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      If anyone says forgiving someone is easy, they’re wrong. Forgiveness can be brutally hard, but it can also enable you to embrace a new life with love and joy. To everyone who has faith in the power of love and forgiveness, this story is for you.
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      If the house could talk, it would be screaming. A week’s worth of dirty dishes on the counter, a kitchen table filled with boxes of presents with purple and yellow bows—all unopened. Mounds of laundry piled on the bedroom floor, and a baby wailed its newborn lungs out for the injustice of the world.

      She walks around like a zombie, tears lingering in her eyes. She doesn’t look at the baby. There’s too much hope in her baby’s blue eyes, and she isn’t capable of being needed. Her cell rings. The sound adds to the chaos of her thoughts and life. She doesn’t bother turning it off. Instead, mustering what little coherent energy she has, she pushes the pile of unopened presents off the kitchen table. They crash like dominoes, landing on the worn linoleum floor. The sound is explosive in the oppressive kitchen. The pen in her grip is now bullet-hard. She knows the impact the written words will have, and a moment’s clarity seeps in. As quickly as a dust ball, it too dissipates. She takes comfort in the task she’s determined to finish today.

      Her signature is sloppy. A solitary tear wets the loose leaf, an indication she is fallible. Paper in hand, she places it with reverence on top of the side table by the sofa strewn with bundles of blankets. The wails of the baby have quieted into angry hiccups.

      She leaves the house, door wide open, and walks across the old, paved street to the deserted beach. A dozen large rocks get shoved inside the worn backpack, which she straps to her back with determination. She adds four more rocks to the pockets of her dirty housecoat and then calmly, staring straight into the wake of the sea, walks into the crisp Atlantic Ocean.

      The house vents its vexation again, with a baby’s cry of urgency gunning down the quiet of the daytime road.
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      Hours later…

       

      Kim Boudreau felt as if she was breaking in half. The walk, a suggestion from her mother, wasn’t helping. The sun was too bright, the day too crisp and clear, and the blue of the sky a slap on her face felt too often. Her dislocated shoulder throbbed with every movement, and the painkillers she’d taken hours ago had worn off. Normally she’d be tuned in to her music on her cell, but like much in her life, it too was broken.

      The old country road with its large potholes lay like acne scars on the landscape, and they were something Kim knew like the back of her hand. Every driveway boasted a mailbox of some sort—some decorated with fishing boats and whirligigs and others with rusted bolts barely holding the box in place. All the names of neighbours were scribbled down in her memory. All the family drama tied to each sat like an unopened photo album in her head. It’s why Kim left the Eastern Shore for the nomad land of Alberta.

      “Glad you’re back, Kimmy.”

      The voice stopped Kim in her tracks. She’d naively thought that voice—the one that drove her away from the shore—had stopped. The hairs on Kim’s arms stood straight up, as if electricity skated over her skin. She leaned over, placing her shaky hands on her thighs, forcing a much-needed breath of oxygen into her lungs. The air, crisp and salty, was a welcome relief from the humidity of Alberta.

      The sound of a girl giggling had Kim praying that when she opened her eyes, she wouldn’t see anything. Taking another breath, Kim started into a jog, pleased the road ahead looked normal.

      Labouring to catch her breath, she crested the hill and saw the still-bent and rusted orange-yellow guardrail. It should have been fixed over a decade ago. An image of the night, when her life and the lives of three others changed irrevocably, slammed into her.

      “Maybe coming back wasn’t a good idea,” she told herself.

      “I’m glad you’re here. I’ve missed you, Kimmy,” said the voice Kim knew with aching familiarity.

      “I’m not staying long,” Kim answered, thinking how weird it was that she was once again having conversations with herself.

      “This is where you belong.”

      If only it were true. Kim longed for peace, which had eluded her for over eighteen years.

      To this day, people still talk about the accident like it happened yesterday, after over a decade had passed. Kim might have survived that night, but she’d had to chart an escape route out of the small town to keep her sanity.

      The craving for anonymity had been a powerful pull, but so too was escaping the voice, making Kim think she was losing her mind. Her mother had begged her to stay, but Kim had been clear since the summer of grade ten that she would not call the Eastern Shore of Nova Scotia home. Armed with her nursing degree, she’d packed her one suitcase, boarded a plane, and had not looked back—until now.

      Almost fifteen years ago, she had thought she’d made it, and while a lot had happened, so much still remained the same. Kim was back at square one, and hearing the voice jarred her but didn’t surprise her. She was broken in ways she had yet to divulge to her mother, who hadn’t asked or pried but simply hugged her and added fresh, clean sheets to her small, twin-sized bed when Kim showed up with a soft knock on the kitchen door without so much as a call ahead.

      Kim jogged faster as she passed the bent guardrail. She crested two more hills, and it was the crows, unusually loud, that drew her eyes to Toby Baker’s house. She heard from her mother that he’d bought the old MacAllister house, and from the looks of it, he was slowly renovating it. A fairly new front porch graced the two-storey frame, but the house itself was in serious need of paint. A crow hopped along the newly stained front porch, where the door swung wide open. Normally she’d have kept running, but a sound, like a child’s cry losing its intensity, caused her steps to falter. Kim knew with clarity that the sound was real. The last thing she wanted was to see Toby. He was now married and a father. The information came from her mother, who rattled off the sagas of the neighbours, all within a ten-mile radius, like they were part of the headlines in the newspaper. Often, Kim wondered how her timid, five-foot-three mother knew the fine details. But gossip blew quicker than a Nor’easter through the small fishing village. It was why Kim kept her mouth shut about her situation.

