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The Beginning
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I SHOULD HAVE KNOWN better – only nineteen, what did I know about being on my own? Shit, I only graduated high school days before setting out. Now in early May 1994, here I was somewhere in North Carolina, on a Greyhound, heading north. The “I told you so”, the “I’m so disappointed”, and the “you let so many people down” lines continually played in my head. 

I didn’t need to be around my mother to know that was what she would say. I knew her well enough to know what she would be thinking. I am confident that right after she noticed we left, she didn’t bother to call any of my friends or our relatives. No, not Miss Linda. There was no figuring out the details or finding where her dear Esper had gone off. 

My guess is that Linda did one of two things. Either, at the sight of my empty closet and dresser drawers, Linda took out her excessively long silver cross, knelt on the floor and prayed through the night for answers, or more realistically, she looked around the empty room, and then calmly walked out of her house, hopped in her mustard brown chipped paint 1983 Dodge minivan and went directly to the Covenant of the Forest Church in downtown Gilmanton Ironworks. 

She wasn’t going to suffer over my decisions. I knew that much. She was going to pray that things were made right and that divine intervention would put me back on the path she had intended. I’m sure if she knew I was already northern bound, not even four months away, she would be saying her Amens and her Hallelujahs. Chasing me down wasn’t her answer. Linda knew enough that my decisions would bring me back one way or another.

Feeling sicker by the moment, all I could do was hold tightly onto my pillow. I pressed it firmly against my stomach and looked out as the vast North Carolina countryside passed me by.

*
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There was a time when I thought my life was in order. Or maybe it wasn’t in the order I expected, but things were lining up the way I had hoped and intended. It wasn’t until August of 1993, last summer, when I started to think otherwise that led me on this path to Carolina and away from Gilmanton.

I remember it well, that early Sunday morning. On Manning Lake, the sun had yet to rise over the ridge line, the darkness had begun to disappear in the morning twilight, and the lake was still and motionless. It wasn’t yet 4:30 a.m.; the mallards and the geese were sound asleep along the twisting shoreline. It was colder than most August mornings, in the mid-forties, and a reminder that fall was on the way. 

Our light blue modular ranch was still covered in shadows, nestled out on the point between the shallow cove of Manning Lake, the Massachusetts-infested white cabin campground, and a row of cabins and lake front homes that meandered along to the boat ramp and the newly expanded Camp Bell. Opposite the ranch was the vast untouched lake. More than three-quarters of the water was lined with trees and uncorrupted. 

Lying back on the bottom of my extra wide Old Town fifteen foot light green canoe, I didn’t want to move, but I was getting cold. The few clouds overhead covered the remnants of the starry night sky. Had we been out all night? Slowly lifting my head, I could feel my long dirty blonde hair covering my breast. The more I moved, I felt the air send a chill down my bare spine, causing me to search for my shirt, somewhere nearby. 

Looking to my left there he was in all of his glory. There was Drew my twenty-two-year-old boyfriend. A Farmington boy, I met him earlier in the summer. Here he was out cold, sound asleep naked aside from his plaid boxer shorts, with the chiseled body of an Abercrombie and Finch model. He rested his head on top of the lone orange life preserver we had brought out for this trip. His hands were cupped firmly around my nude colored bra, purchased from the Kittery outlet only a few weeks prior. 

Still looking for my shirt, I sat up completely. Doing my best to not rock the canoe, I moved the two oars further away from my feet and the several empty bottles of Colt 45. Behind the bottles, covering Drew’s dainty feet was my navy blue LL Bean Henley long sleeve shirt. Reaching for the shirt, I grasped it in my hands and quickly slid it over my head.

As for my black sweat pants, they were yet to be found. Rubbing my head, I couldn’t figure out for the life of me why it throbbed so much. Pondering what happened, I heard a loon cry out across the water. 

Morning was coming whether I wanted it to or not. The empties of Colt 45 clanged against the side of the canoe, and my mouth felt acidic, and my stomach bloated. Looking down at my toned bare legs, I could feel and see the goose bumps. I was thankful I still had my grey cotton mid-thigh running shorts on, finally remembering that my sweat pants were back in his car.

