

        

            

                

            

        




	



TWO BROTHERS ON THE BRINK OF ADULTHOOD EXPERIENCE RADICALLY DIFFERENT FATES AS THEY STRUGGLE TO FIND THEIR WAY IN THE WORLD. 


	The Sherbrooke Brothers is a powerful coming-of-age story that blends elements of gothic fiction and contemporary literature. Delivering parallel storylines, the narrative portrays the life-changing experiences of seventeen-year-old Alex and his older brother Rob as they embark upon separate journeys. Both young men face challenges that stretch their inner strength and mental resolve to breaking point. Ultimately, they meet radically different fates, demonstrating the power of choice to shape individual destiny.


	 


	“The Sherbrooke Brothers is a unique and startling novella. How do the brothers work their way out of the devilish pact they find themselves in? Who will survive — and at what cost? A truly engrossing thriller. Go there, but you may never return.”—Professor Gary Crew.


	“Brotherhood, relationships and masculinity. The Sherbrooke Brothers is a moving and insightful read for anyone intrigued by the deep connections and bonds that can exist between humans.” — Dr Naomi Stekelenburg.














	THE SHERBROOKE BROTHERS


	 


	Eileen Herbert-Goodall


	 


	[image: ]


	 


	Moonshine Cove Publishing, LLC


	Abbeville, South Carolina U.S.A.


	 


	This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


	 


	Copyright 2017 by Eileen Herbert-Goodall






ISBN: 978-3-96142-448-1


Verlag GD Publishing Ltd. & Co KG, Berlin


E-Book Distribution: XinXii


www.xinxii.com


[image: ]



	 


	This eBook is also available in print (ISBN: 978-1-945181-06-1) at quality book stores and online retailers.


	This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. It may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share it with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return it and purchase your own copy.


	Thank you for respecting the hard work of the author


	Cover design by Lisa Cutler; cover image by Nadya Lukic; illustrations by Aaron Pearson.




	 


	 


	Other Works


	 


	‘Anchorage’ ~ Brilliant Flash Fiction, January, 2017
‘Remember?’ ~ The Oddville Press, Winter, 2017
‘Waiting’ ~ The Fredericksburg Literary and Art Review, Fall, 2016 


	‘A Dead Texan’ ~ The Paragon Journal, October, 2016


	‘Out of the Blue’ ~ The Paragon Journal, April, 2016


	‘A Daughter’s Letter’ ~ Spelk Fiction, March 15, 2016
‘End of the Road’ ~ Brilliant Flash Fiction, January, 2016
‘No Man’s Land’~ Rollick Magazine, October, 2015
‘Silver Lining’ ~ The Art of Losing (International Anthology), September, 2015
‘Chance’ ~ Beyond the Axis (International Anthology), 2015
‘Raven Medicine’~ TEXT Journal, April, 2015
‘The Decision’ ~ Flash Fiction Magazine, December, 2014
‘Flight’ ~ FewerThan500, December, 2014
‘Kate: A Story’ ~ FewerThan500, October, 2014
‘Journey’ ~ TEXT Journal, April, 2014


	 


	





 


	About the Author


	 


	Eileen Herbert-Goodall is a writer of fiction and non-fiction. She is Director of Field of Words, the [image: ]online writing organisation dedicated to helping writers hone their craft. She holds a Doctorate of Creative Arts, which she earned at the University of the Sunshine Coast (USC), Queensland, Australia. She teaches high school students through the university's Creative Writing Excellence Program. She is presently working on another novella, as well as a collection of short stories.


	 


	Eileen’s web address is www.eileenherbertgoodall.com 


	 




 


	Acknowledgement


	



I would like to thank my doctoral supervisors, Professor Gary Crew and Dr Ross Watkins from the University of the Sunshine Coast, Australia. The advice and guidance they offered while I drafted this manuscript proved to be invaluable.


	 




 


	 


	A person often meets his destiny on the road he took to avoid it.


	 —Jean de La Fontaine 
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West


	 


	The downpour pummeled Cal’s Ute. The service station’s sign was a beacon slicing through the wet. He drew on a cigarette. ‘Sure you want to do this?’