      “Hello?” she called inside the open door.

      The baby, sensing a person, gave a gusty cry.

      Going on instinct, Kim stepped fully inside, expecting any moment to meet Toby’s wife or the man himself.

      “Hello. Anyone there?” Her foot rested tentatively on the first step of the stairs.

      The baby made a gurgling noise all too familiar, and Kim’s nursing instincts kicked in. She raced up the stairs and opened the closed door at the top. She dashed to the crib and quickly picked up the baby, who had begun to choke on her own vomit, and instant radiating heat travelled up Kim’s right arm. Damn. For a moment, she had forgotten about her injured shoulder.

      The room smelled of vomit and dirty diapers. Dry, crusty throw-up covered the baby’s face, and her clothes were soaked through. Kim placed her fingers inside the baby’s mouth and tipped her over. Within a second, the little girl took a gasp of air. Kim shushed the baby, and once the crisis was over, she set about getting the infant cleaned up. She looked around the bedroom for a changing table but only spotted the construction of part of one. There wasn’t even a dresser in the room. Moving boxes with her foot, she found a box of clothes, and inside spied a yellow sleeper she prayed would fit the tiny baby.

      “Where are the diapers, little one?” The little girl had begun to shiver.

      Kim picked up the sleeper and moved the baby to her uninjured arm. She made her way back down the stairs. In the kitchen, on the floor, was a bag of unopened diapers. She opened them, grabbed one, and then climbed back up the creaky wooden stairs.

      “Where’s your mom, cutie pie?” She expected any second for Toby’s wife to appear. Kim opened the last door upstairs, half hoping to find someone asleep. The unmade bed was empty, and a brisk sea breeze blew through the open window.

      The door across from the bedroom was the bathroom. Kim wondered if she shouldn’t give someone a call first before warming up the baby, but then the child shivered again, and Kim said to heck with it. She turned on the taps, and once it was warm but not too hot, she stripped the infant and wrestled the soaking diaper off her little body. Once the baby was naked, she gently lowered her into the bath. Using a cloth, she scrubbed her clean and smiled when a pink flush started to spread across her body. The girl had adorable black tufts of soft, downy baby hair. Longing hit her hard, and a thought that this could have been her forced Kim to feel the pain in her arm.

      The pain was the one constant reminder that leaving Alberta was the only way out of the worst relationship she’d ever been in. Love and hate were truly equal balancers, she thought.

      The baby cooed, and Kim shelved the pain and refocused on her job, all the while talking quietly to reassure the little one that everything would be okay. Task completed, she used one hand to grab the towel hanging off the door and quickly dried the infant. Once the baby was in a clean diaper and her tiny arms and legs were tucked into the sleeper, Kim felt relief.

      She grabbed a blanket from the master bedroom and wrapped it around the baby before heading back downstairs. Spying a house phone, she picked it up and dialled 911.

      Fifteen minutes later, sirens could be heard. Kim waited until the RCMP officers arrived. By then, the baby was a warm bundle in her arms, and she didn’t care about the dull ache in her shoulder, which was a constant, tight throb. Holding the baby eased her in ways the jog hadn’t accomplished. The baby made adorable sucking motions. She was obviously hungry. Kim thought the little one was about a month old, but there didn’t seem to be any formula in the house, which was a problem.

      When the officers arrived, Kim explained everything. How the door was open, the child crying, the baby’s distress, and exactly what she had done. She explained she was a nurse and had worked in the pediatric ward for the Alberta Children’s Hospital for the past two years, and the child had been choking and going into shock. She told them repeatedly that no one was in the house when she arrived. She also informed them she didn’t know Toby’s wife and had recently returned to the community. What she didn’t explain is why she came home, and thankfully they were professional and kept to the emergency at hand—locating a parent.

      “Are you sure no one was here when you arrived?” asked Constable Sean Slaunwhite.

      Constable Slaunwhite was a mountain of a man. At least six-foot-three, the man had shoulders like a lumberjack. Kim thought he looked vaguely familiar.

      “Like I said, the door was wide open, and it was the crows making so much noise, which first drew my attention to the house, and then I heard the baby’s distressing cries.”

      The baby started to cry again in earnest, so Kim stood up and started to rock her in her arms while walking around the room.

      “I couldn’t find any baby formula. Can you see if someone can get some and a bottle?” she said to the officers.

      Constable Slaunwhite did a quick search of the messy kitchen and then ordered formula and a baby bottle over his walkie-talkie. Kim asked about Toby, and the second officer, a skinny guy who looked new to the force, informed her he was on his way home.

      About thirty minutes later, another officer, a woman, arrived with the formula and a baby bottle. Kim was grateful that no one took the cozy bundle from her arms. Constable Slaunwhite, who said he was a father to two girls, knew exactly how to heat up the baby formula. Within a few minutes, the baby was hungrily sucking away on her bottle. Everyone breathed a sigh of relief. Kim suspected the other officers were looking around the property for Toby’s wife, but she was not about to ask the obvious.

      “She’s lovely in your arms,” said the voice, a soft, intimate whisper in Kim’s right ear.

      Kim didn’t blink. No way did she want to come across as a nutjob, holding someone else’s baby in a stranger’s house.

      A car screeched to a halt in the driveway, and a second later, Toby, obviously rattled, rushed into the room.