This wasn’t how I intended our first time to go. Thankfully, Drew did buy some protection. I could still see the torn wrapper and the used condom dangling from the brown paper bag on the other end of the canoe. 

Linda would kill me if she knew what happened. Come on, what was I to do? Drew and his chiseled chin, those dark brown eyes, and his long raven hair with matching side burns were too much to say “no” to. I could have resisted, but what was the point? The difficult part was staying quiet first in the backseat of his Mustang and then later on this boat. 

I was sore, whether from the few hours of sleep on the canoe or from our extracurricular activities. The night had been different, not as fun as I imagined. Now it was time to get going. Running my fingers through my long flowing hair, I quickly put my hair up in a bun. As romantic as it might have been to lie back down with Drew and smother him with kisses, I wasn’t in the mood. Grabbing one of the oars, I sat up and wondered how he could still be asleep. 

The canoe rocked as I maneuvered myself to the back seat and slowly put the oar into the water. Still dark, I saw that we had been lucky to drift out onto the small rock island, in the middle of Manning Lake. With water levels quite high from a wet spring and June, the barrier of rocks was underneath a few feet of water. There was no point to look down as the water was too dark to tell where on the island our craft resided. In the shadows, I could make out my house on the point. 

“Shit,” I whispered, realizing that at any second a light could turn on and Linda would know I wasn’t home yet. “What was I thinking?” 

Taking a long breath, I plunged the oar deeper into the water and turned the canoe towards the shoreline and the boat ramp. 

Switching sides to right the direction of the canoe, water from the oar dripped in the boat and onto Drew.

“What the fuck?” Drew mumbled.

“Shhh . . . whisper.” I kicked him gently with my barely size seven feet. 

“Come on baby, we’re fine.” Drew motioned me to join him. 

“Shut up. Our voices are going to carry.”

“That didn’t bother you last night,” Drew was rather defensive. He sat up and adjusted himself.

“You’re a buffoon. The campers had a bonfire till late and the campground had action on the beach as well. Look around dummy.” I kicked him again, annoyed with his inability to follow directions.

Drew rubbed his forehead. Clearly hung over, he slouched and then patted down his thick black hair. Looking around, he realized the only sound he could make out clearly was the oar striking into the water.

Grabbing his white t-shirt, he threw it on over his head and wiggled into his oversized black board shorts. 

Perhaps feeling bad, he grabbed the other oar, and started to paddle. 

We didn’t say another word for the next five minutes as the canoe made the journey back towards the boat ramp. It was my idea to meet at the boat ramp. I often would go out for midnight canoe rides, which Linda was okay with. Let me rephrase, Linda never made a big deal about my canoe trips. The only rule was that I had to be up and ready for church. 

From the ever increasing light, I knew that wouldn’t be an issue. Nevertheless, this occasion was different. It was the first time I had gone out with the intention of meeting someone else. 

I wasn’t on some midnight cruise with the Tearel boys but with a grown man, who made me feel wanted and special. Linda hadn’t even met him, which was the plan. She was beyond strict with whom I could speak or associate with. Unless he was a member of our church, he was off limits as far as she was concerned. Even the idea of meeting late at night seemed like an unnecessary risk, but Drew was so sweet to me and kind.

The sight of his rugged face and his red rosy lips across from me in the early morning hours, made the secret rendezvous worth the risk. At the boat ramp, I stepped out of the canoe and into the rather warm water. Up to my calves, I steadied the canoe for Drew as he stood up from the back. 

“Oh baby, I don’t want to leave you. Can’t we have a few more minutes — maybe a quickie in the backseat?”

“No,” I shook my head while picking up his Doc Martens and throwing them on to the shore. He was a typical guy.

“Be careful with those,” he yelled.

“Who in their right mind brings Doc Martens on a canoe?” 

Stepping out of the canoe, Drew threw his oar down and faced me. 

“The same guy who is taking a war prize.” Drew held up my bra and walked up towards the ramp.

“Really? Come on that’s brand new.”