	Rob looked out at a sheet of grey. ‘Already said so, didn’t I?’


	‘You seem on edge.’


	‘Nope, just bored.’


	They’d stayed the night at Cal’s and driven out of Sherbrooke before dawn, leaving a note in the kitchen for Cal’s mum, Patricia. A few hours later, Rob had called his own mother and broken the news; she hadn’t been impressed.


	‘We’ll get moving as soon as this rain settles. You know what my eyes are like. I can’t see too well this time of day. The weather doesn’t help.’


	‘Yeah, I know.’


	It was almost dark. They’d been driving for more than twelve hours. Another three on the road would get them to Talinga.


	‘A change will do us good,’ Cal said. ‘You worried about your mum?’


	‘No. Why?’


	Cal opened the window and a ribbon of smoke seeped out. ‘She must be stressed about Alex.’


	‘We’ll only be gone a while.’ Rob closed his eyes and listened as cars roared along the highway. ‘I’m not sure Alex wants me around anyway.’


	‘What makes you say that?’


	‘He hardly speaks to me whenever I visit him in hospital. Might as well be a fly on the wall. It was the same last time he got sick.’


	‘He’s dealing with stuff.’ Cal flicked his lighter, watched the tongue of flame, then let it die.


	The rain eased and mist rolled in so that the vehicle seemed to be moving through clouds.


	‘I can understand you not wanting to get your hopes up again, just in case,’ Cal said.


	‘Is that a fact?’


	‘That’s how it seems, but I could be wrong.’


	‘You could be.’


	‘Maybe you’re not afraid of anything.’


	‘I never said that.’ Rob chewed a fingernail.


	‘Seems like you’re running away, that’s all.’


	‘No, I just need to write this story and have it published — simple.’


	Waiting around made Rob uptight. It seemed like he was always waiting for something: for his father to come back to earth, for his mother to get a grip, for his brother to be cured, for someone to notice his writing. The first three matters were beyond his control, but succeeding in his career was something he’d set his mind to. The story on Talinga was going to take him places.


	‘I wish you’d cut the superman crap.’ Cal nudged his glasses up the bridge of his nose. ‘You don’t have to pretend everything’s okay.’


	‘Thanks for the advice.’


	Cal stubbed out his cigarette and slammed shut the ashtray.


	‘Truth is, nobody gives a damn about how the situation with Alex affects me.’


	‘It’s not like he gets sick on purpose.’


	‘That doesn’t make dealing with the fall-out any easier. Mum loses it and Dad — he checked out years ago.’ Rob switched on the radio and music tumbled through the speakers. The word ‘key’ shimmered golden before his eyes, then dissipated in the smoky air. ‘I want to forget about that stuff.’


	Cal toyed with his lighter again.


	‘Would you stop.’


	‘What?’


	‘Flicking that thing.’


	Cal dropped the lighter into his shirt pocket.


	‘I thought there was a drought out this way?’ Rob said.


	‘Not anymore.’


	The rain stopped; clouds peeled apart, revealing a three-quarter moon.


	Rob had wanted to visit Talinga for months, but managed to keep a lid on his plans in order to land a scoop. With some tight writing and slick visuals, the story could score him a by-line in a high profile magazine. There was even a chance of snaring an international publication. Stories on the supernatural were hot property.


	Built back in 1888, Talinga had supposedly been haunted since the original lady of the house, Vanessa Clark, and her employee (caretaker, gardener, driver), Albert Bowen, mysteriously disappeared around the turn of the nineteenth century. According to local legend, she and Albert were killed when their carriage slewed off a track and ditched into Patterson Creek. It was said the pair were secret lovers trying to run off together. No trace of their bodies or the wreckage was ever found. Some believed this version of events was a smoke screen and that Vanessa’s husband, John Clark, had killed them in a fit of jealous rage.


	Then there was the priest whose death was linked to the bell tower. Who knew what had happened there?


