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For Elena and Arto










Bess



I lost him. I let go of his hand to do up my shoelaces and I lost him. I felt my foot swimming about in my shoe, it wouldn’t be long before it slipped off altogether, and it was hardly the time to be tripping over. Goddamned laces. I could’ve sworn I’d tied a double knot before heading out. If Benedict was here, he’d tell me I’m not careful enough, he’d make the point, yet again, that I don’t do things properly, not the way he does. Listen to him and you’d think there’s only one way to do anything. It’s so weird. There’s as many ways of doing things as there are people on the planet, but it must make him feel better to think he knows best. Whatever. How long did I let go of his hand for? A minute? Two maybe? When I stood up again, he was gone. I felt around to see if I could touch him, I called out, I yelled until I couldn’t any more, but the only answer I got was the sound of the wind. I had a mouth full of snow already and my head was spinning. I’ve lost him and I’ll never be able to go back. He wouldn’t understand, how could he know what’s at stake if he’s operating in the dark? If he’d asked the right questions, if I’d given honest replies, he’d never have trusted me with him. He preferred to stay silent, keep up the illusion, pretend I was capable of doing what he was asking me to do. But instead, I’m only adding to his suffering. It’s desolate here, the place oozes misery, and I’m just putting my own personal touch to the picture. It feels like it’s more than I can handle.










Benedict



Looking back, I think I knew something wasn’t right. It’s a bit like when you feel as though there’s an insect buzzing around your ear. You flap at it, trying to get rid of it, but in fact it’s an alarm, your own internal alarm, set at the lowest level. Not loud enough to make you jump, just loud enough to stop you getting a good sleep. I’d been doing just that, sleeping, and I woke up with a start. Was it a premonition or only the cold draught coming in from downstairs? I don’t know. I was so spent after the crazy running around of the last few days, checking traps, getting everything sorted before the bad weather set in. I’ve always loved a good storm, especially just before they hit, when you have to batten down the hatches, plug all the gaps, bring in enough wood to tide you over for a few days and seal yourself off, as tight as possible. And then, when the storm hits, you shut yourself up with the C.B. radio crackling, a steaming cup of coffee to warm your hands, and a fire which is sputtering on account of the snow coming down the stove pipe and the wind rushing in. I listen to the house creaking and groaning like an old man. Sometimes I get the feeling it’s trying to talk to me, like maybe it used to talk to my parents and my grandparents before them, one generation to the next, all the way back to the first Mayer who decided to settle here in this godforsaken land, thinking he would tough out the wilderness around him. The house is still standing and I’m toasty warm inside, sheltered by its walls, like a diamond in its box. Except that I’m all alone. When I came downstairs, the door was wide open and clumps of snow had already blown in. That set me off. “For god’s sake, Bess!” I yelled. “Can’t you close the damned door? We’re all gonna freeze to death and it’ll be on you!” But she didn’t answer. It was only then I saw that the little boy’s boots weren’t there, and their jackets weren’t hanging on the coat rack. She must have taken him out, I realised, although even a girl as strange as she was ought to have known better than to go out into the eye of the blizzard.










