations. He snapped
on the overhead floodlight.

He lined
them up on the outdoor table provided for all cabins, after taking
them off the string.

“Looks like you’ve had some pretty good luck.”

Liam was
sun and wind-burned about the face, neck and the deep V where his
khaki bush shirt was undone on the top three buttons. Her eye
lingered at the thatch of hair there then moved on. He nodded,
seemingly intent. She watched his long fingers as he expertly began
to scale the first fish, which looked to be a couple of pounds. It
was a perch, and he’d get a couple of half-decent fillets from
it.

“Yes. I found some good structure, just off the mouth of a
little bay. I have to admit, I wasn’t taking it too seriously until
I felt that first good tug on the line.” His face took on an
engaging, speculative look.

Those
eyes came around and met her frank and open gaze.

“I guess I really did need a vacation.”

“What do you do for a living, Liam?”

“Nothing too glamorous.” He shrugged in deprecation. “I’m a
translator. I’m in her Majesty’s diplomatic service, which is to
say that I answer emails and phones. I talk to people who aren’t
very good at English or other languages, and try to help whoever
I’m assigned to, to sort of make sense of it all.”

So that’s
what he did in Montreal. He must be at the embassy, or consulate
rather.

She
grinned at the image. It really was like that. Her own electronic
world was getting pretty extensive, what with the phone and the
computer and the TV and the radio all streaming, and rarely turned
off these days. She had virtual friends all over the world. Her own
phone never left her, although she did turn it off
sometimes.

“It’s all about bandwidth these days.”

He
laughed outright on hearing that.

“Anyway, ah. I was on the verge of having a nervous breakdown,
and my physician rather insisted that I take time off. My job, like
many in the civil service, has certain benefits. There was some
suggestion that with my years of service…I might even consider
early retirement.”

Early
retirement. Lindsey’s jaw dropped.

He nodded
soberly, cutting the head and tail off of his second fish. He slit
the belly and spread it open to pull out the innards with a quick
swipe of a finger.

“And?” She was genuinely curious.

They
weren’t retiring him on years of service, it had to be health or
something serious.

Liam
didn’t fit the usual profile of beer, hockey, golf and fishing, the
admittedly stereotyped sort of everyday people she normally saw
come and go from the park. After arriving so well-dressed, he had
gone totally native, wearing cargo shorts with multiple, capacious
pockets. He had nice knees, she decided. His faded brown socks were
fashionably loose, half falling down onto the tops of his scuffed
suede desert boots. His loose cotton shirt had an oriental collar
and Velcro fasteners on a pair of breast pockets. Only the bottom
three buttons were done up. His big black watch with all of its
bells and whistles looked very capable indeed—it took a certain
sort of man to strap something like that on his wrist. It was
adventurous, she thought, seeing the car in a whole new light.
That’s what the car was, that’s what it represented—adventure. No
wonder I find him so compelling. She repressed a slight shudder in
the old midriff.

“I talked my way into a sabbatical. I get a year off to
discover my self—whatever the hell that means. In the meantime, this is my
nervous breakdown and I am determined to get the most out of it…”
He trailed off. “I don’t know if I like trout better than perch,
but I got a few of them too.”

He bathed
them in a bit of cold water from the plastic hose attachment. They
gleamed and glimmered, rosy and speckled, all iridescent on the
sides. He picked one up and showed her, as it coruscated in the
light.

He gave
her a look. Liam was a very nice man, it sort of beamed out of him
at times.

“I had forgotten what quiet was. For one thing.”

She bit
her lip, and reaching over, touched him on the elbow. She kept
surprising herself, and that probably meant something.

“Is there anything else you need, Mister Kimball?”

“Please call me Liam.” His eyes clouded. “Oh. There is one
thing.”

“And what’s that?”

He
sighed.

“I kind of hate to bring this up. But I was sort of wondering.
Did you by any chance see anyone, most likely one of the younger
ones, maybe sneaking a look or possibly even getting into my
car?”