“If you want it, come and get it,” Drew snickered as he grabbed onto his boots and walked up the ramp towards his waiting two door 1989 black Ford Mustang.  

I watched him open up the driver side door. The interior light came on and Drew turned the ignition switch ever so slightly. Roaring the engine, I felt like the few neighbors we did have, even a quarter mile from this spot, were now awake. 

Disgusted and annoyed, I saw the empties still in the canoe and the brown paper bag with the dangling condom. 

“Seriously Drew?” 

What was I going to do with this stuff? I couldn’t bring it back to the dock, nor could I throw it out here. As I sighed figuring out a proper solution, Drew walked back down from his Mustang carrying my black sweat pants.

“Here you go, baby. Don’t want you to leave without these.”

“Thanks for being so considerate,” I rolled my eyes.

He handed me the sweatpants and tried to go in for a kiss. Turning my head, I ignored his advance and looked down at the canoe. 

“Maybe you can grab all that shit too unless you want this to be a one-time thing.”

Nodding his head, Drew reached into the canoe, grabbed the Colt 45 bottles and the brown paper bag. I didn’t even wait for him to take two steps back up onto the ramp when I pushed the canoe off and began paddling away.

“Bitch,” I heard him say under his breath.

I wasn’t going to get into it with him. He wanted more and I didn’t have time to entertain his urges. 

“Asshole,” I said as I paddled farther away from the shoreline, in the direction of the island and finally back towards the house. 

Not even a minute passed and I heard Drew slam his driver side door shut. He revved the engine to the Mustang before driving like a bandit down the dirt filled lane of Manning Lake Road. 

*
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After he had sped off, I paddled in silence, hoping that my neighbors, or more importantly my mother Linda weren’t stirred awake by Drew’s Mustang. How rude can one be? He was a good-looking guy, the finest I had ever been around, but sometimes he acted like a little kid. Drew infuriated me. I could feel my chest tightening, not from the cold, but from the anxiety building up on whether I would make it back unnoticed. 

The sun had yet to peak over the mountains, but it was past 5:00 a.m. The fishermen would be making their appearances known and my cover of night would be long gone. Rowing quietly past the little red and white cabin on the right, followed by the brown log cabin, there wasn’t that much farther to go. There was the random single wide trailer the Lowell-based Murphy’s elected to use as their summer home. I could make out the lawnmower shed and our thirty feet of beach that led up to the metal post where I would tie up the canoe till my next adventure. 

I always marveled at the quiet and peacefulness of the lake in these early hours. There was something truly divine with the birds waking from their slumber and the largemouth bass jumping out of the water as the first rays of sunshine struck the clear surface of the lake. Tying the canoe up, I felt the grass upon my bare feet and quietly headed for the sliding door. 

Our home, 36 Manning Lake Road, was a special one for my family. My grandfather Cory Maes, who passed fifteen years earlier, put in his will that a permanent winterized family home would be built on the point. Prior to his death, there was a one bedroom A-frame log cabin that stood on this spot. Granted when you’re young, space doesn’t matter, but with two growing kids and a single mother, the A frame wasn’t going to work long term. 

Shortly after he passed, the old cabin was torn down; a foundation was poured and then the Mack truck came delivering the light blue — paneled with cream colored trim windows — three bedroom modular ranch. 

We never bothered to put in a driveway. Instead, Linda parked her mustard brown minivan almost on top of the back of the house over the mix of dead grass, salt, and dirt. My grandfather’s deteriorating 1978 green Ram pickup truck was also in back; ready to take me to work.

While the vehicles were near the road, the real gem of the little ranch was the wraparound unstained porch. It swung from the right side main entrance of the house to the front where two sliding doors had been installed. If you didn’t know the layout of the house, it would seem a bit odd to have two sliding doors, but in truth, it made some sense. 

Facing the sliders, the one to the left was to the master bedroom, where Linda slept. Conveniently, it also was the bedroom closest to the front door of the house. The other slider and the adjacent bay window led to the open living room and kitchen. Stepping on to the porch, I hesitated and then thought better to go in through the living room.