      “My baby?” he said, clearly in shock.

      Kim stood up. An officer approached him first.

      “The baby’s fine, Mr. Baker. Do you have any idea where your wife is?”

      “What?” His eyes darted around the room for the first time before they landed on her. “Kim?”

      “Hi, Toby. I was walking by when I heard the baby’s cries. Like I told the officers, I didn’t see anyone, and then when the baby started choking,

      “Choking? What is going on? Where’s my wife?” asked Toby, clearly agitated.

      Constable Slaunwhite, the senior officer, who obviously had more experience dealing with unusual situations, urged Toby to have a seat. Kim gently handed Toby his daughter, and tears welled in his eyes.

      “Thank you,” he said, a flush creeping up his pale face.

      “Glad to help,” she said, meaning it.

      Kim moved away to stand closer to the front door. The crisis was over. She needed to leave. An officer came in from outside and said something quietly to the female officer, who barely held in her gasp.

      Kim knew the look of bad news on someone’s face. “Look, I’m going to head out. If you need to reach me, you have my mother’s number,” said Kim to all of the officers.

      Constable Slaunwhite escorted Kim to the door, and it was then that she noticed the frenzied activity taking place across the road by the shore. The shrieks from the cluster of crows in the nearby evergreens were a shrill alarm. Kim’s gut twisted. Nothing good is happening over there.

      “Did you find her?”

      “I’m afraid we did. I’ll have an officer give you a ride to your mother's, and I’d like you to come into the office tomorrow to make a formal statement.”

      She nodded and allowed the officer to help her into a waiting squad car. Kim knew without a doubt that Toby and the little baby’s lives would never be the same. The officer didn’t need to spell out what Kim knew in her heart. The signs of distress were all over the house. Door open, no mother in sight, and a baby wailing in despair.

      For the first time since boarding the plane to come home, grief wracked Kim. The drive back to her mother’s house was fast, but everything moved in slow motion. What if Kim hadn’t gone for a walk? What if she had gone earlier and seen Karen in distress? Would Kim have been able to stop the hand of fate set to destroy all the hopes and dreams Toby had worked for?

      Kim knew all the what-ifs she played in her head wouldn’t help them now. She’d played enough of those games over the years to know they only drove you crazy. What if she’d forced her best friend Sally not to get into Dave’s car? What if she’d been the one sitting where Carl, Dave’s best friend, had been sitting? Why hadn’t she forced them all to put on their seatbelts? Three people died within ten minutes of leaving a party. Only Kim had somehow made it through, thanks to the strength of a seatbelt. Kim, badly bruised and with a rib broken from the force of the seatbelt, keeping her life tethered to the scrape of metal left from the wreck. She didn’t remember being pulled from the car, but she’d heard the stories. Someone, who wanted to remain anonymous, had cut her free, hauled her up the bank, and then got help. In many ways, Kim had walked away unscathed. Vivid bruises, which took weeks to heal, helped her become a living miracle to the people on the Shore. In reality, she had lifelong invisible scars she couldn’t talk about with anyone.

      The questions of misfortune were a jumble in her mind. It was too much to process. She felt exhausted in ways she hadn’t experienced in the past two years of her drama-soaked life. A life she’d kept hidden from her mother.

      The door to her family home was open. The house smelled of cinnamon buns and warm tea, a homey scent filling her with love and safety. It was a stark contrast to Toby’s cold, insipid house, and instantly Kim knew what had been missing in his place—love. She was judging the man when she had no right, but it did make her wonder what his marriage was like. It had been obvious he adored his baby by the way he hugged her close and kissed her soft, downy head, but was his affection the same for his wife?

      “Have a cup of tea,” insisted her mother, ushering her inside to the safety of the kitchen.

      A hot cup of sweet tea sat on the kitchen table. Kim plunked down on the old wooden kitchen chair and took a sip, pleased that her mother had placed two heaping teaspoons of sugar in the brew. Her mother, armed with her own cup of tea, sat down to join her. She slid a hot bun on a plate toward Kim. Her mother wouldn’t ask questions; she didn’t believe in prying. Her silence had been loud enough for Kim to disclose what was going on. Silence was golden within the family, but everyone else in the community was fair game.

      Without being asked, Kim launched into what had transpired. She didn’t realize she was crying until her mother handed her tissues.

      Her mother grasped her hand.

      “This is why you came home,” said her mother in a voice Kim recognized in the marrow of her bones.

      Some people had religion to ground them. Kim’s mother had something better: faith. Too bad Kim wasn’t a believer in either.
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      His world had gone to hell. Toby thought for sure that once the baby came, Karen would snap out of it and things would settle down. Reality: the opposite had happened, and he hadn’t known how to handle it.

      Faith looked up at him with her baby blue eyes. Trusting. It’s what her look conveyed, and he’d already let her down.

      Seeing Kim was a shock. The last time he’d seen her was about fifteen years ago, when he’d run into her on a street in Halifax. She’d been coming out of a dance club, slightly tipsy, and wearing a sinfully short skirt. He’d been heading into a bar with a bunch of buddies. They’d chatted briefly and had moved on. Last he’d heard, she worked as a nurse in Alberta. Momentarily in the chaos, he wondered why she was home.

      “Mr. Baker, I need to have a word with you,” said the lead RCMP officer, who was new to the community and whom Toby didn’t know.

      He eyed Constable Slaunwhite, a guy he’d grown up with and who lived close by. Sean walked over to him.