	The Net’s gossip mill claimed ghosts had driven everyone away from Talinga but, with a little research, Rob learnt the owners were travelling through Europe, stockpiling antiques. Brian and Kate McGregor had lived at Talinga for ten years and were the property’s longest-standing owners since John Clark died over a hundred years earlier.


	Rob had also called Talinga’s caretaker, Kieran O’Brien, who agreed to let them stay at the homestead, but refused to surrender any significant information about the property over the phone. 


	‘Looks like the weather’s clearing.’ Rob rubbed at the windscreen with a rag.


	‘Yep.’ Cal started the engine, backed up, and hit the brakes before throwing the vehicle into first. The car swung onto the highway, wheels sliding. He glanced in the rear-vision mirror, then jumped lanes. ‘Here’s hoping we don’t end up bogged in the middle of nowhere.’


	‘Might not be so bad. We could find ourselves a ghost or two — drowned cattlemen, vengeful bushrangers, lost explorers, massacres — the outback’s full of tragic stories.’


	‘What about the homestead? You think it’s haunted?’


	Rob shrugged. ‘The place has been awash with rumors of adultery, murder and madness for years. Got to be something in it.’


	Cal grinned. ‘Sounds like a bunch of camp-fire yarns.’


	‘Could be a whole lot more, too. Guess we’re about to find out.’


	‘I’ve got to admit, it feels good to go with the flow.’


	‘That’s what I’ve been saying. You need to loosen up.’


	‘I’m trying.’ Cal kept his eyes on the road. ‘You can see that, right?’


	‘Sure.’


	A truck travelling in the opposite direction sped past and the Ute shuddered. Across the seat, Cal gripped the wheel, his hands large and strong. Rob remembered the night they’d met, how he’d literally seen stars after dropping acid.


	Now, staring out his window, he watched as moonlit trees raced by.


	 




 


	 


	 


	Fear


	 


	In a way, death had a certain appeal — it would be definite, final — yet Alex feared it. His anxiety was amplified by the emptiness that threatened to engulf him. Since being admitted to Sherbrooke Hospital nine weeks earlier, loneliness had gnawed at his insides.


	Tests had detected the reappearance of cancer. This was the second time in three-and-a-half years that Alex had battled the disease, although his doctor reassured him the situation was not full-blown. Malignant cells were restricted to a testis. Alex received localized radiotherapy, followed by chemotherapy. He’d lost his hair again, but there was no trace of the cancer. The tumor had been obliterated.


	There would be no soft landings; he’d probably be left sterile. Depression was a real possibility.


	Most people he knew were making decisions about the future, but Alex was tackling one day at a time. He had no real plans. Sometimes he imagined himself masterminding an ingenious method for saving the world’s coral reefs, although the dream to study Marine Biology really belonged to his girlfriend, Kelly Faulkner. Alex had partly adopted it through a strange process of psychological osmosis. He also loved to draw. Other than that, he had no idea about what to do with his life.


	Prayer helped him cope. His faith brought with it visions of an escape route, a tunnel of golden light, where Alex would somehow know where to go and what to do. He took comfort in the idea of a higher force steering his life, but lately his faith had waned. What sort of God let someone get so sick twice?


	Alex was first treated for T-cell ALL, Acute Lymphoblastic Leukaemia, at the age of fourteen. It hadn’t been the death sentence he’d anticipated. Having entered remission quickly, he was expected to make a full recovery and sent home with a pile of tablets. Alex toed the line — he took his med’s, saw his GP for regular check-ups, watched his diet — but things didn’t always go to plan. Henry Knowles, the paediatric oncologist seated beside Alex’s bed, remained positive.


	‘Relapse is relatively common, Alex. It affects around a quarter of children and adolescents with ALL. Most relapses occur in the good risk category, your category.’


	‘That’s because less of the high-risk kids survive. The numbers are skewed.’


	‘That doesn’t mean you’re going to die.’


	Alex stared at the wall. ‘What does it mean?’


	‘All going well, you’re back on track and will enter remission once more.’


	‘For how long?’


	‘Tests have confirmed this was an extramedullar event.’ The Doc leaned forward. ‘I’m sure you understand what that means.’ 