 



***

 


Dale had
been drinking more. It was getting worse. At one time she could
have denied it, and he probably still would. At one time, if he had
a beer with lunch, it didn’t mean much because it didn’t seem to
affect his performance. Now, he seemed more furtive and yet more
defiant about it. Now it was the three-beer lunch, every day, with
food being an afterthought and surprise naps a common element of
his routine. His absences threw the whole lot onto her and Mark,
the perpetual hired man— a man with no power and no opinion, and no
real initiative of his own. Her uncle was trying to run a business
and make his living, even trying to protect his investment if one
thought of it that way. He was also getting older, becoming more
set in his ways. She had her worries about Uncle Dale, and yet she
had her own plan. It’s not like she hadn’t seen all of this coming.
Drink had always been his solace, his answer to boredom and the
tedium of winter. Booze had become his wife, his girlfriend and his
dog, all rolled into one.

Surely
Lindsey had the right.

She would
go out into the world and eventually she would have her own place—a
home, a man, a baby…she had the right to be her own
person.

Anything
less than that was unfair, and yes, everyone knew that life was
unfair a lot of the time. She wasn’t asking for anything else that
anyone else didn’t seem to have and take for granted.

It seemed
the natural way of things and she didn’t see why she could not or
would not have all of that herself someday. She was sort of
carefully trying to avoid responsibility for Uncle Dale.

This was
a horribly honest thought, one which stirred some dark and turbid
inner waters.

Dale called it the nesting
syndrome and she supposed he wasn’t far
wrong either, for human beings were just a slightly more evolved
animal.

“Uncle Dale?”

“Yesh?”

Beer was
one thing. Dale had a big glass with ice and probably rye whiskey,
Wiser’s sloshing around in it.

At one
time he would have been going from cabin to cabin, campfire to
campfire, socializing and just making himself available. The way he
was now, it was perhaps better if he sat in his own living room and
stayed there.

He sat
up, reaching for the TV remote control. He had the sound up way too
high for her liking, but he refused to see a hearing specialist.
Dale didn’t like hearing aids. The worst part about it was that
Dale was a really decent man.

“Sorry, honey, what’s up?”

“Mister Kimball was asking if we had seen anyone poking around
in his car.”

Uncle
Dale eyed up his glass, its pale colour and diminishing ice cubes
indicative of the need for a refill. He looked up at
her.

“Oh, God. Yeah, I suppose so—” Not that he could name anyone
in particular or describe which kid had left which nose print.
“Anyway, he should have expected as much. That’s half the fun of
driving something like that.”

He yanked
the lever on the side of his chair, lowering the footrest and
bringing himself to the near-vertical. The Weather Network droned
on.

Lindsey
picked up the remote and turned it down low.

He stared
at it as if mystified by yet another twenty-four degree day with an
overnight low near zero Celsius. It was nothing they hadn’t seen a
million times and yet the people still marveled.

“He didn’t seem all that upset. He said he never leaves it
locked, as it saves the thief from the trouble of slashing the roof
and just reaching an arm in anyways.”

Dale
snorted and grinned at that.

“Well. Was there anything taken?” At lot of those old British
convertibles didn’t even have door locks.

She shook
her head.

“No. It was probably just kids—or teenagers.” There were quite
a few boys about the right age staying at The Pines.

They
might have climbed in just to see what it was like to sit behind
the wheel. The fact that they might leave it out of gear, or take
off the parking brake was of some concern. The land was hilly and
the grounds sloped every which way. It would be easy enough for the
car to roll right down the bank and into the river.

“Yeah. No harm done, anyways.” He eyed his drink.

What was
interesting about the booze was that it didn’t seem to cheer him
up, neither did Dale cry into his glass. It was an anaesthetic as
much as anything, or an aid for sleeping.

“Why don’t you go to bed?” Lindsey was ready for sleep
herself, the last refuge of the truly unhappy.

She was
trying not to think too much about Mister Liam Kimball, and he kept
popping up in her thoughts. What would those strong hands feel
like, touching her all over, as he whispered sweet nothings in her
ear.