Walking down the three wooden steps, I circled back around the house to the main door. The spotlight was off, not that it mattered when the shadows of the early morning were all that lingered. Looking at my muddied Nike Pegasus running shoes resting on the outside of the door, I sat down on the side steps and wondered what my plan of action would be. 

I didn’t know if she was awake and I didn’t want it to look like I just got in. No matter, as I contemplated a plan of action, one of the hillbillies from Guinea Ridge Road, most likely Donny Dean, roared his rusty monster truck with a ten foot aluminum fishing boat in tow past our house towards the ramp. 

“Damn it, Donny,” I shook my head in disgust. The guy was clockwork. There were numerous lakes around, but this was the one he preferred to inhabit on most Sunday mornings during the summer. On several occasions, I wished the many fish in the lake would just rise up and attack the forty something, mustache wearing, beer guzzling local. 

It was because of Donny that I woke up when I did on Sunday mornings. The vibration from his truck always rattled my windows, including the one directly above my head, next to the front door. 

There was no point in pretending now. I knew Linda was up because if she wasn’t, she must be dead. Donny’s truck was that loud. Reaching for the door knob, the door opened and out stepped my mother wrapped in a long turquoise blue bathrobe. I noticed her argyle socks before looking up to see her taking a long swig of her morning coffee. 

“Getting ready for a run?” She asked in her nasally Down-East tone.

I nodded and quickly grabbed both of my sneakers. Untying them, I slid my right foot into the shoe. 

“No socks today,” Linda mused.

Of course, she would call me out on the socks. 

I shook my head and then looked up at my mother’s face. Not yet forty-five, Linda was a hard read. She took care of herself, clearly seen from her slender five foot seven figure. She wore her hair long to the middle of her back. Still natural brown with very few, if any, grey hairs, she was very pretty with a fair face and mesmerizing blue eyes. 

For a time before my sister and me, she worked in Boston as an accountant. When she got pregnant with Lilly, she continued to balance both work and her motherly responsibilities. Shortly after I came along, she gave it all up and returned here to the Lakes Region. I never asked about my father. From the slightly olive colored pigment of Lilly and me our father clearly was Portuguese with dark hair and eyes. I am grateful for looking tan year round even when the winter sun and snow dictate otherwise. 

Supposedly he is still alive, remarried with several kids, but we never see him. An envelope arrives monthly addressed to my mother, with a return address from Providence. Whatever is provided on that check is added to what my mother earns as a personal accountant in Alton Bay. 

She looks like a pencil pusher and number cruncher to me, and most of the time she has this stern look on her face that makes her come across bitchy and confrontational. Perhaps to me, she is just that, but I imagine on some occasions her demeanor is just for show. Once when I was ten, I saw her laugh with her girlfriends, and I swear she stopped and grimaced when she noticed I was looking in their general direction. 

“I’ll be back way before church,” I added as I made sure the laces to both my shoes were equally tight.

“You better be and showered too. You’re not going to do what you did last time. We’re not going to be known as the smelly family.”

Before I could refute her comment the door closed shut and I was alone on the deck. 

I hate it when she does that. What is this with people needing to get the last word in? One time, two summers ago, I left later than usual for a run and instead of waiting ten minutes for me to shower and throw on a dress, Linda drove the van to the turn on to Guinea Ridge, literally less than a third of a mile from our house. She told me to get in the van and picked out a sweat suit for me to wear to church that was intended to be donated to charity. 

I told her I would just sit in the van instead of going in if she was going to make me change, but she wouldn’t budge. It wasn’t guilt that got me to change into the oversized green sweat pants and matching sweat shirt. No, it was the fact she made it clear if I didn’t do it, she would burn all of my clothes and make me go back to Laconia for school.

How infuriating! What I still don’t understand is why she couldn’t budge on time. As it was, we always are the first people in the parking lot at the Covenant of the Forest. We usually are waiting in the parking lot when Minister Particki arrives. Linda insists we get there for 7:30 a.m., even though services don’t begin till 8:15 a.m. 