	Alex nodded. Keen to make sense of things early on, he’d spent hours searching the Net for relevant information. Consequently, he developed an impressive command of medical terminology, including an understanding of “extramedullar”, or that which exists outside the inner portion of an organ.


	The worst type of recurrence involved a bone marrow relapse within two years. In such cases, the odds of survival weren’t good. And, if the cancer returned, the best case scenario was to experience an isolated non-marrow event restricted to the central nervous system, or a testis; his situation exactly. What Alex really wanted to know was how the leukaemia had gained a foot-hold in the first place. Was the molecular abnormality that triggered his cancer something he’d been born with, or a random error that occurred later? Was it fate, or simply bad luck? The Doc said it was most likely both. He believed a nonhereditary gene mutation combined with a “second hit” factor, such as an early childhood viral infection, probably kick-started the production of abnormal white cells inside Alex’s marrow.


	Alex stared at the sheet covering the lower half of his body. Having cancer was one thing, dissecting its recurrence in search of a silver lining was something else altogether. He wasn’t sure he had the mental flexibility needed for such optimism.


	‘I understand your disappointment,’ the Doc said, ‘but things are looking up. We’ve finished treatment and you’re well into consolidation. You’ll be home by the end of the week.’


	‘I suppose I should be grateful.’


	Narrowing his eyes, Dr Knowles seemed about to say something when his pager interrupted. The Doc stood, removed the device from his belt and scanned its screen. Light streamed through the window, striking his black hair.


	Alex rubbed his bare scalp. 


	‘I’ll be back tomorrow.’ Dr Knowles hitched the pager back into position. ‘Chin up.’


	‘Sure.’


	The Doc walked away. He was tall and lean, his movements fluid. He stopped in the doorway and glanced over his shoulder. ‘How’s Kelly these days?’


	‘She’s fine.’


	‘Good. It’s important to have someone your own age to talk with.’


	‘I know.’


	‘Is she aware you want to go away?’


	‘No.’


	‘What about your mother?’


	Alex shook his head. ‘I’ll tell them both tomorrow.’


	‘Maybe I should speak to Edie first, give her some warning.’


	‘I’ll handle it.’


	‘Tread carefully.’


	‘I will.’


	The Doc left and Alex turned to the window. Mechanical cranes punctured the skyline, their long, metal limbs moving with robotic smoothness. Sheets of glass glittered with sunlight. He could see part of the river far below. An arterial life-line, it pumped its way through a jungle of concrete towards the sea. The colour of its water changed, depending on the time of day, or weather. Mostly, it was dark and mysterious-looking. What creatures lurked in its depths? Alex was sure he’d seen some likely contenders in his dreams, especially after having analgesics. The occupants of Alex’s sleep were usually mutant arthropods with body segments sharp as blades, threatening claws, bulging eyes. A few were strikingly beautiful, fluorescent in colour, angular limbs twirling like intricate machine parts.
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Once he’d even dreamt of stymphalians, those strange metal birds that had taunted Hercules. He’d sketched all the creatures, paying close attention to their mind-bending proportions, so that over the past few years his folio had taken a decidedly grotesque turn.


	He listened to the ward’s heartbeat; a telephone rang, laughter tumbled down the corridor, a steady electrical hum seeped through the walls.


	His mind summoned a vision of Kelly — her eyes, the colour of sky and sea, they killed him. But she’d be heading to a university up north before long; it was best to cut the ties sooner rather than later.


	














	 


	 


	 


	Stars: A memory



	 


	Rays of light streamed down upon the university’s sandstone walls, but otherwise the courtyard was dark. Faceless figures wandered through the crowd, or lingered in shadows, dancing, kissing. On the main stage half a dozen percussionists sat in a semi-circle, slapping their drums and shaking the night. Fire dancers leapt across the grass, hoisting burning sticks into the air.


	Orange flames sliced through the darkness. 


	Standing opposite the stage, Rob leant against a wall, vibrations knocking inside his chest. He looked down and saw half the ground was covered in grass, the other with lines of yellow, blue and red. His vision blurred as the image seared itself onto his brain.