What sort
of things might he say…but this was fruitless territory. She was
rarely tempted or even attracted by a guest. Not since she’d
fallen, a hopeless crush, on a college-age boy named Neill all
those years ago.

She had
been fifteen at the time, and what a horrible thing it was,
too.

It was a
terrible cliché, but Neill hadn’t even known of her
existence.

Even now,
she thought of him from time to time…in a wistful kind of
self-loathing.

But it
really was stupid.

 


 



Chapter Three




 


Lindsey
tossed and turned. It was predictable enough. One too many cups of
coffee, even though she usually stopped drinking any sort of
caffeinated beverage well before nine p.m.,

She’d had
all sorts of plans for her summer at home. As soon as she laid eyes
on the place, she knew it was nonsense. It was wishful thinking all
the way. And yet, she’d sort of hung back, dating a bit, but not
plunging into the sexual vortex that was college life. She’d had
one fling, a guy named Eric. He was nice enough and everything, but
she had the impression, and that’s all it was, that Eric was still
seeing someone when he went home for weekends and Christmas. Other
than that, he wasn’t terribly ambitious. All he seemed to want out
of life was to drink, smoke pot and party. She was more of an
accessory. He treated her all right. He seemed gentlemanly and
solicitous, but not all that sincere at times. He went through the
motions to satisfy her—to keep her.

She
couldn’t recall one serious conversation that they had ever had,
and any talk of the future was laughed off the agenda. Not once had
they ever opened up to each other. It was purely superficial, a
thing of convenience.

After a
while, she’d figured it out.

Eric
quickly found someone else.

She
hadn’t.

But this was a kind of purgatory, this place. She’d get a day
and a half off a week—and it would either be spent right here at
home, or in Espanola, or maybe a day (drum roll please) spent on
the lake, in a boat, fishing or swimming or waterskiing or
whatever. But even those
boys—some of them could perhaps be called men by
now, most of them were in college or university. The nature of
their interests of their careers or their interests, or perhaps it
was just luck, had conspired to take them to other places for their
summer employment. She had her little list of names of course. Guys
she would go out with and guys that she wouldn’t.

All women
had such a list.

Hers
wasn’t all that extensive.

The town
was that small.

She knew
all the prospects.

The best
things in life were already taken.

With the
best and the brightest gone, that didn’t leave much. A friend of
hers had married a guy three years younger, and at the time Lindsey
had wondered why.

It had never occurred to her that just getting through summer
without going mad would be an achievement, and that getting back to
school would be a relief. In that sense, Toronto really had become
her home. It was hard to say if she still felt that way…looking
back from here.

Hopefully the landlord would keep a promise and her room
would be available. If she wanted better than that, then she would need some real
money…

Her mind
wouldn’t stop going. This was typical of the first big weekend of
the season, where every deficiency in planning or preparation was
revealed, every problem that might manifest itself had already done
so—for example the pop cooler breaking down and leaking refrigerant
all over the place.

With the
blankets on, she was too hot, when she threw them aside, she was
too cold. No matter how she fluffed up or curled up and plumped-up
her pillows, she could not get her neck right. She was
uncomfortable on her back, her side, and the other side. Finally
she kicked the covers off and sat up on the edge of the bed. The
luminous numbers of her bedside clock showed that it was about
twenty after two in the morning. If only she could drop off right
now. Of course it wouldn’t be so. Watching TV in the living room,
where Dale might even now be ensconced in his chair, smelling of
booze, old socks, and snoring loudly, somehow didn’t appeal to
her.

Thank God
he had his own bathroom. Cleaning it was one thing, sharing it was
another.

There was
the hint of thunder in the air, off to the southwest she
thought.

There was
a branch scratching away at the eaves-trough in the light breeze.
Tree-trimming. Another chore to put on Mark’s list. She wouldn’t
trust Dale on a ladder these days.

“Ugh.” Shivering, she quickly found a thin sweater, a
turtleneck, and slipped into her baggy old sweat pants.

