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ONE



2017


And so the prodigal daughter returns. Again.


I come back the same way I left the first time when I was seventeen: on a shabby Greyhound bus that smells like dandruff. The bus route from Montreal to Marly is a dense web of detours because, I guess, there aren’t enough passengers to justify a direct line. It takes me through the picturesque, hilly, tourist-friendly Eastern Townships and then leaves them behind before I’m 10 percent into my audiobook. The rest of the way is a dull expanse of fields, not very attractive in the early spring, with all the stops in boring little towns with no charm and no hopes of drawing lucrative American visitors. Even if the audiobook could hold my attention for more than five minutes at a time, I know I better not drift too far off or I just might miss my boring little town.


Fortunately, the book is no good. Or maybe it is good, but it’s not doing it for me, the same way most books lately haven’t managed to grab me. As it is, the middle-of-the-road thriller, deal-of-the-day for $0.99 meanders in slow and torturous zigzags, unsure where it’s headed. Maybe we just have too much in common.


Last time I came back to Marly, almost two years ago, I was in higher spirits, not to mention in my own car. Both the car and I were maybe a little worse for wear but functional and nice-smelling. But, to be fair, the town isn’t exactly at its best now either.


It’s typical as small towns go. There’s its own shred of history to which it clings with disproportionate pride: Everyone knows their heritage and proudly displays it via bumper stickers and little flags that protrude out of everything. A large population of displaced Acadians, an equally large community of farmers going back generations, and, oddly enough, a sizable community of Irish descendants. To which I suppose I belong. Other than that, there are the alliances that last for generations and feuds that last for even longer. And everybody has heard who’s cheating on whom with whom, and everybody knows whose mom drinks too much.


And of course, the town has its own town mystery, although, perhaps, not for much longer. My podcast might be dead in the water—the irony—but maybe Michelle Fortier hasn’t had her last word yet.


In any event, people are talking about Marly.


Climate change succeeded where I had failed: It put Marly, a forgettable small town lost in the Beauce region, on the map. At last, it made the national news. What it took was the river Chaudière, bloated by a record-breaking snowmelt, escaping its narrow confines and flooding the central street of Marly, along with all its small businesses and centennial buildings. The media decried a tragedy—although I doubt that any of these grave-faced Montreal journalists could have found the place on the map two months ago. The river, having done its worst, pulled back and continued its polluted slog, carrying agricultural runoff steadfastly toward the Saint Lawrence River, and left the town to deal with the mess. Many of those centennial houses had to be demolished, as had many others no one mentioned because they were of no interest to the local conservation society. Just a bunch of ugly sixties and seventies bungalows no one would miss.


In one of those bungalows, the demolition team found the remains of Michelle Fortier. Back after forty years to cause trouble.


The bus pulls up to the terminal and I get out, my tattered duffel slung over my shoulder to avoid hitting the two or three remaining passengers on my way. The doors close behind me, stranding me in a perfectly empty lot. I check the time on my phone—it’s almost thirty minutes after the supposed arrival time—and instantly know that Laura forgot I was coming.


I search my soul for any signs of shock, surprise, or, at least, disappointment. I don’t find any. I suppose there was a reason I idly checked the walking route to my destination before I got off the bus. Last time I was here, I drove, so I was unpleasantly surprised to discover that it’s a forty-minute walk at a leisurely pace. The weather sucks—the wind darts back and forth, sharp little gusts that tug at my thin coat, and I hope the little drizzle of rain doesn’t decide to pick up.


The last time I was in town might be only two years ago, but the last time I had to walk to this bus terminal was in an era just before smartphones. So, with the help of Google Maps, I start on my way.


When I came here two years ago, with my Toyota and the typical smugness of one of the lucky ones who escaped, I’d taken in all of Marly’s progress with condescending approval. Our very own Walmart, nice! A smattering of new fast-food chains had to signify progress in these parts. All the people I went to high school with who lived there still—good for them. They too can have a Beyond Meat double cheeseburger.


I was just fine in my Rosemont apartment with my glamorous job working for a local media outlet, thank you very much for asking. Now, since I failed my assignment and my podcast had been deemed unsatisfactory, the media outlet let me go. The Toyota’s sale paid for a month and a half of rent on the ludicrously priced one-bedroom. My phone bill is past due. My $38 bus ticket had to be put on my credit card. Those farms and local businesses my classmates had inherited no longer look all that bad. All I have to come back to is the O’Malley manor, the two-bedroom mobile home on the outskirts of Marly that Laura inherited from her own parents.


It’s not personal, sweetie, my boss at the media outlet said with a shrug. She had a deceptively soft voice and girlboss energy, not to mention really expensive hair. It’s just that it’s not that interesting to our target audience. Young, urban Montrealers. A country girl who disappeared long before they were born, it’s just not as relevant.