      “It’s okay, Toby. He’s got some questions. I’ll hold her for you.”

      For a second, Toby hesitated. The warmth of Faith in his arms grounded him, and he knew the second her bundle of heat left him, reality would come crashing in hard.

      “Sure.” Feeling a little unsteady on his feet, he quickly sat back down on the brown sofa.

      The senior constable joined him on the sofa. “We believe we’ve found your wife.”

      “Great, where is she?”

      “Sir… We found her in the water by the beach.”

      Toby, still dressed in his work overalls, ran a hand through his hair. “The water by the beach? Why is she at the beach?”

      The officer shared a quick look with Sean. A dark thought sprung like a broken pipe in Toby’s mind.

      “Mr. Baker, it looks like your wife drowned herself,” said the officer, his quiet voice forcing Toby to lean forward to hear his words.

      Toby was glad to be sitting as he fell back into the sofa to absorb the officer’s words.

      “We found rocks in her pockets and in her backpack,” said the officer.

      The tears he had been holding in since the moment he’d answered his cell about forty-five minutes ago leaked from his eyes.

      “Do you think she left a note?” asked the officer.

      Toby placed his head in his hands, trying to absorb what was happening while trying to keep it together. Karen killed herself. His daughter was safe but could have died if Kim hadn’t saved her from choking. A note? Did his wife leave him a note?

      Toby shook his head. An officer handed him some tissues and, in a quiet voice, which Toby found anything but soothing, repeated his question.

      “Again, Toby, do you think your wife left a note?”

      “I have no idea. When I left this morning, she wasn’t up. Should I take a look around?”

      “Actually, we’ll do it. This place is now a crime scene, but first I need you to identify the body.”

      The body? Karen, my wife’s body. Grief washed over Toby so fast that he thought he might get sick. Sweat trickled down his neck, and the egg sandwich he’d consumed from Tim Horton’s earlier in the morning threatened to make a visual appearance.

      “Take a moment, Toby, and breathe. We’re in no rush. Put your head down and concentrate on breathing,” said Sean.

      Toby did as instructed, grateful when his heart started to reclaim its normal rhythm. A few minutes later, still shaky but more solid, he stood up. I’m never going to be ready for this, but it’s got to be done. “I’m ready.”

      “Are you sure?” asked the officer, standing, making it clear he only asked to be polite. He had a job, and Toby had a role to play.

      Toby nodded, and together they made their way to the beach. It’s why he bought the house in the first place. Karen loved the beach and the ocean spray. She viewed it as their private sandbar. He even built an outdoor fire pit by the shore for cookouts. In the beginning of their marriage, they made love with the stars, a witness to their passion. The passion had vanished about three years ago when Karen’s mood swings had overtaken their marriage.

      Toby ducked under yellow tape tied to the bushes. A blue plastic tarp rested over the body.

      An officer pulled back the top, and Toby’s legs gave way. He crumpled to the ground, sharp rocks digging into his knees, and he upchucked the eggs mixed with two cups of black coffee. He wasn’t ashamed of throwing up but was grateful when someone handed him a cloth to clean himself up. There was Karen with her bloated face. His wife. The mother of his child, dead.

      A few minutes later, he was helped back up to his house.

      “Do you have a place you and your daughter can stay for a few days?” asked the officer.

      Toby nodded. His mouth was parched, and he felt exhausted. One minute he felt overwhelmed with grief, and the next he was angry. “I can stay with my brother and his wife. They live close by, up the road about half a mile.”

      “Great. How about we have an officer help you pack, and we’ll give you a drive to your brother’s house? Why don’t you give us his number, and I’ll have an officer call ahead to explain things?”

      “Sure, okay, that makes sense,” said Toby, starting to feel numb as his brain attempted to wrap around what had happened.

      Toby went through the motions of packing things for himself and the baby. The knowledge his wife had killed herself would possess him for the rest of his life. The reality that he’d done nothing to help might destroy him.

      How could she do this to Faith? It was the bigger question starting to root like cancer in his brain. He knew without a doubt that he’d never be able to answer for her actions or explain to his daughter why her mother left her alone. Opening another box to find more sleepers for Faith, the injustice of the world and the overwhelming sadness of his situation finally slammed into him. The baby’s bedroom had been a mess for months. Karen hadn’t wanted to put the baby clothes in the dresser, and it saddened him. That was the argument they’d had a few nights ago. Toby had thought she’d be excited to decorate their daughter’s room. Instead, she barely wanted to hold Faith.

      “I know it feels like your world is ending, but you will get through this,” said Sean, speaking to him as the friend he’d known for years and pulling him from his thoughts.

      “Why?”

      Sean didn’t pretend to misunderstand the question. “Sorry, I wish I could help you find answers, but I can’t. Maybe you’ll never know why, and maybe there was nothing you could have done to prevent it. What you need to focus on now is Faith.”

      Toby nodded. Self-reflection time was later. Faith’s safety and comfort had to come first.

      “Your brother is expecting you.”

      “Thanks. I can’t believe this happened.”

      “It’s what we all say,” said Sean, slipping back into police mode.

      Toby followed Sean down the stairs. The female officer tucked Faith into the car seat. The sun was shining. The picture-perfect day made him want to scream. Tragedy like this didn’t happen to people like him. He didn’t deserve it. Then again, who did? He took another long look at the beach, where his wife’s body lay resting on the sandy shore.

      He looked at Faith. Her blue eyes were wide open, startling with their clarity.