As I walked away from the house, I became upset. Instead of being thankful for not getting caught with Drew, the entire ‘late for church’ incident filled my head along with those stupid consequences that Linda deemed necessary. Getting ready to pick up the pace, I realized I was wearing my sweats, which I had put on while taking a brief break paddling back to the house. 

My legs were overheating, so I stopped nearly a quarter mile from the house. I slid off the sweats at the base of the hill across from the beach of the white cabin campground. Hoping there wouldn’t be any cackling from some of the married men, who I could guarantee were spying from the privacy of their covered porches, I adjusted my shorts and tied the sweats around my waist. Pushing up the sleeves to my Henley, I started my run.  
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THERE IS NO PLACE I would rather be in the early mornings, than these unpaved roads in Gilmanton Ironworks. Certainly, there are other more traveled routes, frequented by leaf peepers, explorers, and locals out for their Sunday morning drives. But for me, I always feel at peace cutting onto Guinea Ridge on my way to the old town cemetery, the final stop before the crest of the ridge and the pavement.

I was never gone for that long even when I did loops from the house to the top of the ridge, back down to the horse ranch at the corner of Durrell Mountain Road and Sargent. Of course, I could have gone farther and explored more areas, but this route including the extra three-quarters of a mile to Camp Bell just felt right. 

To say I was running to stay in shape was not true at all. I inherited Linda’s genes for being thin and even was a few inches taller than she was at five foot nine. While the exercise had a positive impact on toning my legs, butt, stomach, and thighs — I sought running to be out and about with nature. Even on the days I ran I was just as likely to go for a walk in the early evening hours on the same route, really any time to feel the air on my face and to clear my mind. 

The summer was finally slowing down, with the rapid departure of the seasonal residents who made their homes in Gilmanton Ironworks for a few months out of the year. Those transplants never got to appreciate every season including mud that made this area unique and special to those few that remained. On this Sunday morning, it was relatively quiet. Some had already headed to their full-time homes to get ready for the school year. For those that remained, most of the half-blood — as we will dub our seasonable transplants — were sound asleep in their cabins, nursing hangovers after a busy Saturday socializing and entertaining. 

Those few who were out fishing like Donny were born and bred here. It was still too early for children to be out exploring, playing, or being mischievous. I had the road all to myself. 

I imagine if we lived in the city or anywhere less rural, Linda wouldn’t let me go alone. She was always so overprotective and concerned even when I went shopping with her at the mall in Concord or to the outlets in Tilton. Yet once we got to the confines of Gilmanton, she didn’t seem to worry and stress about her youngest daughter. 

That’s worth mentioning, because even though she had threatened two years earlier to send me back to Laconia High School that was never going to happen. After an incident with Lilly that carried over to me, Linda removed me immediately from school. She told me I was being home schooled until I was old enough to go to college.

I was happier away from that mess. There were some good people in the city of Laconia, especially at the high school. Yet, there were some serious ridge crawlers as Linda would call them. Between all the transients, combined with the pill poppers, the crack heads, and then the skanks and hoes spreading their legs for any guy with a pulse — it was a weird unfortunate place. 

There was talk about Gilmanton residents being tuitioned over to Gilford for high school. Linda would probably have been okay with me heading over there to the yuppies in Gilford, but with less than a year left of homeschooling, it didn’t make much sense. 

With all these thoughts on my mind, it was nice to stretch my legs on the dirt roads. Passing the few driveways on the left, nestled tightly between large pine trees and their sappy needles, I could make out the open field before the farmhouse. Often when I was younger, Lilly and I would come up here to fly our kites, but as she got older, she was too busy to do such things, let alone hang out with me unless it served her purpose. 

Looking at the field, I saw the mixed lose stone and grass driveway that looped around the untilled land. There were a few lake front houses, half-blood owned, who had these spots years before we made a home up here. I rarely saw anyone come or go and even the field remained untouched, aside from a recent mow. It was just part of the scenery and a boundary marker for the old farm.

Picking up the pace, this was the part of Guinea Ridge where the elevation slightly gained and where to the naked eye you might miss it. I could feel it in my legs as I was running past the brown colonial style farmhouse. 