I wanted to point out that no one seemed to think so when they greenlit the idea. And had the podcast been a success, Expensive Haircut would have gladly taken all the credit. But since it wasn’t a success, the blame had to be shifted to where it wouldn’t splash mud on her $700 boots. So the moment the higher-ups deemed the podcast an epic fail, it all became my idea from start to finish. And the truth is that it’s not a question of relevance—a local, 100% made-in-Quebec true crime podcast should have been a hit. Would have been, if only there had been something, anything, to chew on. As Expensive Haircut correctly pointed out, most of it is just baseless speculation. No viable theories, no interesting evidence to support them—nothing.


In the distance, the flashy sign of a gas station and the fast-food places that flank it grow closer. Is it just me or is the rain getting heavier? I’m really just looking for an excuse to go inside and get a combo on a plastic tray with as much soda as I can drink. Maybe even a hot coffee. I wasn’t going to succumb to temptation, but something tells me Laura doesn’t have a welcome-home feast getting cold on the table as it awaits my arrival.


Distances here are always so much longer than they look. I thought I was a short walk away from the beckoning signage, but in reality, it took close to twenty minutes of trudging next to the road on the narrow strip between cars roaring by indifferently and the rigid remains of snow. I make it to the gas station muddy and winded. That fast-food trio is now more of a necessity than an indulgence. At least I tell myself so.


As I get close though, I see another problem I’d simply overlooked two years ago from the vantage point of my proverbial high horse. The fast-food place is drive-thru only. I’m on foot. How the mighty have fallen.


I ponder just how much I’m willing to humiliate myself as I watch the cars line up.


Then, suddenly, “Stephanie?”


I turn around. The F-150—nice, shiny, new, the size of my regretted city apartment—rolls toward me slowly. The window is down, and from it, Luc is grinning at me.


Back in the city, I self-styled as Stevie—to stand out from the million other Stephanies but also in a mostly subconscious bid to pander to the English-obsessed younger crowd. But I guess there’s no one to show off to anymore.


“Hi,” I say.


“Since when have you been back?”


“As of a few minutes ago,” I reply.


“So this time I finally intercepted you,” he says with a grin.


I feel my face warm. My last stay in town was meant to last a month, but I left after two weeks. We’d only crossed paths once, awkwardly, in the parking lot of the strip mall by the police station. If he was hurt that I didn’t bother to get in touch, he hadn’t shown it. But I guess it did get to him.


Fact is that there was a reason I hadn’t bothered to get in touch with him. I didn’t plan to stick around beyond my one allotted month, and after that, I planned never to come back, ever. No reason to reconnect with my high school sweetheart when the future held followers and fame and hopefully money, and, down the line, a hipster boyfriend who only wore Metallica T-shirts ironically.


I grin. You got me. “Looks that way.”


“Hey. Do you by any chance need a ride?”


Somehow, he took one look at me and grasped the full extent of my sad situation: no money, no car, no Laura, not a soul who gives a damn if I accidentally get run over by a tractor. Yet the offer is made with such sincerity and a total lack of gloating.


“Thank you,” I say honestly. Honesty is the least I can do. That, and I’m genuinely grateful when I climb into the passenger seat of the F-150 and the dry, warm air from the whirring fans envelops me like a comforting blanket.


He drives off. Thankfully, it’s not going to be a very long ride, at least not long enough to have heart-to-heart conversations about why I’m back or why I came back the first time and hadn’t even said hello. For the first few minutes, he stays quiet, and so I stay quiet too.


“So,” he says at last, and I brace myself. “Do you want me to take you there?”


I blink. “Where?”


“Oh, come on. I know why you’re here.”


He says this without a shade of malice, just a statement of fact.


“They found Michelle Fortier. Everyone knows, the town is abuzz. That’s what your show was about, right?”


“My podcast,” I correct, a little vexed.


“Yeah, yeah, your radio show.” Oh, Luc. Luc never did stop wearing the Metallica T-shirts unironically. Even now the logo, crackled white on faded black, peeks out from under his checkered flannel. He still manages to be good-looking, which is a feat considering that the majority of dudes our age who stayed on after high school (that is, pretty much all dudes our age) look like John Goodman by now. That flannel could be hiding a multitude of sins, but Luc looks fit. His face is scruffy and his hair is in need of clippers but not in an intentional way. Which should detract from the overall impression but strangely doesn’t.


And I don’t suppose he listens to podcasts much. The car’s sound system might be paired with an iPhone rather than a tape deck but the music coming out of the speakers at a low volume is still the same semimainstream nineties rock we used to listen to together in high school. I’m pretty sure we made out to this exact song a number of times. Is this resistance to new things genetically ingrained? Is it a Marly thing? A country thing? Who knows.