      “I’ve got you,” said Toby to his daughter as together they took the short journey from their house to his brother’s place in the squad car.

      She smiled at him. So trusting. He’d get through this. They’d get through it. Feeling as if he were in the middle of a raging storm, barely holding on, Toby vowed then and there that he wouldn’t let his daughter down.
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      Ruth’s day was shitty. Monday always sucked. The alarm didn’t ring, so she had been constantly playing catch-up. The girls missed their bus, which meant she had to drive Tabitha and Taylor to their new school, Oyster Pond Academy, and then she had to drop off Tina at daycare. She also had to skip breakfast if she planned to get to work on time. After dropping off Tina, she realized she’d forgotten to walk the dog.

      Oh well, he’ll live and make do until I get home. Silently, she worried he’d retaliate and do his business all over the place or rip things open. She had never wanted the animal, but Dylan, her husband, did, and voila, the adorable puppy grew up to be a dog the size of a pony who was afraid of his own shadow. She’d told him a year ago she couldn’t deal with one more thing, but he pretended he hadn’t heard, and once again, she was the one constantly dealing with the dog’s messes. Tina, at a year old, was constantly into things, and you couldn’t let your guard down one minute, or something like a small ornament or dog food was in her mouth. Tabitha, eight, and Taylor, six, were in constant fight mode. They’d start out with hugs, but in a blink, they’d be wrestling on the floor. Adding a dog to the mix of mayhem was insane, but as usual, Dylan ignored her desires. Then again, he was never home, and when home, he was never in the house, so none of it affected him.

      By the time Ruth pulled into the Dartmouth dental office where she worked, her head was pounding. She flew into the office, knowing she looked harried. Who the hell wouldn’t after my morning? Her two co-workers smiled.

      “He’s not in,” said Heather, the office manager, who ruled the office like a mother hen.

      Heather LaChance was the only Gambian woman Ruth knew. She was a size zero with the biggest personality on the planet. Ruth adored Heather and her family. Her husband was an accountant from Quebec, and they had three teenagers, all on the fast track for sports scholarships to universities. Ruth couldn’t keep up with Heather’s children’s sports list. All she knew was that the two boys excelled at hockey and lacrosse, and her daughter was on the Team Nova Scotia soccer team as a captain.

      Heather, at forty-two, was currently completing a master’s of business administration online. Ruth worried she wouldn’t stick around once she graduated. She wouldn’t blame her for leaving for higher wages, but Heather’s personality and genuine warmth truly were the glue that held the dental team together.

      Last Christmas, everyone from the office and their kids had gone to Heather’s house in Porter’s Lake for a holiday party. It was the first time Ruth had tried any food from Gambia. Domoda, a meat stewed in peanut puree and served with rice, turned out to be her favourite dish. She was the only one of her co-workers who liked the dessert called Chakery. Heather said the dessert was made from a pudding made from couscous bathed in a sweet mix, and she’d been surprised. Ruth had always thought of couscous as a salad thing.

      “I made you some of my special coffee, and you’ve got ten minutes before the door opens. He called in about fifteen minutes ago, saying he’d be late, which means we’re going to play catch up all day,” said Heather, taking a sip of her special brew. As usual, she held up her mug, which had a big sign on it saying, “I dare you to ask me a question,” with a picture of an old woman holding a chain saw.

      Heather’s special coffee came from Kenya. She travelled back to Gambia every couple of years to visit her aging parents, and two of her sisters lived in Kenya, which is why she brought an empty suitcase along so she could pack it full of coffee and spices, which were almost impossible to get in Nova Scotia.

      “Any coffee for me?” asked Donna, who had made it clear she was leaving promptly at 4 p.m. because she had a course to attend.

      Donna was always taking a course. She was a perpetual student, but she was also extremely helpful.

      “A whole pot is ready for you all, and there might be some cookies in there.”

      Both Ruth and Donna grinned.

      “Thanks, Heather, and sorry for being late. Shitty day.”

      “What’s new? It’s Monday,” said Heather, taking a sip of her black coffee before answering the phone. Ruth wasn’t sure how Heather handled all the administrative duties plus the phones. Ruth had once covered a thirty-minute lunch for Heather before the boss had hired an assistant, and she had almost lost her mind. The thirty minutes had felt endless. She’d take cleaning people’s teeth any day over reception duty ever again.

      By noon, Ruth had a headache the size of the Rockies, and she was a good twenty minutes behind with her patients, and none of it was her fault. The specialist had to give the final okay to all the orthodontist patients, and since he was late, the entire office was late. Forget about lunch. Ruth wolfed down a bite of her sandwich as a new patient took a seat. When her cell went off, Ruth smiled, apologized, and turned it to mute.

      For the next fifteen minutes, her phone vibrated in her pocket. Declaring she needed a bathroom break, she finally read the text.

      “Call home asap,” texted her husband.

      Fearing one of the children was sick, Ruth hit redial.

      Dylan answered the phone on the first ring, which was unusual for him.

      “What’s up?”

      “Jesus, Ruth, answer your frigging phone next time, will you? Toby’s here with Faith. His wife went and killed herself.”

      “What?” asked Ruth, sitting on the seat of the toilet.

      “Ruth, get home. We need you. The RCMP dropped off Toby and Faith, and he’s a wreck. Listen, I’ve got to go, but please come home.”