Cole



As the Lord is my witness, I solemnly swear I won’t never touch another drop of liquor. My head’s killin me after drinkin whatever it was that bastard gave me. Aint no way you can call that stuff brandy. My throat’s numb and my innards are shot. It’s enough to have me knockin at the convent door, not that I got the gear for that. The booze had given me the runs and I was just gettin off the can when there was one helluva poundin at the door. No right-minded person shoulda been out in that weather, so I buttoned myself up best I could and grabbed my rifle. You never can know who’s gettin about in the woods. “Who’s there?” I yelled, not a question a bear’s likely to answer, but I couldn’t hear nothin the wind was blowin so hard outside. The hammerin got louder. Well, what choice did I have? I turned the bolt, nudged open the door with my foot and took aim through the gap, just in case. “Don’t shoot, Cole! It’s me!” he shouted. I recognised the deep boom of Benedict’s voice. He was covered in snow, like some make-believe general with his white epaulettes, and the tips of his eyelashes were already frosted over with icy droplets, like a stripper in full get-up. I mean, I’m just sayin that coz I saw a photo of one in a magazine Clifford had lyin around. The babe had these little red drops at the end of her fake lashes. Geez, it made her look so strange and all, just like a doll. Apparently some guys go for that sort of thing. Benedict shoved past me and closed the door behind him. He didn’t even take off his beanie. He leaned against the wall, rubbed a hand over his face, then he said, like he’d seen a ghost, “Bess and the kid have gone. They’re out in this weather.” It was such a dumb-ass notion that I snorted. “That’s some lame joke, Benedict, don’t make me laugh.” “You think I’da come out in this weather just to pull one over you?” he answered. I could tell he was serious from the look on his face and, goddamn, if there was any truth in it, he was right to be worried. The boy’s barely ten, and the other one, she don’t have one ounce of common sense. “What’s the plan, then?” I asked him, and I didn’t like his answer one little bit. “What do you think? We’re goin out lookin for em.” Now that was worse than any of Clifford’s cheap liquor, but all of a sudden I felt the urge to take another swig of the stuff.










Freeman



I ain’t managed a wink of sleep in this weather. It’s blowing such a gale around the house I can hardly believe it’s still standing. The walls feel like they’re caught in a vice between the driving wind gusts and the mounting snow. God knows how I’ll manage to get out when it’s all over. The first storm I lived through up here had me stuck indoors for two days. There was a good five feet of snow at the door and I couldn’t open the window shutters which I’d been foolish enough to close. Rookie error, was what Benedict said. I had to climb up to the attic, at my age, and let myself down through the dormer window using a rope. The operation didn’t play out quite like I might have hoped. I fell and dislocated my shoulder and still had to use my good arm to shovel away the snow before I could find something to jam the other arm back into place. This time round, I tried to clear away as much as possible around the house, hoping that would be enough. You can’t just wing it, this survival business. Where I come from, there’s no need to wonder if the snow’s going to stop you from leaving the house. It doesn’t snow, not a single snowflake, and if I had the choice, I’d sooner be back there any day of the week than here, trying to manage my rheumatism. The cold and damp are no good for this ol’ bag of bones. It would really top it all off, to have survived everything I’ve been through, only to die now, mouldy as a rotten old branch. Why am I here? I’m guessing if He wanted our paths to cross and wanted me buried at the end of the earth, there must’ve been good reason for it. He knows I’m a sinner, but if the merciful Lord has a plan for me, I’ll wait for the light to show me that path. I’m frozen, but I’ll keep waiting, because I have to. And, to be honest, I got no real choice.










Bess



I can’t see a thing. The snow’s whipping up from the ground in swirling gusts and if I look up to the sky, it’s a total white-out. The air itself has been leached of colour, as if every shade has faded away, as if the whole world has been diluted in a glass of water. I wish I’d paid more attention when Benedict tried to explain to the boy how blizzards worked. Maybe I would’ve known what to do, apart from not going outside, of course, but it’s too late for regrets. I turn my back to the wind, leaning against something I can only suppose is a rock. Unless it’s some bear that’s hibernating, which would solve my problem. I can’t seem to decide what to do, but I’m going to turn into a snowman if I don’t move. I’m not totally stupid, I know the mess I’ve gotten myself into. I have to move, I have to find the kid or go back to the house to get Benedict, even if he’ll want to rip my head off when I come back alone. I can’t go back, I can’t explain it to him, it would be too much all in one go. He’s tough, but some things are too hard to hear. Anyways, I can’t abandon the little one. Seeing as I don’t even know what direction to go in, I’m just going to keep walking forwards, that’s what he must’ve done. Kids can be dumb sometimes, they do things without thinking, instinctively, even a little genius like him. So if I don’t stop to think either, I’ll just keep on going, straight ahead. That’s gotta be the best thing to do.