“Yeah, my dad told me you were here to make a documentary show on Michelle,” he clarifies. Unnecessarily, because of course someone would have told him sooner or later. “So I guess you’re here to make the follow-up?”


I ponder just letting him think that. It’s better than admitting that sure, I’m here for that but also because I’m broke and shit out of luck.


I guess I ponder for too long because he seems to take my silence as acquiescence.


“I’ll take you to the house. I think we should be able to get all the way there by car by now. They’ve reopened most of the streets the other day, now that the water’s gone.”


Right. The flood.


“And then I suppose you’re going to Laura’s?” He gives me a shrewd look. Or so it seems to me. “I mean, the inn is closed because of water damage. It was right on the lowest point of the Main, so…”


“Just my luck,” I say with a shit-eating grin. “Laura’s it is.”


We drive into town. I wonder if he still remembers the exact way to my place. I mean, Laura’s place. After all these years. I can’t decide whether it’s cute and romantic or just a sign to what extent everyone here has absolutely no life.


Then the F-150 turns onto the main street, and I forget whatever I was thinking about. I crane my neck, staring out the window like a tourist. The feeling that invades me is strange, hard to describe. The sight is unsettling. Nauseating, even. It’s profoundly bizarre to see the place I know so well undone like this.


Luc had been right about the inn—it’s cordoned off by tape and cones, the door and ground-floor windows boarded up. The same fate befell many of the other buildings, the quaint family-owned stores, the bakery. I begin to understand how tough it might be for a town like Marly that clings to its history like it has nothing left. I watch it all float by outside the car window, unsure what to say.


“There’s already talk of not rebuilding much of the old town,” Luc says glumly.


This gets even me. “What?”


“There was a town hall meeting, all these environmentalist groups came.” He grimaces. “They say, give it back to nature, it belongs to nature. No matter that these buildings are more than a hundred years old. Global warming is a thing, apparently, so to hell with all that. Town council is pushing for a dike, like the one in that town near Montreal that was on the news last year. But that’s gonna cost a fortune, so no one knows if it’ll work out. The prime minister was here last week. A lot of talk but nothing real, naturally.”


“Naturally,” I echo. The truth is that I expected to feel something like schadenfreude. This stupid town I hate, the town I barely escaped from, with its pathetic pride and its misbegotten ego, finally brought down into the mud it always belonged in, at least in my eyes. But now that I’m seeing it in person, all I feel is queasy.


Finally, we leave the historic part of Marly behind, and I barely have time to breathe a sigh of relief. Here are the newer, uglier constructions from the sixties onward: the dentist’s office, the new drugstore, the garages and repair shops. And then Luc slows the car down in front of one such garage. SUSPENSION PARTS REPAIRS, reads the faded sign. Behind it and to the side is the house that belongs to the garage owner, a squat bungalow with an exterior of burnt-orange tiles tarnished by time. Its one window that faces the street is intact but pitch-black. The walls are stained gray up to a sharp line a couple of feet off the ground; this is how high the water reached. Not all that high, compared to the houses down the street that were hit much worse, but this particular house is surrounded by twice the amount of police tape that flutters nervously in the wind. As I open the window and lean out, I glimpse the padlock on the front door.


“This is the place?” I ask, even though it’s not necessary. In my peripheral vision, Luc nods.


“So it was the Gagnons this whole time,” I muse.


“Not necessarily.” Luc seems to bristle. “And anyway, he died a couple years ago, right before you came back for the first time. She closed the garage and then sold the house.”


“And? How does that mean it wasn’t them?”


Luc shrugs. “I’m not saying it definitely wasn’t. It’s just that there’s no one to hold responsible anymore.”


“It’s not a question of holding anyone responsible,” I say. “It’s a matter of giving justice to the victim. And closure to the family.” I feel stupid as the words leave my mouth. I feel like I’m talking to my boss. Or to my microphone. I don’t sound like me—I sound the way I’m expected to sound. Nobody actually thinks in such words.


“Is that why you wanted to do your show in the first place?” Luc asks. Again, I can’t tell if he’s being charmingly naive or sneaky and sarcastic.


“Something like that,” I mutter. I reach for the door handle and undo my seat belt with the other hand.


“Where are you going?”


“I’m going to have a look.”


“You can’t. It’s a crime scene.”


Aren’t you the law-abiding citizen all of a sudden, I think. If memory serves me right, we used to steal beer out the back of the convenience store and then trespass on private land to go drink it. I ignore him. I get out of the car and walk toward the house, stepping gingerly on the squelching front lawn. There’s debris everywhere so I better not step on some rusted nail. The nearest hospital is in the next village over, a thirty-minute drive, and the last thing I need is tetanus.