She
grabbed a baseball hat to control her hair and pulled on a faded
jean jacket. She stepped into her loosely tied runners. One of the
compensations of living in a camp all summer had always been those
impromptu little adventures. Why then, the moisture in her
eyes?

The night
was clear, and there were probably a million stars out there.
Solitude wasn’t necessarily the same thing as aloneness.

You just
had to teach yourself to believe it.

Lindsey
left the room, seeking peace.

The call
of a loon far out on the lake came as she gently closed the patio
door behind her. Not unexpectedly, there was the dim glow of one or
two fires. They were fifty or seventy-five metres away, back in the
little circle of cabins and their access track. With a few lit
windows and the reflections from reflectors and shiny vehicles, the
beams of ruddy light straggled up and back, following the irregular
contours of the hillside.

She
wandered down to the docks. The water was mirror-like in its black
stillness and the pin-pricks of the stars reflecting on water meant
for a moment that she stood on the edge of an abyss.

“Oh, my.” She let out a big breath.

It made
up for a lot, although a proper night’s sleep would have been
preferable. For a moment she debated taking a boat out for a proper
look. She’d often thought of taking some night photos out on the
lake, but she didn’t know much about it. The odds were she wouldn’t
get anything anyway. The odds were she’d go over and drown. Nice
thought that was, yelling and yelling for help and by the time
anyone came—if anyone even heard or bothered to investigate, she’d
be gone.

They
might never find the body either.

There
were canoes and paddles right there. She didn’t feel like going
back inside for the keys and getting a lifejacket out of Mark’s
little dockside service kiosk. To hell with it. She stood on the
narrow sandy beach, hugging herself to keep in the warmth and
looking up at the blazing northern sky.

She
turned to the right, picking her way carefully in the darkness. The
light thrown from further up the bank made for impenetrable black
shadows under the rim. Dead logs showed up pale and there were
glimmers of the lighter boulders a few metres off from the beach.
Out on the water there was a brighter line of bleach bottles used
as marker buoys along the deepest approach to the camp.

There was
a scrabbling noise up the bank, and at first she thought it was a
raccoon. Big, bold and inquisitive as all hell, they were a
constant problem. All of the camp’s garbage receptacles were steel,
with stiff spring-latches on the lid. She was just near the small
sandy strip behind Cabin Seven, where Liam had a deck chair
stationed for the daylight hours. The snapping of a large dry twig
caught her attention and then it came again. It was very near, and
Cabin Seven was closest to the water.

The sound
of hard breathing sent a chill of fear go through Lindsey. She
froze in place, a tingling wave of adrenalin sweeping over her.
There was a straggle of brush along the shoreline and whoever, or
whatever it was, might not know she was there. Until she knew what
it was, it was so much better that way.

She held
her breath, the pounding of her heart loud in her ears.

A dark
figure stepped away from near the back door of Cabin Seven. The
dark hole where their face would have been if they weren’t wearing
a hoodie turned her way, and then they lunged into the far shadows
and disappeared from sight. A couple of quick thuds, running
footsteps on a thin layer of turf lying on solid rock, indicated
that they had gone around the building and up the hill.

That
quick slithering sound was someone forcing their way through the
thin screen of brush between cabins.

 



***

 


The man
known as Liam Kimball stood well back in the room. He had been
lying in bed, maybe even fast asleep. Something had awoken him.
There were sounds of course, for example the wind noise from the
tops of the tall white pines which overhung the entire camp. The
sound penetrated all but the thickest walls when the wind got
up.

He’d
heard another sound, and something about that one made his hair
prickle. It was an odd little crack, down low and just on the other
side of his bedroom wall. He had gotten silently out of bed, going
to have a look out the back door. Some atavistic element of caution
had held him back from going straight up to the door, popping it
open and having a look. He’d hung back just long enough to see a
dim shadow cross in front of the glass. There came a couple of good
snaps and then he had the impression something big went up the east
side of the cabin.
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