Ever curious, I turned my head to see who was there today and who parked where. There wasn’t a driveway. Whoever was visiting, drove up on the grass either adjacent to the main house or up to the barn. There was an 1800s built rock wall that had a wide enough gap for a bus to get through. However, in the winter time, if you weren’t paying attention and came off the road awkwardly you were more likely to hit the wall than drive safely onto the property. 

Noticing the old black pickup with the partially rusted out bed, I knew Maxwell, the prodigal son and successful private school teacher was checking on his grandaunt, Jane. Jane had remarried in the mid-1960s to Mr. Charles Johnson. He had passed a few years earlier from a heart attack, and with Jane’s closest relative, her niece Gwen by marriage, permanently settled in Bangor, Ms. Jane was virtually homebound. If Maxwell wasn’t checking on her, Linda was quick to stop by a few times a week to pay her a visit. Sometimes I would tag along to bring some food. 

She was a nice old woman in her late 80s. Even though she had an early 1980s Volkswagen van, she only took it out for Sunday church. For that matter, as she was ever increasing in age, she only spent her summers here in Gilmanton Ironworks. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to be here year round, but once the winter weather came, with all that ice and the snow, she would be trapped in her home for weeks on end.

Two years ago, Gwen suggested and successfully persuaded her aunt to stay with her once the leaves had fallen till mud season was underway. Again, while she was away, Linda would often check on the house and make sure the mail was accounted for. In a small enough town, I suppose this is commonplace. 

I wondered to myself whether Maxwell had spent the night or if he was just passing through. Looking back at the road, I felt my left foot roll under some of the loose stones. 

“Ouch! What the hell!” 

I had to stop on the final stretch before the cemetery. At least one small rock had flipped into the heel of my shoe and it was cutting into my foot. Taking off the shoe, I shook the multiple pebbles that had jumped in the last time my foot struck the ground. 

With my back turned to the opposite side of the road, I failed to see the approaching car and the pending dust cloud. Hearing the rumbling of a truck, I was aware enough to step farther to the side. As I slid my sneaker back on, I found myself trapped in a temporary cloud of smoke, only made worse by the large truck that sped by. 

“Fuck!” I yelled as a few rocks kicked up from the tires and hit me on my right thigh and above my hip. 

Covering my face, I wondered why people couldn’t be more self-aware. The road was leveled again in preparation for the fall and winter. New dirt was laid out, filling in those washed out parts from previous storms. Until enough traffic groomed out the road completely, these stones were easily displaced and in my case flown onto my body.

Not wanting to roll my ankle again or get any pebbles in my shoe, I waited for the dust cloud to clear and ran out to the middle of the road. I highly doubted anyone else would be coming by, and frankly, it meant better footing. 

It hadn’t even been three minutes and I was up to the cemetery. I could see the rising ridgeline, where a quaint white cape stood on the right side of the road with magnificent views of the mountains. Before I turned to head back, I gave an approving nod to the cemetery and the old metal gate. 

With tunnel vision, I stepped off the road and went closer to have a look. The grass along the perimeter of the gate was quite long yet thin, so it was easy to peer in at the forty plus memorials. Moss had taken over much of the grounds, caking a nice frosting, between the family plots. 

I wanted to climb under the gate and check out some of the graves. May it have been due to guilt, but I could hear Linda’s voice, “Don’t be late!” 

Shaking her voice off, I frowned. 

I sighed before turning back for home. 

Before I could react, a four door, maroon, 1989 Pontiac, 6000 LE sedan, came swerving towards me. 

My eyes opened wider, and as my life flashed before my eyes, I felt myself falling backwards, crashing on the leaves, dirt, and grass next to the cemetery gate. 

“Get out of the road you crazy mother fucker!” The driver bellowed in a deep, masculine voice. 

The driver self-corrected and the Pontiac swerved back to the other side of the road. I couldn’t tell from my vantage point whether the person was alone or not. In between the new dust cloud formed by the speeding, unruly car, a bottle of Jack Daniels was thrown out of the window. Momentum alone, the empty half gallon container, rolled down the side of the road almost to my feet.