I come to a stop at the edge of the scene. The yellow police tape flutters against my shins. I can’t bring myself to go farther. The house draws my gaze and at the same time repels it; I want to look away but can’t.


There are more squelching steps behind me, and a moment later, Luc is by my side. “They were ripping out the plaster in the basement,” he says. “You know, to dry everything so mold and other crap wouldn’t take hold. That’s what they were told to do, at least in houses that could still be salvaged. And there, behind the plaster, they found a body.”


That must have been pretty damn traumatizing. Luc seems to be thinking the same thing. “The new owners are nice,” he says with a shrug. “I feel bad for them.”


I sort of tune him out. I keep staring at the house that seems to have had all the answers from the start. It’s exactly halfway between Laura’s and the store where I got my cigarettes. I’d driven past it so many times two years ago, twitching from nicotine withdrawal, and meanwhile, what I came here for was inside. Immured in an ugly, late-seventies bungalow with popcorn ceilings. Michelle Fortier, the town mystery, lurking behind a plaster wall while the house’s residents watched Habs games in their rec room.


“Well, they can congratulate themselves. They’re part of town lore now,” I say.


“Assuming it really is Michelle,” he points out.


That remark makes me turn my head, finally, and face him. “What do you mean? Who the hell else could it be?”


“They haven’t formally identified her yet,” he says. And, come to think about it, he’s right. The news never said explicitly the body was Michelle. A child, they said, presumed to be Michelle Fortier.


“It’s Michelle,” I say darkly. “There’s no one else.”


I mean it. There hasn’t been a missing person in Marly since before Michelle was even born. And no other missing child.


“It’s such a shame,” Luc says.


“What’s a shame?”


“We probably won’t know what really happened. It’s been forty years. And what you were saying about closure for the family—there won’t be much of that, either.”


He’s not wrong. Gaetan Fortier died ten years ago, and his wife, Marie, has been in a care home for the last three with worsening dementia. When I was here last, the house, a mansion by Marly standards, had just been put on the market. I don’t even know who managed their affairs on Marie’s behalf—probably some distant relative, since the Fortiers had no other children.


“Did the house ever sell?”


He shook his head. “And now I doubt it will.”


“What do you mean?”


“It’s right by the river. At a low point. It got flooded too.”


Luc is right. It is sad.


“Come on,” he says, and shifts from one foot to the other as if sensing that this is it—I’m not going to go inside and start poking around. “I’ll take you to Laura’s.”


We go back to the F-150. Only once we’re back on the road and the house fades in the rearview mirror does it occur to me to wonder: “So aren’t you in the police, like your dad?”


“Nope,” he says.


Wow. Frank must have shat a brick.


“I decided to get into the whole agricultural game,” Luc says. I glance at him sideways and instantly feel a prickle of alarm. He’s avoiding my gaze, looking at the road a little too intently.


“What?” I tease. “Don’t tell me you’ve started a grow-op in some old barn. They’re gonna legalize that stuff soon anyway.”


“No,” he replies quickly. “Nothing like that. Nah, I’m growing soy these days.”


Oh.


Oh.


“Yeah,” he says guiltily. “Cath’s dad, you know, he retired, and Cath has no siblings so it’s pretty much just me.”


No further explanation is needed, thank you, good night.


“Cath won’t be mad once the entire town tells her they saw me in your truck?” I ask, unable to keep the sour note from my voice. How on earth was I here for two whole weeks last time and I never even heard of this? And why didn’t Laura say anything? You’d think she’d be the first to gloat.


Luc winces. “Come on, Steph. It’s not like that. It’s been like twenty years.”


Fifteen. But I don’t correct him.


“We got married a few years back,” he says, hangdog.


Wow. Cath sure as hell didn’t waste any time.


In that moment, he takes a turn, then another turn, and then, here it is, the second to last in the row of mobile homes. Laura’s. I never in my life would have imagined I’d be thankful to see it. But as it stands, the sight of it snaps me right out of my head, where I’d been imagining the most gruesome scenes involving my high school boyfriend and Cath naked in bed, together.


“Here you are,” says Luc in a much more hopeful tone. I bet he’s just as glad the ride is over. “Say hi to your mom for me, will you?”


“I will,” I say in a saccharine voice, giving him my best shit-eating grin as I grab my duffel. “And you be sure to say hi to Cath.”


“Stephanie…”


“Thanks for the ride.”


There. Let no one say I have no manners. Not my mother’s daughter after all.