      Dylan hung up, and Ruth sat still. She replayed the conversation in her head and listened to the sounds of the office through the washroom door. Her heart felt funny. She felt like she was on the verge of tears, which didn’t make sense because she’d never liked Karen. Karen was always moody, and Ruth always felt she suffered from a princess complex. She also never worked yet was always buying something new, and yes, Ruth knew it was bitchy, but she’d always thought of Karen as a user. She’d never known what Toby, Dylan’s younger brother, had seen in the woman. She certainly never had a nice word to say about Toby. Ruth knew, woman-to-woman, that it was okay to rant about your husband, but Karen had always taken it one more step.

      While washing her hands, Ruth jammed her phone in her smock pocket. It was almost 2:30 p.m. If she left now, they’d have to start rescheduling patients, and then they’d be behind all week. Ruth decided not to tell anyone what had happened. Dylan would have to hold down the fort at home until she got there, which would be close to 6 p.m. if there was no traffic.

      The tragedy was over, and she’d be dealing with the after-effects later. Having Toby and Faith in her house would only add to the chaos. Does thinking this way make me a bad person? Ruth reached in her smock for another extra-strength Tylenol. She cupped water in her hand and downed the pill. She’d already had four pills today. She couldn’t take more, but nothing seemed to ease the ache in her head these days, and certainly going home to face the situation wouldn’t make it better.

      Am I a coward for wanting to stay at work rather than go home and deal with the drama? Probably, but Ruth was also a realist. She couldn’t do anything at the moment, and leaving work would affect a lot of people. Staying silent seemed the easiest choice of the day while all the ‘how and why’ questions zoomed around in her already-pounding head, making her feel even more nauseous.
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      Eric’s eyes had grown accustomed to the dark. He knew the time was near and, from habit over the years, didn’t need to check his watch. He eased open the door of his pickup truck and gently closed it. It felt sacrilegious to let it slam shut. His right hand held a bundle of black-eyed Susans, and he had a dishcloth and two water bottles in his backpack. He leisurely strolled down the road. The moon shone like a lighthouse, its beacon of light bright in its intensity as it graced the small Atlantic harbour. With the last hoorays of summer ending, the chill of the night was welcomed. When he got to the spot he couldn’t erase from his brain, he knelt down and tipped out the decayed bouquet, which sat in a cheap plastic vase, letting the brown, clumpy sediment water from the bottom get absorbed into the dirt on the side of the road. He took the two plastic bottles out of his pack and, using one, scrubbed the larger vase clean. Task accomplished, he ensured the rotten flowers were pushed further into the ditch, filled the container with clean water, and placed the new flowers in the vase to carefully erect it by the guardrail.

      Thank you for the flowers, and you remembered that these are my favourites, said Sally.

      Eric smiled. Sally’s voice had been silent for a long time, and for a while he’d thought he wouldn’t hear her childlike cadence again. He wasn’t sure if it was good or bad, for Sally’s voice was the only sound Eric heard as clear as day.

      Eric didn’t hesitate. Using his hands, he signed, “I thought you might like the black-eyed Susans. You remember when we stole a bunch from Mr. Smithers?”

      Sally laughed. How could I forget? I got grounded for ruining my sneakers because of the mud I fell into.

      Eric ached to turn his head to see if she’d be by his side, but breaking the magic of the night made him fearful. Illusion often felt more real and solid, and tonight Eric ached to hold tight to his memories.

      “You only fell in the mud because you went to the right of the path, not the left,” he signed.

      Wrong. You got your rights and lefts mixed up. You’re the reason why I fell in the mud.

      “I did tap you on your shoulder and point in the right direction.”

      I had no idea what you were doing. One minute later, you tapped me, and then you were running ahead of me. It’s totally your fault I got grounded.

      “You should have seen the mud.”

      Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me. I saw the mud. You’re mad. You told me you knew the paths in the garden.

      “I did, which is why I tapped you to follow me,” said Eric, smiling, his body relaxing with the easy banter he’d missed so much.

      The flowers are really lovely. Who knew you’d become a romantic?

      “I was always romantic. I was simply broke when we were teenagers,” signed Eric, realizing time had no meaning to the depths of his sorrow. “I miss you.”

      Sally sighed. I thought if I left you alone, you’d move on.

      It took more willpower than normal for Eric not to turn and look for the sound of the voice coming from his left side. “My decision, not yours. Plus, I could say the same to you.”

      Sally chuckled. I'm not sure it works the same. You do need to forget about me.

      “Never. Can’t. Sally, you wove your way into my life from the get-go.”

      I don’t want you to waste your life on what we had.

      A slight gust of wind shuffled the bouquet. For a second, it looked as if a hand was brushing the top of their petals. They’d had the same argument at least twice a year since Sally’s death. It was both familiar and sad at the same time.

      “I’m not wasting my life. I’ve moved on. I haven’t stopped living.”

      Have you met anyone?

      “Countless women are in my rotation,” signed Eric, smiling.

      Countless. I’m impressed. I didn’t know so many women liked a man with grease under his fingernails.

      Sally was right about the grease under his fingernails, but it made his heart flutter. She’s always loved examining the differences between their hands. Hers were tiny, pale, and always clean. Every few days, she’d have a new hue of fingernail polish to show off. His were calloused from tinkering in the garage, and usually layers of grease had embedded themselves in his palms’ crevices and under his nails. He’d scrub them in an attempt to get them clean, but always failed at the task. “It’s the new trend. Women like men who work with their hands.”

      I remember your hands and would agree with your assessment. How’s the garage?