	The acid was kicking in.


	He closed his eyes, concentrating on his balance.


	There was something sublime about the drums; their steady rhythm sharpened his senses. At any moment his spirit might leave his body and astral-travel out over the night. What would the nearby river look like from high above? He longed to fly.


	A vast sea of bodies swirled before him. Thousands of first years littered the crowd; he could tell by all the togas. His gaze drifted back to the young man seated on a bench close by. He had shoulder-length hair and wore glasses. Rob moved away from the wall and it felt like he was space-walking. Good thing he’d only dropped half a tab.


	The drums stopped.


	Glancing down, he noticed the elongated shape of his hands. His fingertips tingled. The pungent smell of dope filled the air. Rob took a deep breath. In the wind trees shivered, whispering secrets. He listened, wanting to understand, but a wave of human voices drowned out the sound.


	The bench seemed to shift as he sat down. He turned and saw the stranger looking. It was too dark to make out the colour of his eyes. Rob crossed his legs and stared at the fire dancers.


	The man adjusted his glasses. ‘You study here?’


	‘Yeah.’


	‘What?’


	A full moon resembling a golden eye observed them from the bottom of the sky. Rob’s thoughts slid, blurred, snapped back on track. ‘Pardon?’


	‘What do you study?


	‘Journalism.’ Had the word come out right? Rob suppressed an urge to laugh.


	‘How about you?’


	The man shook his head, lit a cigarette. ‘I’m not a student.’


	‘What do you do?’


	‘Paint, mostly.’


	Rob stared at the man’s teeth, which were shiny little blocks. ‘Really? What sort of stuff?’


	‘Houses.’


	Rob watched the word tumble, beautiful and white, from the man’s mouth. ‘As in paintings of houses?’


	Slipping his lighter into his jeans’ pocket, the man brushed against Rob’s arm. ‘No, as in house walls. Inside and out.’


	‘Right.’


	The drums started up again.


	‘I have a friend who studies here. I lost her about an hour ago.’


	‘Shame,’ Rob said.


	A smile tugged at the man’s mouth.


	‘What’s your name?’


	‘Cal Taylor.’


	‘I’m Rob McKenzie.’


	‘You having a good night?’


	‘So far.’


	Cal dragged on his cigarette, opened his mouth, and blew a series of perfect smoke rings. 


	Rob turned to the fire dancers, watching streaks of gold swim through the air.


	Someone howled like a dog.


	‘Want to take a walk, Cal?’


	‘Where to?’


	‘Someplace a little more quiet.’


	The tip of Cal’s cigarette glowed bright. ‘I was thinking about heading home.’


	‘You were?’


	‘Yeah. Want a lift?’


	Tilting his head, Rob took in the stars. ‘I had some acid a couple of hours ago. You okay with that?’


	Cal stood, dropped his cigarette and crushed it beneath his boot. ‘You going to turn into a werewolf?’


	‘Never happened before.’


	‘An axe murderer?’


	‘Unlikely. Can hardly keep a straight face right now.’ 


	Cal smiled. ‘Then I’m okay with it.’


	Rob got to his feet and started space-walking again.


	‘You all right?’


	‘Sure, just a little scattered.’


	Cal led the way through the crowd. A man dressed as a jester squeezed past, heading the other way, and the bells on his hat set off an electrical storm inside Rob’s brain.


	Brightly coloured lines of yellow, green and red streaked his vision before forming star clusters. The stars spoke to one another as they trailed the jester, their words nonsensical. Rob blinked and the hallucination vanished. 


	The crowd jostled. Rob’s head spun. Reaching out, he clutched Cal’s shoulder. 


	Cal turned. ‘How you doing?’


	‘A little dizzy.’ Rob closed his eyes. ‘I’ll be fine.’


	‘Come on.’ Cal took him by the arm. ‘Almost there.’


	Out in the open, they walked in silence. Cool air rushed into Rob’s lungs. The multi-storey car park loomed on the corner ahead like a fallen satellite. He could have sworn the building was tilting sideways. ‘Sorry. I’m good now.’
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