TWO



1979


In all of Marly, there’s no cooler girl than Laura O’Malley. Laura with her black nail polish that always chips because she bites her nails, but who cares, that only makes it look better, look like she doesn’t care. Laura with her thick eyeshadow, Laura who fills the waterlines of her blue eyes with coal-black pencil. Laura with her Judas Priest T-shirt that she ties around her midsection because they don’t make those shirts in girl sizes. All the boys at the high school are already talking about what Laura’s got under that shirt. The girls call her a whore ’cause they’re jealous, that’s all, because she’s the only eighth grader who’s got high school boys salivating. Laura cuts holes in her jeans and teases her hair up to there with hairspray she shoplifted. Laura can have any cassette tape she wants—she just has to bat her spidery black lashes at some guy, and he’ll make her a copy of whatever.


If only what she wants now were as easy.


The concert is at the end of summer. AC/DC, she can’t miss it. Everyone at school will die from jealousy. The only question is how to get there. She’d need a lot of money, for the tickets to Montreal, for the tickets to the concert, and probably even for a motel. That’s more than Laura can slip out of her parents’ stash without them noticing. It’s more than she can nick from someone’s purse at the general store—and anyway, everyone is wary of her now; she can’t sneak up behind the women while they shop. The moment they notice her, with her hair and her ripped jeans, they change aisles as if by accident. But it’s obvious to Laura that it’s all on purpose. She supposes her reputation has made the rounds. It’s a small rural town, so what can you do? Everyone knows everything. Whose car sat in whose driveway on a random weekday afternoon and for how long. Who owes money, and who’s not getting it back because it has long ago been gambled away at the local dive’s slot machine. Whose parents are getting divorced and whose parents drink too much.


So the usual solutions are out. That doesn’t leave her with many options.


Laura goes to the fridge, opens the door, and takes stock of what’s on the shelves. Not much, as usual. She picks up the milk carton and hears the soured remnants slosh around the bottom. The smell wafts into her face. She wasn’t here for the milk anyway, and the newly bought 24-pack of cheap beer beckons to her from the bottom shelf. She sneaks one bottle out and slips it into her school backpack. Then she thinks for a moment and sneaks another one.


“What the hell are you doing here?” Her mother’s voice, hoarse with the day’s hangover. Laura can’t help but give a start. How did the old bat manage to sneak up on her?


She lets go of the door, which moves ominously slowly and then slams shut with a heavy thud of finality. “We’re out of milk,” Laura mutters. “Can I have a few bucks to hit the store?”


“Get some change from the bowl.”


There is no change in the bowl, and hasn’t been since the last social welfare payout. They both know this.


“And there’s no peanut butter either,” Laura says in guise of an answer. “And the bread’s all moldy.”


Her mother scoffs. “Well, it’s not like you’re contributing anything to the budget, is it? The bread I buy isn’t good enough for you, then get your own. What do the other kids do? Babysit. Mow lawns.”


“It’s April,” Laura says.


But her mother, having said her piece, shoves her unceremoniously out of the way. The two bottles of cheap beer in Laura’s backpack clink together with a loud glugging noise, and for a split second, Laura is terrified that her mother’s about to notice them missing. But she doesn’t. She throws open the fridge door and peers inside for just long enough to grab a bottle herself. Then she lets the door swing shut again and sweeps out of the room, leaving behind that lingering smell of cheap perfume and no-name cigarettes from the nearest reservation. That same smell that became the smell of their house, the smell that clung to Laura also, an invisible foe she could never shake, one that announced her from far away, making it clear to any stranger—as if there had ever been strangers in Marly—who she was, where she belonged. It was the reason she ended up cast out, first on the playground, then at school. Laura has embraced the ostracism and made it a cornerstone of her identity, long before she began to suspect in a secret corner of her mind that it had been there first, before the eyeliner and the rock tapes, and would be there to the last.


She hears the back door swing shut behind her mother, knowing that she’ll probably stay out on the porch in the old kitchen chair all through the day and well into the evening, sipping, smoking, cigarette butts accumulating in that first empty bottle.


At least her loot is now safe. Laura makes her way out of the house, the bottles clinking tantalizingly together. She’ll go to her usual place behind the park, by the bleachers. Hopefully she’ll run into someone worthy of sharing that second bottle with. Or if not, she’ll drink them both. The cheap stuff isn’t very strong anyway.


No tickets, no money, no solutions. Babysit, her mother said. Babysit. Ha. As if anyone would let her within a mile of their kids anyway. All she can do is drink her sorrows away.


As she walks toward the park, she can’t help it: She starts to pay attention to the younger kids, the ones she always brushed off and ignored. Could she babysit? Maybe someone might be desperate enough to let her try. The thought makes her chuckle and shake her head in disbelief—Laura O’Malley, babysitter. She’d lose all her cred. But she wants to make it to that concert this badly.