      “Busy. Very busy. I’m thinking of hiring someone to help,” signed Eric, glad they’d switched from the painful memory-filled topic of what had been.

      You should. All work and no play make Eric boring day-to-day. She came back.

      Eric didn’t need to ask who. Kim had arrived a day ago after supper with a knock at her mother’s door, totally out of the blue. His father had been having supper, as usual, with Margaret. According to his father, Kim had looked lost and shaken, but Eric had yet to see her. Eric wondered if Sally’s voice graced him tonight because Kim was back on the Shore.

      “You said she’d come back, so I guess you were right,” said Eric, the chill etching deeper into his bones. Next month, he’d wear his winter boots. He wiggled his toes in his sneakers and wished he’d thought to wear a hat.

      She shouldn’t have left. I think I made her leave.

      “Sally, don’t be silly. She left, like they all do, looking for greener pastures.”

      It freaked her out hearing my voice, but I couldn’t leave her. Did you ever talk to her?

      Eric shook his head. He’d tried once to mention to Kim about Sally speaking to him, but by the time he’d mustered his courage and attempted to write out the words in his notebook, she’d left. It wasn’t like he could corner her at the high school and confront her with what was happening to him. Back then, she’d been living her own version of trial by public prosecution, which Eric surmised was a living nightmare. They weren’t in each other’s company a lot. Margaret had only started inviting Eric and his father for supper at her place when Kim went away to university. Those homecooked meals were a treat. While Eric could reassemble a small engine in record time and discern within ten minutes what was wrong with a vehicle, he could barely cook mac and cheese.

      “No. I never spoke to her about you.”

      Why?

      “Honestly, I’m not sure she’d believe me.”

      Make her believe. She can’t leave this time. She’s needed here.

      “What do you mean?”

      It means Kim belongs on the Shore, like us. She’s a survivor.

      It was on the tip of his fingers to sign, “But you’re not. You’re dead.” Instead, Eric refrained. Illusion over reality he reminded his brain.

      “I’m not sure how long she’s staying.”

      We have to do everything in our power to make her realize this is her home.

      “Is it?”

      It was subtle—the soft touch of ghost-like fingers on his rough cheek—but everything in Eric froze. The sensation was a first.

      This is her home, my home, and your home. This place is part of you, her, and me. She came home because she was hurting. Our job is to ensure she finds the faith to love the Shore.

      “You’re out to ensure she stays. Causing mischief as usual,” said Eric, leaning his head into the ghostly hand.

      It’s what friends do. Plus, someone has to stick around to save you guys. You need me.

      Eric laughed and quickly signed. “You’ve got that right.”

       

      Later, Eric got back in his truck and cranked the heat. He drove the rest of the way down the East Jeddore Road, parked, and then opened the door to the house he’d lived in for over thirty-five years with his father. For the past decade, it had been the two bachelors, ever since his mother had been relocated into a long-term care home in Musquodoboit Harbour. Even before she vacated the home, she’d been absent for most of his adult life. Diagnosed with early-onset dementia, he’d been the one to make tea, clean the house, and ensure, when his father had been away on duty, she’d at least been clothed. They had help with trusted neighbours, but Eric had always felt they’d pitied him for two reasons: his mother’s illness and him being deaf.

      While he was two years older than Sally, they’d been good friends since elementary school. It helped that she lived two doors from him in a mini-home perched close to the ocean. She’d asked him to teach her and Kim sign language, and she’d mastered it like a pro. Kim had enjoyed the uniqueness of the language, but Sally had incorporated it into her daily life. Their lives had diverged a bit during junior high when Eric got busy with hockey, working part-time at the local gas station, and helping with his mother’s upkeep, but when he hit grade ten and she was in grade eight, they reclaimed their friendship. In the summer of grade nine, when Sally was about to start high school, their friendship turned into much more.

      Eric wondered, as he slipped off his sneakers, hung up his jacket, and gently closed and locked the front door to the house, where he’d be now if instead of moving their friendship up a notch all those years ago, they’d kept it as it had been. Would he have truly been able to move on?

      His father peeked his head out of his bedroom door. “Glad you’re home,” he signed.

      “Sorry, late night,” signed Eric.

      His father gave him a tired smile and nodded. “That time of the month, already?”

      Eric returned his father’s expression, nodding a “yes.”

      “I’ll see them tomorrow. I bet they’ll look great. You okay?” signed his father.

      No. “Tired, but okay,” signed Eric.

      “You know you don’t have to keep doing this?” signed his father.

      What’s with the repetitive arguments tonight? “My issue, not yours,” signed Eric, hardening his expression.

      His father gave a curt nod and then finally went back into his room. Ten minutes later, Eric lay in his own bed, replaying the conversation he’d had with Sally over and over in his mind, trying without success to make sense of the night. Exhausted, Eric realized the illusion made him sad. He wanted to move on but couldn’t. He wanted what he knew he couldn’t have—Sally back in his life.
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      Toby knew he’d overstayed his welcome, but saying you were leaving and exiting a house full of children, with comfort and love, to go home to an empty house were two completely different things. Facing the inevitable, being a single parent, made him at times want to hyperventilate or give into the urge to drink all day. However, he’d made a vow to Faith, and today wasn’t going to break it.

      “I’ve made you a few casseroles to help this week,” said Ruth, piling dishes into his Honda Civic.