“Really?” 

Throwing my hands up in the air, I was getting ready to flip the driver off. Like clockwork, as though the driver heard my question and knew of my pending gesture, the Pontiac braked and stopped across from the white cape. 

I watched several more bottles of empty containers get thrown out through the passenger side window. The same voice from before screamed at the top of his lungs, “Don’t judge me!”

Still on the ground, I shook my head and wondered who in their right mind was behind the wheel.

Seconds later, the brake lights were off, the Pontiac was in motion speeding up the ridge, and although frazzled, I brushed the dirt off my backside and quickly headed home.

*
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“I don’t want to hear any more about it,” Linda chastised me from behind the wheel of the van.

I was still rubbing my sore thighs. Self-conscious about bruising, I wore my tangerine colored maxi skirt. Down to my feet, even more so because I decided to wear ballet flats, the skirt covered up the new welts that appeared on my legs. After pairing the skirt with a brown belt, I put on a comfortable short sleeve white t-shirt with a piped neckline. As long as I didn’t wear a dark color bra, Linda never seemed to mind this ensemble. It was considered church appropriate. 

The ironic thing was the double dress standard. Where I would at least wear a dress, Linda had insisted as much since I was a little girl, she always wore a black pant suit with a pearl necklace during the fall, winter, and spring seasons. On summer days, she simply wore a white pant suit, with a floral colored scarf tied around her neck. She made it a point to put on a pair of black pumps and refused Birkenstocks or any sandal. 

My mom wore her long brown hair down. For that brief moment looking across the way, I knew that I was my mother’s daughter in that regard, having done the same with my locks. 

Running my fingers through my hair, I decided that I wanted Linda to accept my viewpoint, so I tried a different approach to the incident on the road.

“So you are telling me if I was hit you would have been fine with that?”

I turned my head ever so lightly to see what her blue eyes were doing. Fixating on the road, Linda held tightly on to the wheel and looked briefly in my direction.

“I don’t know why you do these alternate arguments. You weren’t hit.”

“But I fell over. I might have been killed and you would have only found out because you and the van would have been on your merry way twenty minutes later.”

“You support our routine! I knew you would come around.”

“Funny, Mom. Clearly, that’s what I meant. Nice to see that you don’t care.”

I could feel the frustration growing. Unless the incident directly impacted her, it was a moot point.

The van cruised across the narrow fishing bridge on Crystal Lake Road where the bog was on our right, the mountains in the distance, and to the left was the rest of the open lake, where the majority of people lived. 

Coming down off the ridge and the preceding rolling hill, we had gotten up to thirty-five. Linda put her foot on the brake and the van jolted back to twenty-five miles per hour. If we had cruise control on the van, I’m confident she would have set the thing and insisted we not go a half mile over the limit.

I shifted my tone and said, “So let me get this straight, you’ll go the speed limit and follow the rules of the road, but when I’m criticizing someone for what they did to me, by not following the rules of the road, it’s a no go?”

Linda shook her head to my question. “I wasn’t there, so I’m not going to pass judgment. Any good Christian isn’t going to jump to your side because they don’t know the whole story. That’s your problem and the issue.”

“Wait a second. Unless you were flying overhead and saw what I saw or were in that car, you can’t have an opinion on the matter? How the hell does that work?”

“Esper!”

“Heck. How the heck does that work?” 

I felt like I was five. Looking away from the road, I turned my head to the passing trees and the approaching turn for the Perkins Road hill, up to the cow pastures and a beautiful view that many missed. 

How I wished to jump out of the van and spend some time out there. Instead, all I could do was put my hand on the window and watch that special spot pass by. 

“You are always too fast to judge. Sure maybe the person weaved onto your side of the road, but there might have been bees in their car or they had a medical condition.”

“The condition was drinking and driving. I had one of the empties roll right to my feet.”

“Again don’t make an assumption you can’t prove. That could have been a loaner car. Perhaps someone was in the passenger side, rolled over, disrupted the driver and that’s what happened.”