Just then, she hears the happy dinging of a bicycle bell. Like it or not, it pulls her out of her thoughts. She gives a start as she spins around.


“Watch where you’re going, you little shits!” she bellows to cover her embarrassment.


The flock of multicolored, shiny bicycles whirs past her. At the head of the flock, she can make out the blond, beribboned head of Michelle. The one with the newest, best bicycle, of course. Those parents of hers are loaded. All that wasted on this useless little brat. Life is staggeringly unfair, this much Laura realizes already.


Her mood soured, she trudges all the way to the bleachers just as the gray clouds overhead begin to mist with cold spring rain. The park stretches in front of her, empty and grim. Laura huddles beneath the bleachers, at least somewhat protected from the rain, and pulls the first beer from her backpack. She’s assailed with a feeling of despair that creeps up on her more and more often lately. In those moments, she can see her life spread out in front of her, as flat and joyless as this park, this town, the endless farmland that surrounds it. There’s never any respite. No exit, no hope, no options. This AC/DC concert, assuming she ever makes it, just might be the one highlight of her existence.


Maybe if the rain cleared and the older boys showed up, she could share her beer, bum a cigarette, and feel a little less desperate. She might be able to push that feeling back into the unknown recess of her soul where it surfaced from and forget about it for a little while longer. But the rain only grows stronger, and soon, the narrow bench above her head isn’t much help.


That’s when she sees a familiar car crawling along the street that lines the park. It’s alone, no other cars, or bicycles, or people anywhere in sight. She recognizes the car instantly and perks up at once. Maybe the day won’t be a total loss.


As the car draws closer, she makes the decision. She puts the almost-empty beer bottle down by the base of one of the metal beams that hold up the bleachers, emerges from her hiding place, and saunters toward the car.


To her joy and relief, he rolls down his window. That sexy smirk, the cigarette—the good, expensive kind—dangling from the corner of his full lips. It all makes her heart flutter.


“You won’t believe it,” she says, grinning back. “I was just thinking about you.”


“Get your ass in here, O’Malley, before I change my mind.”


She’s only too happy to obey.


You see, people talk a lot of shit about Laura, and they’re wrong—mostly wrong. Laura knows she’s got something that people want, and she uses it sparingly. Laura teases but she doesn’t give it away.


Not unless it’s someone really special.
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VANISHED IN THE PRAIRIE: the disappearance of Michelle Fortier


Narrated by Stevie O’Malley


Marly isn’t a place most people have heard of. Lost in the Center-of-Quebec, too far from Montreal and Quebec City, too far from the ski slopes or the forests or the picturesque lakes, it’s not a place that’s on your radar unless you’re a corn farmer. A small town like so many others, at the mercy of every crisis and recession and decision made by politicians who never visited a place like Marly and never will, it’s the kind of place always described as a close-knit community, whatever that means; but the truth is that it could disappear off the map tomorrow and nobody would blink.


It’s also the site of one of Quebec’s few truly baffling mysteries. Indeed, in a town that was, at its peak in the 1970s, home to just under five thousand people, where everybody knows everybody, how did a nine-year-old girl disappear without a trace?


Michelle Fortier was born on July 10th, 1969. She disappeared just two months shy of her tenth birthday on May 11th, 1979. In the short decade of Michelle’s life, profound changes shook Quebec society to the core—but it was all happening elsewhere, far away, in the big cities. The October Crisis of 1970 left no mark on Marly; the Quebec Liberation Front and its explosive actions were not heard from such a distance. Michelle was among the last children of the Quiet Revolution, even though nobody knew it at the time. In Marly, crops grew and cows grazed and then crops were harvested and planted again next year. High school sweethearts got married right before graduation, had the first of their three or four children, and settled in to take over their pops’ farms. The Fortier family, back then the biggest landowners in Marly, raised their child in the relative luxury of the family home, custom-built by Gaetan Fortier for his future family in a lovely crook of the Chaudière river’s shore. Michelle was, by the standards of the time, a late child; her mother and father were thirty and forty-five respectively. She had no siblings, and all of the family’s love and attention was lavished upon the treasured daughter.


On May 11th, all that would change. A late-evening call to the town police station from the Fortier residence marked town history forever. The only police car in town was dispatched at once. As soon as he got to the Fortiers’ home, the officer heard the story: Michelle was gone from her room, her second-story window left open.


I must stress once again that it was a different time. Quebec, historically, has never been at the forefront of social change, and Marly was, on top of that, a good fifteen years behind the rest of the province. The police officer who showed up simply assumed Michelle had snuck out. Snuck out in the pouring rain, from the second floor without a rope or a ladder in sight? Snuck out at not quite ten years old? This seems like a strange thing to assume, even considering the time and place. And we’ll revisit this down the line. But the point is that no one called reinforcements. No one called the Sûreté du Quebec. There was no such thing as an AMBER alert, and even if there was, no phones to send it to, no internet, and the antlers of the analog TVs sometimes caught CBC on sunny days, and that’s about all they were good for.