      Faith was tucked tight into the car seat. Those first few days of buckling his little bundle of flying legs and arms into the strange contraption had been onerous, to say the least. Now he could do it with one hand. Things got easier. It was an expression his mother had used often in her life, and it might have taken him thirty-two years, but he finally got it.

      “Thanks,” he said, noticing for the first time how tired Ruth looked. She might be weary, but she had been angrier than a raging bull last night, and he didn’t blame her. He and his brother, Dylan, had overindulged. Any excuse lately had a bottle in his hand as the recipe for a quick fix, which wasn’t good. He was not going to become his old man. Plus, even he’d noticed Dylan was drinking too much these days, which was a recipe for disaster. It was not like he could say anything to his older brother about the nasty family habit. Alcoholism ran thicker than molasses in their blood. Toby was hyper-aware of the vice. Discovering your wife had committed suicide and you had to raise your child alone might have tipped the scales in that direction. His vow to Faith helped to keep him grounded.

      “Thanks again, Ruth, for all your help,” said Toby, accepting another pile of stuff from her to push into the car.

      “We’re family. It’s what we do. I’m not going to lie. It’s going to be hard, but you will survive this.” Ruth reached in to pull on the car seat strap buckle to ensure it was tight enough. She might be mad, but she cared deeply for Faith, a true blessing.

      “Don’t worry about me. We’ll manage.”

      She turned and looked at him. “Yes, you will. Call if you need anything.”

      He nodded but vowed not to. He’d been living with Ruth and Dylan for the past three weeks. It was time he manned up and went home to handle things himself.

      “Call that gal’s number I gave you. You’re going to need a babysitter.”

      “I will,” said Toby, finally getting in the car.

      Ruth walked up her front steps and then stopped to give one last wave at him before stepping through the door. The kids were all at school or daycare, and Dylan was fishing. Ruth had taken a much-needed day off. She had a doctor’s appointment today and had vowed to check in on him later. Toby told her not to, but he highly suspected she would to ease her conscience.

      “It’s you and me, Sweet Pea,” said Toby to Faith. He was pleased Ruth had insisted he install a mirror so he could see Faith’s face. He didn’t like buckling her in backwards, but Ruth said it was the safest mode of transport for her.

      Toby drove down the long drive and thought about turning to the right to go home, which would be a two-minute drive, but then decided against it. He took a left and headed into Porter’s Lake. Faith loved being in the car, and Toby wasn’t quite ready to face the silence of his house.

      About thirty minutes later, he pulled into Tim Horton’s to order a black coffee, sandwich, and donut. For a second, he worried the person at the drive-through window would know him and say something, but when he got to the front, it was a pimply-faced teenager telling him what he owed, who seemed more concerned about having to wear a hair net than deal with customers.

      Toby pulled into a parking space and turned off the car, but kept the radio on.

      “It’s your favourite song, Faith,” he said, turning up the volume a notch as Faith Hill’s voice filled his car. Sure enough, his daughter gurgled playfully. He wondered for a second if Karen had named Faith after the singer and regretted never asking. The birth of his daughter had started out as an exciting event, but it had quickly morphed into an emergency. Karen had wanted to have the birth at home and had a midwife all lined up who had been visiting her regularly. Two hours into the birth, the midwife stated the baby was going into distress and they had to get into Halifax to the maternity hospital. Toby had driven like a madman and, thankfully, hadn’t been pulled over for a speeding ticket. He’d pulled up to drop off Karen at the front and managed to get her into a wheelchair when the front desk called someone to take her up. He had been about to follow when a security guard forced him to move his car. It had taken an ungodly long time to find parking. By the time he discovered his wife was in surgery, he’d been forced to stay in the waiting room. Two hours later, a nurse delivered the news that he had a daughter while his wife was in recovery. The nurse took him to see his daughter, and he was surprised to see the name “Faith” on her little leg and arm bands. He’d wondered then if Karen had blessed their daughter with the name because she was worried about the delivery or for another reason. Funny how, looking back, he’d never had the courage to ask his wife.

      Karen had a hard time coming out of recovery and hadn’t even wanted to see Faith. The nurse hadn’t been shocked by this and had tried to reassure Toby that sometimes this happened when mothers had emergency C-sections, but Toby wasn’t so sure. Karen had been off for most of the pregnancy.

      Finishing his coffee, Toby turned on the car and headed home, driving along the familiar country road until he pulled into his driveway. A piece of yellow police tape stuck to a bush across the street caught his eye. His heart lurched, and for a second, he thought he might get sick.

      How could Karen do what she did? It was a question he suspected would remain unanswered for the rest of his life. Toby found his courage and stepped out of the car to start unloading everything before Faith woke up. No sooner had he placed the large lasagna in the freezer than he heard Faith’s cry.

      Darting to the car, he unbuckled the car seat to bring her into their home. Once inside, he eased her out of the contraption. Like clockwork, she was soaked through. This, too, didn’t faze him. She cried, but her bright blue eyes were wide open, staring at him and assessing him.

      “I’ve got you, Sweet Pea.” Toby cooed to her as he laid out a new set of clothes and quickly changed her diaper.

      “It’s you and me, Sweet Pea, so you’ve got to develop some patience with your old man.” Toby eased her flaying arms into her onesie.

      Ruth said talking to her would help soothe her, and damn if she wasn’t correct. But she’d got it backwards. Talking to Faith eased the terrible ache inside him.

    



OEBPS/images/renee-title.jpg
THE SPIRIT OF

SAGAS FROM THE SHORES
NOVEL





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/familyspirit.jpg