“Oh my fucking God.” I couldn’t censor myself because it was so ridiculous. 

Before I could say anything else, Linda’s hand was in the air. She struck me on the left side of my face.

“You never take the Lord’s name in vain.”

I didn’t know if I wanted to respond or not. Stunned at everything, I gazed out the window with a dead stare, wondering when the day would come where I wouldn’t have to tolerate this woman any longer. 
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LINDA GOT OUT OF THE van acting as though nothing had happened. I opened the door ever so slowly and ignored the fact she was making a beeline for the entrance to the church. As it was, we were the second car in the grass field lot. 

The other car, a grey 1985 Chevy Impala was that much closer to the church, and unsurprisingly so because my sister Lilly’s boyfriend Chad was too lazy to walk more than ten feet if he could avoid it. From the passenger side seat, I watched Linda walk right past their car and into the building. Miffed at not even a wave or any pleasantry, Lilly kicked open her door with her black stiletto boot. 

I didn’t know if I wanted to watch this scene, but I did nevertheless as my significantly shorter sister, all five feet of her, stepped out of the car with a cloud of smoke following her. She took one final drag from her cigarette before flicking it to the ground. Not even stepping on it to make sure the thing was completely out, she yelled at Chad.

“The least you can do is bring him in after doing this to me.”  

I knew she was referring to four-year-old Timmy, my tow-headed nephew who Lilly had during her senior year of high school with dear old Chad. 

Lilly was not only shorter than Linda and myself but her hair was darker. Her dark brown hair was butchered as I would call it, no longer down to the middle of her back, but worn in a short angled bob. I couldn’t imagine not having any hair around my neck.

Maybe it was because of her height, or the fact she was pregnant with number two, but Lilly was a plumper. How much did she hate that term? I didn’t care because if you look a certain way and it fits what else should I call you?

Wearing a floral patterned sundress that stopped slightly below her knee, I wondered what happened to my sister’s sense of style. She looked like she had a 1970s curtain wrapped around her body. 

Holding the van door shut, I decided to sit back down and let more of this scene play out. I didn’t want to engage my sister after she slammed the door behind her and proceeded to follow Linda into the church. 

From her demeanor and serious walk, I could tell that this was going to be a special morning.  

Watching Chad from my seat, I saw his bald head turn around and look at little Timmy. The next thing I knew, Chad kicked opened his door, and then spit this huge wad of phlegm and tobacco onto the gravel below. 

It was disgusting. After a quick scratch to the crotch of his blue jeans, I couldn’t help but notice how Chad’s gut was hanging out from underneath his one-size-too small yellow short-sleeve oxford shirt. 

I still marveled that they ended up together. 

Prior to Chad, Lilly was a straight edge. It didn’t make any sense in the world that they would have anything in common. She was an A student, diligent worker in all areas, and was supposed to be going to college. That had been Linda’s plan for her. 

All that changed the spring of her junior year when Lilly met Chad at the Lilac Mall in Rochester. They hit it off and within two months of being together, he knocked her up. The fact she gave it up to him so easily baffles me to this day. He’s so ugly and repulsive, not at all like my Drew. Even worse, he sells tires for a living at this dead-end used tire place off Route 125.

Even though he was a grotesque creature, he did love his son. That much was positive. Carefully, he held little Timmy’s hand. The wee one was dressed appropriately in a pair of khaki shorts that went down to his knees, a white and blue t-shirt with an anchor of gold in the middle, and a pair of Velcro sneakers. 

He was a cutie and his blond hair was too precious. My only issue was that he had the whiniest voice of any person in the world. Timmy is the epitome reason why children are meant to be seen and not heard. Shit, if it wasn’t his voice, when he would cry you would want the world to come to a quick end. He’s a shrieker and probably always will be.

As the two of them disappeared into the church, I decided it was time to get out and head over to the cemetery. There was no point in waiting inside for forty-five minutes especially with the family dynamic the way it was. I quietly shut the door behind me and glanced over at the red metal roof of the Covenant of the Forest. 
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