So the official version remained that Michelle had snuck out. It stayed that way for another two days. Word spread around town, and the rumors started in earnest. That’s when the Fortiers must have understood they’d have to take action themselves.


A search was organized with local volunteers. And this is where we come up against another strange thing. For the first time out of what will prove to be many, the close-knit community didn’t exactly come together. All in all, about twenty people joined the Fortiers and the police officer, Pierre Bergmann, in their search for Michelle through the town and surrounding areas. They searched the fields, the banks of the Chaudière, and the small stretch of forest on the edge of Marly, on foot, using flashlights once it got dark. As you can imagine, such methods didn’t yield any results. We can only wonder about what potential evidence was trampled on, ignored, overlooked, or simply went unnoticed. Days later, the Chaudière river would overflow, flooding the forested area as it sometimes does after particularly snowy winters or rainy springs. So anything the search party might have missed was gone by the time the SQ finally did show up.


The SQ proceeded to question the parents as well as some townspeople they thought of interest, but it stopped there. As far as I could find out, nothing of interest was discovered.


The case went cold. To this day, no one has any clue what happened to Michelle Fortier the night she vanished from her room.


Today, Marly has changed little, unsurprisingly perhaps. A redevelopment in the late 2000s, much lauded, didn’t bring the revival the town and the mayor undoubtedly hoped for. Attempts at rebranding Marly as a nice place to retire also didn’t take, and not just because of Marly’s regrettable lack of charm. In recent years, the Chaudière’s banks have been eroding, and flooding renders the land near the banks unsuitable for farming. Population keeps slowly but surely dwindling. Soon, there might not be anyone left to remember Michelle.


Before that happens, I have decided to try and shed some light on the case that baffled the quiet rural community almost forty years ago.


For that, we must start close to home with Michelle’s parents, Marie and Gaetan Fortier.
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Luckily for me, Laura is a creature of habit, and the spare key is still where I remember it, under the crumbling clay urn that once served as a planter but now is more of an ashtray. Like a Victorian detective, I inspect the cigarette butts. Du Maurier, good times. Laura is splurging.


When I retrieve the key and unlock the door, I’m greeted with semidarkness. Crooked rays of light fall through the bent and broken blinds. The rays creep across the floor and onto the couch, where my mother is passed out cold, softly snoring.


“Welcome home, Stephanie,” I say out loud. The snoring stops. Laura stirs and sits up.


“Oh, hey.” She rubs her puffy eyes, forgetting that she has a copious amount of mascara on.


“Hey indeed. Did you by any chance forget to do something?”


She gives me a blank look. What a waste of perfectly good sarcasm.


“To pick me up from the bus stop,” I say, feeling redundant.


Clearly, Laura agrees with me on that. “Well, what for? You’re here now, aren’t you?”


“Yeah. Because Luc gave me a lift.” My ex cares more about me than my own mother, I think, and I’m sorely tempted to say it. But I haven’t been here five minutes, and something tells me there’s still going to be plenty of time to pick a fight.


“Oh yeah? How is Luc? How’s Catherine?”


I can only grit my teeth. Is she just so oblivious or doing this on purpose? Who can tell anymore? Not me—I could never tell at the best of times.


And these, it needn’t be said, are far from the best of times.


“I’m sure Luc and his lovely wife are just fine. Which I’m sure you knew, since you live a ten-minute drive away. Were you going to ask how I am? You know, your daughter, whom you last saw—”


“—two years ago,” she says, waving her hand. “Or was it three? And if I hadn’t gone out of my way to find you, it wouldn’t have even been that.”


Okay, okay, she’s got me there. Laura gets up from the couch, stretches her arms over her head, and lumbers around the room, picking up empties on the way. “Sorry for the disorder,” she says cheerfully. “I hope you weren’t expecting to be greeted with a sparkly clean house. We’re family after all. We don’t need to put on airs.”


She could be making a veiled jab at the last time we met when, once she finally did track me down to my room at the inn, I took her out to dinner and offered her money. Money that I hoped she’d refuse out of pride because I didn’t really have it. My advance for the podcast melted like ice cream under the heat of all those city-living bills. Thankfully, Laura did refuse, but I was made to understand that she’d seen right through the game.


“You can have your old room,” she says, the very image of magnanimity. My gaze darts reflexively toward the flimsy door that leads to my old bedroom. I haven’t set foot there in about fifteen years.


“Hopefully not for very long,” I mutter.