Benedict



Cole is taking forever to get ready, dragging his feet. I can’t blame him really. Who’d want to go out into this weather? It’s hard enough living here when it’s not snowing, but in the middle of a storm, it’s like being in the devil’s belly, that’s what Freeman says. I decided not to go fetch him. He’s too old and his eyesight’s not great. I don’t even know why he’s here in the first place. I gotta say, I had a good laugh when he showed up two years ago with his van and his brand-new gear. He looked like some fresh retiree out gallivanting, but he was all on his own, out here miles from anywhere, hardly what they advertise in the brochures. He was the only Black man for miles around and he stuck out in this landscape like a sore thumb, just like she did when she turned up in her corduroy mini-skirt and white cowboy boots. He was hardly the typical guy here to immerse himself in the wilderness, even if he’s in much better shape for his age than Clifford or Cole will ever be, seeing as how they spend their evenings on the booze. I thought he’d never last the winter with his mittens and beanie. Not exactly suitable equipment. He’s always been cagey about what he got up to before he appeared in these parts, except that he was in the military when he was younger. Might explain how he knew how to survive even in this climate. Nobody helped him out that first year. Sure, we got a strong sense of community up here in the North, but nobody’s gonna risk everything for some stranger. One time, I helped him change the belt on his snowmobile. He’d bought it from that sly dog Clifford. Some things round here ain’t worth buying second-hand. If their owner is off-loading them, there’s a good reason. It broke down so often Freeman worked his way through the whole manual Clifford was kind enough to pass on. It’d been no great sacrifice on his part, he’d never even taken it out of its plastic, and you gotta wonder if he even knows how to read. Freeman completely dismantled the machine and after he’d tinkered around, it worked better than mine, which wasn’t hard. I could tell Clifford was irritated that Freeman had managed to bring it back to life when he’d never managed to get it to work himself. He’d thought he was putting one over him by selling him a dud, but he was the one ended up looking the fool. It seemed to me Freeman was pretty resourceful for an old dude. When he dislocated his shoulder, he showed up not making any fuss and asked if I could take him to a doctor because he didn’t think he could handle the drive himself. I’m not gonna lie, I had better things to do than make the fifty-mile trip to the clinic, but I did it anyway. If he survived his first winter here, it was because Mother Nature didn’t toss him out. You might say she was just putting up with him. You couldn’t say the same for Bess, or the kid. One day she told me it was ridiculous for them to be there. It was her way of coming out with what everybody else was thinking but not saying: the two of them had no business being there. I don’t know if they’ve been swallowed up by Mother Nature now or if she’s gonna spit them back out, dead or alive. All I know is it’s my fault. I never should’ve brought them here. Even if I promised the boy’s mother I’d bring him with me, I shouldn’t have. I wouldn’t be here now, looking for a kid and some girl lost in the snow in the middle of nowhere.