I feel Laura’s gaze on me and marvel, like I have many times before, at the sudden shrewdness in it. For someone who’s been soaking her joints in cheap beer for as long as I can remember, and probably for a while before then, her lucidity can come as a shock to anyone who doesn’t know her.


“You think it’ll go better this time?” she asks.


Laura was once quite beautiful, and enough of that beauty still clings to her in defiance of everything. Two years ago, as I sat across from her in full sunlight on the terrace of the town’s one semidecent bar and grill, I marveled at it. Squinting, with the solid inch of gray plainly visible at the roots of her hair that she always dyed back to its original auburn, with the ring of brown-red sunburn permanently etched onto her neck and chest, she looked about as washed-up as can be, but still the beauty lurked beneath the surface of this Laura like a ghost. Even with the leathery skin and the faded blue tattoo peeking from under her sleeve, I could see the woman from the few photographs she kept at home. That O’Malley upturned nose and megawatt smile, even tarnished with nicotine. The hair dry but thick. The blue-gray eyes that I’ve inherited. And miraculously, she’s kept her figure pretty much intact, even though, to my knowledge, Laura O’Malley never lifted anything heavier than a beer bottle.


“I don’t know what you mean,” I say coldly, struggling not to flinch under her sharp glare.


“Oh, please. It’s so obvious why you’re here. It was all over the news. The moment I saw it, I said to myself, Watch out, Stephanie is about to blow back into town. And not a day later—I swear, not a day—I get the call from you. This stuff about being broke is just an excuse.”


“If it’s such a burden,” I say through my teeth, “then you could have said so.”


“And where would you have gone?” Laura parries with a chuckle. “The inn’s closed. Oh, I know! I’m sure Luc would be happy to let you crash in his family’s guest room.”


“Will you shut up about Luc?” I hate to take the bait, but I can’t help it.


“What’s the matter? Regrets got you down? I’m just surprised that, in all this time, you hadn’t managed to do better than the son of a small-town cop. With that ass of yours.”


Good thing I’m used to Laura and her comments about my body. I’ve been listening to them since before I needed my first bra at thirteen, and it’s never let up. Oh, I heard all about Laura and her glory days. Oh yeah? I almost say. It takes a lot of restraint. Then where’s my dad? Guess your attributes weren’t enough to keep him around.


“Maybe there’s a lesson in there somewhere. That city venture of yours was doomed from the start. I’m surprised you didn’t figure it out sooner. You were born here, and your place is here.”


I glower at her.


“You think you’ve got it made this time. You’re going to breeze in here, get the full story on Michelle Fortier, and hightail it back to Montreal. Well, guess what. It won’t work. Nobody gives a shit about you in Montreal. No one ever gave a shit about you in Montreal.” Her lips press together in a mean, hard line, and suddenly, she looks decades older than her age. “About you, or about Michelle, for that matter.”


This is the part of the conversation where I’d normally storm out and slam the door. But as it happens, there’s nowhere to storm out to and no door to slam.


“Last time you were here, there’s a reason no one would talk to you. What makes you think they’ll talk to you now?”


“Are you done?” I ask. If there is a way of dealing with Laura, it’s to play oblivious. To act like she can’t get under your skin. “If you are, any chance I could go get settled in? I had a long bus ride, so…”


Laura shakes her head and chuckles. “I think you know the way. Or have you forgotten?”


Yeah. Forgotten which suite in the hundred-room O’Malley family mansion is my humble bedroom. I walk past her and push the door open—it gives way more easily than I remember. At the ripe old age of thirty-one, I find myself on the threshold of my teenage bedroom.


Laura’s house is one step up from a trailer. It’s a squat construction meant to be disassembled and reassembled, the kind usually built on rented plots of land. Except it hasn’t been moved ever since Laura’s parents, or maybe her grandparents, decided to put it up here, in the center of this two-thousand-square-foot lot. There’s a kitchenette, a bathroom with a plastic shower stall the color of tobacco, a small living room with its lopsided, deeply dented couch, and two tiny bedrooms, all paneled in plastic half-heartedly made to resemble wood. The ceiling is low, and it’s always humid, no matter the weather. I find myself looking at the same old futon I’d slept on for as long as I can remember, the bedspread discolored, rippling boy band poster still taped to the wall. The very existence I’d been so determined to escape closes in on me, its smell of old cigarettes and stale beer wrapping me like a funeral shroud.


“Not good enough for Her Majesty?” Laura crows. She’s crept up behind me, and in the moment, I’m glad she can’t see my face.


“It’s fine,” I snap.


“Sure it is.”


“I have to work, Laura. I don’t suppose you have Wi-Fi?”


She cackles. I glance at her over my shoulder, and her face really says it all.
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