Cole



One thing’s for certain, there was no way I felt like goin out. You’d have to be batshit crazy, was the way I saw it. And while I didn’t say it to Benedict, obviously, it was likely they’d already frozen to death or finished themselves off in a bad fall, or else they’d met some other godawful end. It’s been a long winter, and there are critters just as famished as me. Still, I contacted Clifford on the radio and he told me it wasn’t nothin to do with him and you wouldn’t catch him dead out in this weather. That came as no real surprise, though I thought he mighta quite liked to find the girl at least, if not the boy. I dragged my feet as much as I could. I hunted down my warmest socks, as well as the thin silk pair which I pulled on first, followin ol Magnus’ advice, though they been mended so often it’s a miracle they’re still holdin together. I knew we’d end up colder than a polar bear’s ass. Benedict was waitin for me, leanin against the door frame. All of a sudden he looked ten years older. Sure, it was about the worst thing that could happen, knowin they was out in this weather, and nobody knew it better than him. He’d seen more than his fair share when he was younger and the sawmill was still operatin, people carried away by swollen rivers in the spring, people crushed by the tree they were fellin, or the ones you’d discover in a ditch, stiff as a plank of wood. But a kid and some woman lost in a blizzard, that aint somethin that had happened, not so far as I could remember. And Benedict knew why. Coz there was no reason for it to happen, and there was a reason for everythin here, coz everythin you do costs you somethin and Mother Nature’s not in the business of handin out a free pass. That’s the deal. You wanna live here? Enjoy the clean air, the huntin, the fishin? Be free to do as you please, not owe anyone anythin and maybe not cross another human bein for weeks on end? Be my guest. But the day you come face to face with a Kodiak bear or your snow-mobile don’t wanna start when you’re miles from home, you gotta accept the idea that nobody’s comin to help you, you’re on your own. It aint somethin that goddamned girl could ever work out. I finally found my socks. I grabbed about twenty cartridges for the rifle. Benedict had taken his, and I was about to open the door when I remembered Clifford’s hooch. Had to be worth bringin that along on this nutjob mission. Sure wouldn’t even hit the sides in that shitshow out there.










Bess



I force myself to keep going, to do whatever it takes, one foot in front of the other, but I can’t tell if I’m getting anywhere. Every now and again, there in the middle of the snow, I feel like I can see shapes moving, but they fade away as quickly as they appear. Goddamned snow. Why can’t it fall in straight lines, like a good rain coming down in sheets. I try to think back to California in an effort to keep it together, try to remember the beaches where our parents used to take us every weekend after church, all four of us at the seaside eating sandwiches and playing cards, the sun making us drowsy. I can’t remember what that heat feels like any more. In these parts, even in summer, you never feel like you’re baking under the sun’s rays, you’re lucky if the sun gets through to warm your bones. It’s only enough to make you think you’re going to get hot, but you never do. Sometimes I dream of the Pacific, its rollers, the salt on my skin, hair stiff with sea spray. Here, there’s nothing but fresh water, gallons and gallons of fresh water, lakes, rivers, streams, brooks, waterfalls. Water everywhere, all the time, in every possible form. Frozen, melted, crystal clear, or murky in the springtime. And cold, always cold. Not water you even feel like swimming in. What I’d give to be sunbaking on the beach, listening to the waves crashing on the sand. Strangely, I can still remember the smell of the coconut oil Mom used to put on when I was little, trying her best to tan without getting burnt, despite her milky-white skin. She wasn’t bad-looking back in the day. We were never rolling in money, yet she was always elegantly dressed. Slender but with a good figure, and the bust of a fifties movie star. Dad was so smitten by her that he used to say, “Rita Hayworth, eat your heart out.” I never really understood the comparison with some old actress who’d died the year I was born, but Mom seemed to appreciate the compliment. Cassandra and he were both almost white-blond, probably his Scandinavian roots coming out. I, on the other hand, had inherited my mother’s red hair, a true Irish-American. It wasn’t the easiest hair. We were recognisable from a distance, though. “Look who’s coming. It’s Elizabeth Morgensen and her mother.” When I was a teenager, I worried I was just a poor copy of her. My breasts wouldn’t grow and I had the narrow hips of a boy. No trace of a sex symbol in me, not even one past her prime. Later, her hair went completely grey, overnight. She used to wear it in a long, faded plait, yellow at its tip from the nicotine. The woman who’d always been dolled up to the nines had given up. It no longer made any sense to cling to scraps of fabric or tubes of lipstick when she was missing the most important thing. I tried to forget that version of my mother, along with everyone else who’d already gone. In my own way, I’d given up, too. It seems we didn’t just resemble each other physically. And yet, I can’t abandon things altogether. The kid is out here, and this one I have to save. You can’t, in all good conscience, let yourself make the same mistake twice.
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